
Molly: London, Ontario known as one of the greenest and most resilient cities in Canada. Wait,
what? Okay, maybe it isn't yet. That's the London Environmental Network’s vision for our city.
This podcast asks how close we are to realizing that vision. This is a tour of sustainability in
London. I'm Molly Miksa. I'll be your tour guide.

In this episode of the podcast,  we're talking about waste in London. That includes landfill,
recycling, compost—everything that Londoners are getting rid of, one way or another. The hope
is to see London become one of the greenest and most resilient cities in Canada, regarding our
waste, and that means closing all the loops. So that for as many things as possible, there is no
dump at the end of the line, because there is no end of the line, just the next incarnation. How
we as residents are supported in closing the loops on waste makes a huge difference. And the
choices we make as residents, business owners and even employees makes a huge difference
as well. In this episode, I'll be talking with Jay Stanford, director of environment, fleet and solid
waste for the City of London, about the various programs the City runs to manage our waste.
Then I'll be speaking with Heenal Rajani, co-founder of Reimagine Co, about ways we can
change our own habits, and ways our communities can support us, in our journeys towards zero
waste.

Molly: Jay Stanford is probably the best person in the city to talk to about the municipal waste
stream. He is involved in all of the projects. And there's action happening in many areas around
waste collection and disposal. If, like me, you have always wanted to visit recycling facilities and
landfill sites to get a better understanding of how they really work, well, this conversation might
be the next best thing.

Molly: So I'm here with Jay Stanford at innovation works. Thank you so much for meeting with
me, Jay. Do you mind introducing yourself, and saying a bit about what you do?

Jay: Jay Stanford. I'm the director of environment, fleet, for the City of London—and of course,
solid waste. I've been here for 25 years now. And in fact, I've actually been in the solid waste
business for upwards of probably 33-34 years too. So it's something that I've really enjoyed with
a passion because the idea that we call it waste, but really, we should be referring to it as
resources.

London is looking at landfill expansion, blue box restructuring, and the introduction of a green
bin program, as well as attempting to meet the goals of the 60% waste diversion action plan—
that is to divert 60% of residential waste by the end of 2022. That's a lot to manage. How's it
going?

Jay: Actually, it's going very, very well. And you know, it's really good to start with a little bit of
context. We're diverting about 45% of our waste right now. So here we are in the year 2021, and
45% that, at one point in time, was actually going to landfill. So it used to be 100% to landfill,
and that was a good 30-40 years ago. But when you think about what we've done so far in
London, it's excellent. And we have a long road ahead of us.



Molly: Great. So how much waste is London producing now, and what are the main sources?

Jay: Well, it's interesting, because when you say waste, people often get mixed up. So we have,
kind of, three categories. You have residential waste—what you and I placed at the curb. You
have materials that are referred to as your business waste—industrial, commercial, and
institutional waste. And those materials of course, are not placed at the curb by you and I, but
placed by businesses at their place for waste collection. And then there's another big category
called construction, renovation and demolition. And the reason it's all important is that each one
of these has different practices that have to be put in place to make sure materials are diverted
or composted. When it comes to the residential sector, we're diverting about 45%, as I
mentioned before. When it comes to the business sectors, a little bit less. But overall, what's
very impressive, is all materials in London—roughly about a tonne a person, across all those
different waste streams. About 35% is finding a home where it belongs, a home where materials
are recycled, a home where materials are composted, or turned into other products. Why is
about a third very important? It’s because the provincial average is about a quarter. So as a
whole, our city is doing very well. But we have a lot of work ahead of us, because just think
about this—there's still 270,000 tonnes of resources that are sent to landfill, either in London or
outside of London, every year. So, our work is a big workload.

Molly: Yeah. So, and you're saying that one tonne per person is including all those waste
streams?

Jay: When you include everything we generate, whether it's recycled, composted or sent to
landfill, it's about a tonne per person.

Molly: Including industrial and business?

Jay: Yep. Including all your materials. And why is that important? Because basically, even when
you are recycling and composting, although those are great opportunities, anytime something is
not there in the first place, it is better for the environment, it is more efficient, and actually it is
less costly. So that is why really looking at all the elements is so important, not just recycling and
composting.

Molly: Yeah. So we're gonna touch on all of those. I want to start with landfill. The City of London
is proposing an expansion of our existing landfill site, at the south end of the city—it's called
W12A—which is expected to reach capacity in 2024. The proposed expansion involves
essentially doubling the landfill’s capacity, and building upwards—so about 14 storeys high. How
does that work?

Jay: We're doing an environmental assessment, which is one of the most comprehensive
processes of community engagement and technical research, to determine the right approach
for expanding a landfill site. We're at a point in time right now, where we've determined that
going up is the best solution, both environmentally, financially and socially. So we looked at
alternatives of going up into the north, or up and to the east, at the current landfill site. But going



up on the same footprint is the best solution. So the environmental assessment requires about
five years of work to complete, and we've been at it for now for about three years, and we're
moving along quite well. It's a provincial government approach that is required here, and it is all
about making sure that we are working as closely as we can with our neighbors around the
landfill site, meeting the needs and expectation of all Londoners and businesses, and then
putting in place an environmentally sound solution for the materials that we can't recycle and
compost.

Molly: And is that then, if it's going to be so tall? Is that like a big big hill? Or…?

Jay: Yes and no. It's more like a big, big, high plateau. The landfill site is quite flat, so it's not
really like a mountain. Just picture a big plateau, would probably be the best way to look at it.

Molly: OK.

Jay: But yes, it is going to be quite high—upwards of 14 storeys—when it's complete. The
completion date for the current site is about 2024. The expanded site is about 2050.

Molly: Right. Once that EA (environmental assessment) has gone through.

Jay: Once the EA has gone through, and of course that requires a lot of government approval
still. So there's still a lot of process to go through and a lot of opportunity for people to provide
comments.

Molly: And that landfill will be shared, at least in the future, by London and surrounding
municipalities? To some degree.

Jay: That is the current proposal, to make it available for a small portion. We're suggesting
about 5% of the capacity could be reserved for other communities that need services. London
has often provided regional services. We do that for water. And currently Council is saying that
there should be opportunities in the future to provide services elsewhere. And in some cases,
closing down smaller landfill sites in southwestern Ontario, are actually much better for the
environment when you come into something such as W12A, which is a very advanced landfill
site when it comes to landfills.

Molly: And also, it seems to me that we're looking after our own garbage and landfill in London,
as opposed to sending it off somewhere else.

Jay: That's been a goal of council. So residential waste is clearly handled right here in London,
within our municipal boundaries. And a large portion of the business waste also stays here. But
other waste does flow into Southwestern Ontario. And of course, some does go over the border
into Michigan.



Molly: Okay. I read about a methane gas collection system at W12A. Can you tell me about this
system and its environmental benefits?

Jay: Sure. For every year garbage decomposes in the landfill site. And of course, that creates
methane. So what we have at the site is a collection system. It's made up of pipes and wells,
where we draw the gas out of the landfill site, and we bring it to a landfill flare. And so that flare
essentially burns the gas, which includes the methane. And each year, we're burning and
destroying the equivalent of about 130,000 tons of greenhouse gas, which is just excellent. It's
by far the largest greenhouse gas reduction project in London right now. That's the equivalent to
taking about 33,000 cars off the road. So if you step back in time, that gas would have just gone
up into the atmosphere and contributed to our challenges with climate change. But now, at least
60% of that is destroyed. Into the future, and more important, we want to turn that into an
energy resource, and we're looking at renewable natural gas as a solution.

Molly: Okay, so now it's being burned, and not causing further problems. But in the future, it will
actually be useful as energy.

Jay: Exactly. And we've been looking at this now for more than 10 years. And we've run into
some challenges with electricity—because that was the desire, to create renewable electricity.
Unfortunately, we were not able to put it into the grid to be used; there were some constraints.
Those constraints have not changed, and that's why now we're looking at renewable natural
gas, which is a more sophisticated process. But many technologies, things do become a little
easier every year.

Molly: Right. Interesting. I understand that the city is supportive of a circular economy with
respect to waste, meaning products and waste materials are re-circulated into further use,
rather than just ending up in landfill. So, that would even include the project you'd be talking
about with the methane in a way. Is the idea of moving toward a circular economy built into the
landfill expansion?

Jay: Well, it's actually built into our entire solid waste management system. So a circular
economy is all about reuse and reduce, and it's all about recycling and composting, and making
sure those materials are kept in society and put to good use, and not landfilled. So the goal of
the landfill site is not just to fill it. It is there as your backup. It's something that's very important
for the community, because we do need it. But our whole goal is to not use it as much as we
want to, or as much as some people think we should be using it, because it is a cheap solution.
Several years ago, municipal council approved a concept called the London Waste to
Resources Innovation Center. And that concept became a reality a couple years ago, when we
signed a deal with Western University, and brought in a number of businesses to look at
advancing technologies and advancing thinking, on creating more products from materials that
were once considered a waste, and turning them into resources. So the commitment of Council
and City staff and many businesses in London, is to put all these materials to much better use.
You have to find the right balance environmentally, financially and socially, and that is a big part
of that particular project.



Molly: Mm hmm. Great. So moving on then, to recycling. How much blue box waste is currently
being recycled, and what is it going towards?

Jay: It's always an interesting question, because some people think that recycling ends up in
landfill anyways, and the answer is 100% no.

Molly: Really!

Jay: Everything that comes in, is processed. So we bring in about 27,000 tonnes of material
each year. 25,000 tons of that material goes off to end markets. So yes, there is some that goes
to the landfill. And the reason for that is that some people don't quite follow all the rules, or they
wish they could cycle certain things, and they put them in the blue box. The blue box is for
paper and packaging materials. It's not for items such as scrap metal, utensils, ceramics, plates;
we've even had car parts turn up in our blue box. So these are items that people don't
understand, or give it to us for a variety of different reasons. But the bottom line is, 25,000
tonnes go out to various end markets each year. Our recycling center actually handles 35,000
tonnes, because we do provide services through about nine other municipalities, and a number
of businesses in London too. So it is a wonderful location beside our landfill site, and it's
something that actually serves a regional nature.

Molly: Wow, that's kind of blowing my mind. Because I think I, like you're saying a lot of people,
assume that a lot of stuff from the blue box ends up not being recycled, and going to landfill. But
that's terrific that it isn't.

Jay: Well, and that's really important, because people have to understand, when they read a
news story that says something's going wrong in Western Canada, something's going wrong
and Eastern Canada—do not make the assumption that that is going wrong in Ontario, or even
here in London. It's always best to ask. I've been on many radio shows, and talked to a variety
of people to help clarify what clearly is going on here in London. It's always good to actually
have an opportunity like this to share the proper news.

Molly: And so, what is it being recycled into? What is the next phase of the life of the stuff from
our blue boxes?

Jay: Every material is handled differently. Newspaper goes back into new newspaper. Aluminum
cans: some will go back into new aluminum cans; some will go back into aluminum car parts.
Steel, for the most part, goes back into steel products. Glass bottles go right back into new
glass bottles. Plastics: some of it is returned into the plastic product—like, your water bottles go
back into making new water bottles. Other plastics might be what some we will call downcycled.
It was once a plastic bottle, but now the best use for it is to turn it into plastic that are used for
plastic fibers and clothing, for example.

Molly: Right.



Jay: So part of the circular economy is keeping products in motion as long as possible.
Whenever you can put it back into the same product, you're higher up on the hierarchy, but
that's not always the case. There's—sometimes there's financial and technical impediments.
Sometimes there's just things that just cannot be done, because it's just not possible with
today's technology.

Molly: And then you have your trickier things, like milk cartons or tetra packs.

Jay: That's right, because they're actually multi-laminated materials. They're made up of
sometimes two and three different materials. So they'll be handled in London. And by handling, I
mean, they're just bailed. They're then sent off to processors who have technology that begins
to separate out those different layers. In the case of materials like milk cartons, there's a very
strong fiber component associated with that. But you do have to remove the plastic film that is
used on the outside to make sure that, of course, milk doesn’t leak.

Molly: That's important, too. So this is a big one: the provincial government is talking about
changing the blue box program, such that producers are made 100% responsible, both
operationally and financially for the running of the program. I understand this is something the
City of London actually has been advocating for, for some time. Can you talk about this change,
or proposed change?

Jay: Sure. In a nutshell, it's referred to as really extended producer responsibility. It means that
the companies that produce packages and products (so a package, like a plastic bottle, or a
product, like a magazine or newspaper) have to take responsibility for it. In the past they have,
but it's often been a shared responsibility with municipalities. For example, the cost of recycling
is paid for by the revenues from materials. And then the remainder is split between
municipalities and industry. But the recycling program itself is 100% the responsibility of
municipalities. So what we've been advocating for years, is that we really have no control, at the
municipal level, over products and packages that enter the system. Because we have no control
over them, it's very hard for us to understand how to make improvements, how to keep costs
low, how to recycle more—because some of these products are not recyclable. So what the
Provincial government has done is put out draft legislation and regulation that puts responsibility
on industry to handle all their products, including paying for them. So the advantage of this is
marketplace, when they are 100% responsible for it. So this is a positive move, and it will take
about three years to fully roll in place. It'll start in about 2023, and end by late 2025, when the
entire province of Ontario will be under the new system.

Molly: It sounds like a pretty good thing. It sounds complicated too. How do industries get
charged?

Jay: That'll be up to the provincial government and industries to figure out. Right now they’re
being charged, because they do pay for half the program. So the systems will be very, very
similar, they'll just be required to pay more. Now it also means though, that you and I, as



consumers, are likely to be paying more for certain products and packages, because industry
has to use that additional money to pay to recycle them. Whereas right now,
taxpayers—whether they use certain products or packages—contribute to the entire recycling
system. So in the future—the near future—this accountability increases dramatically, and
residents begin to make a choice. If they don't want a certain package or product, they won't
consume that one. And that can send a signal to industry, that industry needs to be putting out
things that make sense to people, and that they will take responsibility for. Things are very
consumer-driven. The consumer has a lot to say, and this type of program is very strong in that
case. If you don't like something, then don't buy it.

Molly: I agree with that for sure. So would it mean though, that an industry, you know, if I'm
making a product, and I use less packaging, will I pay less then, into that program?

Jay: Absolutely. Absolutely. And so there's the competitive advantage one industry might have
over another, or one business over another. So that should encourage business to take more
responsibility, put more innovation and creativity into it. Municipalities are very good at certain
things. This is one of the areas that we're not very good at, because we have no control over
how a package is designed. That is something that specialists are involved in, and that's where
it should be, and that's, let these good people find the solutions out there to help us all.

Molly: And yeah, people would say, if each company had to deal with its own waste, then they'd
probably think twice about that extra layer of plastic, or that extra component that's hard to look
after.

Jay: That's right. Now, we always have to keep in mind, sometimes that extra component or
layer there, is for a very, very good reason. Food that is not properly packaged quickly goes
bad. Products that have less packaging sometimes come damaged, and then they can't be sold.
So there are certain situations where there's a nice balance, and people do get upset
sometimes and say things are over packaged; many times they are. So packaging is really
interesting. I have been looking at it for decades now. And I'm not a big fan of extra packaging,
no doubt about that. But a lot of it's there for a very, very good reason. It's there to protect the
consumer, in many cases.

Molly: Interesting. Can you talk about the Hefty Energy Bag pilot project? That’s another
recycling project in London, that's happening now.

Jay: Sure, this is actually a pilot project that got out of the gate in October, 2019, and it's just in a
handful of areas in London. About 13,000 homes had been invited to participate, to various
degrees, either curbside, or to use the EnviroDepots as a place to drop off materials. And we're
targeting what are considered hard-to-recycle or non-recyclable plastic items. They mainly fall in
categories of soft plastics. So that would be your flexible plastic packaging, a pouch at the
grocery store. At one time it might have been in a plastic bottle or an aluminum can or glass
bottle. Now it's in a pouch that's resealable—a very scientific type package, but very hard to



recycle. So you can go through a long list of those materials. They represent about 3% by
weight of the items that are in your garbage bag right now.

So this program, the Hefty Energy Bag, is essentially an orange bag, where you capture those
materials, place them inside the bag, and you put that bag out on recycling day. And that bag is
handled as a unit. So all your cheese wrappers would be in there, your plastic laminates. If you
didn't use a reusable bag, if you had an extra grocery bag or a produce bag, you couldn't reuse
it, you would put it in there. This program, then, will do a couple things. It’ll look at the material
from: can it be recycled—and we’ve proven that some items can; they're used to create
composite plastic lumber, and we've actually built a number of deck chairs with the Hefty Energy
Bag material. We're also looking at the ability to create other products—other products being,
where you begin to break down the plastics through a conversion process, to create a fuel that
can then be used to create renewable energy. Then finally, the other opportunity sometimes, is
where if the item cannot be handled through a recycling or recovery system, it could actually be
used—rather than placed in a landfill site—to replace coal as a material that is required to burn
in the manufacturing process, such as a lime kiln, or cement kiln. So these are different ideas,
from recycling to resource recovery, where the focus of the program is to—we don't want it in
the landfill site, because there it has no resource value. What can we do to recover it? The Hefty
Energy Bag. And then what can we do with the materials that are recovered to put them to
better use?

Molly: Sorry, can I just pause on what you just said a second ago? Some of the plastics would
be used to replace coal for burning? And that would be environmentally... not polluting?

Jay: That’s right. Oh, but you see, coal is a fossil fuel.

Molly: Yeah.

Jay: And in that case—and this is—as I mentioned, it's on a lower level of where you want to go.
You want to recycle as much as you can. For items that you cannot recycle, you do look at a
fuel component or a replacement component. Rather than a process that burns virgin coal,
which is what a cement kiln does right now, could a cement kiln replace part of the coal with a
portion of this material? And the answer is yes, it can, and it's been proven that it can.

Molly: OK.

Jay: So the idea is, it's not your perfect use by any means, but what we're saying is that it's
much better to do something like that than it is to have that material in the landfill site. These
items also, of course, have different opinions from different people on the value of that. So at the
City, part of our London Waste to Resources Innovation Center, is we have a belief that unless
you capture materials—and you just send them to a landfill site, you don't have any opportunity
to see what resources you can turn it into. So this pilot project is allowing us to determine: what
can be recycled (and it's recycled into plastic lumber); what can then be recovered in the way of
conversion and turned into materials that could be reused as a plastic item (and that's called



molecular recycling); and there's the idea that if you could just replace fossil fuel materials, such
as coal, you're still better off in the long run. So the idea is, we've got a lot of materials here in
London—as I mentioned, 270,000 tonnes, going to landfill. Let’s look at what solutions there are
that are better off for the environment.

Molly: And I guess, at this point, when we still have an awful lot of single use plastics, we need
to look at all the options that there are.

Jay: There's a lot of important schools of thought on that. Some people say ban all those single
use plastics. And the reality is, even if you did, there'd still be so much out there for years to
come. That's the reality. So at the City we like to look at all different solutions. And our Council
has directed us to say, look, we really don't want plastics in the landfill site—no value. Let's look
at all the value opportunities. And we're saying, everything is on the table, and we also look at
everything from an environmental perspective.

Molly: Good. So moving on to composting, what's the status of the proposed green bin
program? London is a bit late to the game on this one, and I understand it's been put off from
previous targets, due to the pandemic, for another two years. So late 2022. How are we coming
along?

Jay: We're actually—because of the pandemic, we're clearly behind schedule. We're about nine
months to one year behind schedule. So originally, the green bin program was going to roll out
in London in the fall of 2021. So that will now be delayed about one year to fall–late fall, 2022.
So we're about a year behind. And you know, it's difficult, but the pandemic has been very
difficult on what we've been able to deliver in the City of London. We've been delivering
essential services, and it has not allowed us the opportunity, basically, to get fully engaged in
the community, to look at all the other aspects of waste diversion that are part of the 60%
diversion action plan—including food waste avoidance, including the green bin. So that, we
hope, is going to change very quickly. We think that many people now are used to the new way
of engaging, and working on Zoom programs, and casting their opinions online. So we're now
going to try to move our program forward in 202,1 to make up some time, but we're also going
to be shifting our emphasis. Our emphasis is going to be a little bit more on, what can we do
locally that actually saves money and creates jobs locally?  And when you look at items such as
food waste, and how much of that should not occur in the first place, to save money. When you
look at items such as textiles, that we could get more recovery—we recover about half, but
there’s still half that is going to the landfill site. If we can recover that, that creates jobs locally,
There are certain items that can be recycled locally. Toilets, for example (as funny as it sounds)
can be crushed and turned into like an aggregate product. That work would be done right here
in London. So there's a lot of these opportunities, that we're going to shuffle the deck a little bit,
and make sure that as part of our recovery here in London from the pandemic, we're doing the
highest priority items on our road to the green bin program.

Molly: I see. So sort of trying to keep the loop closed geographically, within our city.



Jay: Whenever we can, it's always best for the environment and best for local jobs.

Molly: And why though, has that program been slow to get going in London—the green bin
program?

Jay: Well, you know, it's interesting, Some people think that Council has been anti-green bin, or
some Councillors, and the answer is, absolutely not. This city has got a lot of priorities. And over
the years—and I've been working on this project for many years and presenting information on
it—with all the other priorities, Council has just not been able to find the funds to support a
program like this. The green bin program is an expensive program. And so now, with our landfill
capacity dwindling, our approval process for the new landfill site really requires us to go the next
step and have a green bin program in place. Plus, government law now requires that we have
one in place by 2025. But you have always got to say to yourself, the green bin and the money
to spend [on] that, can also keep money not being spent in other areas of the environment.
There's only so much money to go around from the tax base, and so it's been some tough
decisions. And we're now glad to see that this is now something that Council’s quite prepared to
proceed with. And although there is delay, they're already asking us to see what we can do to
decrease that delay.

Molly: Right. Well, that's good. I know I picked up my backyard composter at one of the city's
EnviroDepots. Are many Londoners composting on their own?

Jay: Very tough thing to know how many for sure, but we believe at least a third out there are
composting at some time during the year. Now some are advocates for this, and they'll have
four and five composters in their backyard. Others will buy one, and then use it sporadically.
Some will only compost in the summer, and not in the winter. So, anytime you can compost at
home, or use a digester—which is becoming a little more common right now in London—that's
great to handle that. But something like that only appeals to a certain population—the
population that has a bit of a garden to work with—which means, basically, there's some that
this will never appeal to, and that's the reality. So that is why having multiple systems at play is
one of the best things you can do. So a green bin and home composting, they'll get along just
fine working together.

Molly: Well, and for sure. I know there's times in the winter when the bin in your backyard fills
up, because it's not decomposing. So, nice to have somewhere else for that to go.

Jay: Oh, sure, absolutely. And then there's some people that just say, “Get another home
composter,” and the answer is, yes to all of this. What we try to do at the City is provide
solutions that meet the needs of a variety of people, not just the keeners for home composting,
not just the keeners for community gardens. There's roles for all of them. But we try to make
sure that we just don't cater to one particular area versus another. They're all important.

Molly: And then what happens to the other compostables? I'm talking about yard waste and
Christmas Trees.



Jay: Oh, and throw into that leaves, because we just went through a long leaf collection system.
We've been handling those materials for years, right back to, I think, 1995 basically. At one point
that was all going to landfill. And of course, no longer is now. Those are such easy materials to
compost. So our current contractor is TRY Recycling. All the material that you put out in your
brown bag—at the curb, or in bundles at the curb, or in reusable containers—all delivered to
TRY Recycling. It goes, typically, through a grinder. Then it is placed in very large windrows.
And those windrows are turned periodically. And after about, I'd say about nine months to
maybe even a year depending on how the winter goes, that material turns into a wonderful
compost product that is just wonderful for your garden and for your lawn.

Molly: And then, how does that get to the garden or lawn? Does the city use that on its own
properties?

Jay: No, we don't, because TRY Recycling is a business. They actually have huge markets for
that right now.

Molly: Ah, OK.

Jay: And their markets—they sell out every year. So the City actually will use products when
required, but basically, at this point, TRY recycling builds that into their business plan, and has
well established markets out there.

Molly: Right. And that would pertain to the Christmas trees as well?

Jay: Yep, Christmas trees. That's a very, very small amount. We collect anywhere between 10-
and maybe 15,000 trees per year. And that will all be chopped up and blended in.

Molly: Okay. Good to know. Is there anything else relevant that I haven't asked you about?

Jay: No, You've covered off just about all areas. But I'm going to use just one last opportunity
here, because we did talk a little bit about food waste. But I think people really have to wrap
their mind around food waste, because our own statistics here in London, and elsewhere in
Ontario and Canada, show that about two thirds of the food waste that ends up in the garbage is
considered avoidable food. And in London, that avoidable food actually is valued at between
$80- and $100 million. So that means $80- to $100 million is being thrown out, by Londoners.

Molly: And the unavoidable food would be your apple cores, your, you know, stuff that's not what
you eat.

Jay: Exactly. This is material that has spoiled in the fridge because it wasn't wrapped correctly.
It's gone past the best before date, and you didn't realize that that best before date is just a
freshness thing; there's nothing wrong with that food. It's by poor meal planning: you've cooked
too much, and you've got no room to store it. Or you put too much on a person's plate and you



only ate a quarter of it. It's so sad. The reality is that it's such a controllable item by Londoners.
And you just say to yourself, even if you could reduce that only by 10%, and save $8-10 million
dollars a year—just think of what you could do with that money, as Londoners, in your
pocket—or what it could be invested into. It would pay for the green bin program and several
other items. The whole Waste Diversion Action Plan, when fully rolled out, is about six and a
half million dollars per year. So it just shows you, with some creativity and a little bit of additional
planning, not only can you save a whole lot of money, you also save all the environmental
impact of that food. And it is extremely significant when it comes to greenhouse gases.

Molly: I am wholeheartedly behind that, as a person who had a roommate once who referred to
me as the human garburator, because I was so opposed to throwing anything out.

Jay: That’s a great ethic to have.

Molly: So yeah, I'm with you on that. Watch what's in your fridge, use it, plan your meals around
it. If you're not going to use it, don't buy it

Jay: And at the very end enjoy a nice, wonderful soup. It'll be different every time.

Molly: Exactly. So in this podcast, we're considering the goal of London becoming one of
Canada's greenest and most resilient cities. Do you think we're on track? Or what needs more
to happen for us to get there?

Jay: Are we on track? Absolutely. Do we need to do more? Absolutely. We've only really just
scratched the surface on a variety of things. I've been in London, as I started off by saying, 25
years. And I've seen some tremendous change. And it's all been (for the most part) positive
change. But I can still say that there's only hundreds of Londoners contributing to that change,
and many businesses that are contributing to that change. For us to truly succeed, we need
thousands of Londoners involved, and we need hundreds of businesses involved. And that's all
coming. That's all part of the right direction.

One of the biggest pushes we're having now is working on our climate emergency declaration.
And as part of that, we're looking at just about all activities in London to determine what ones
are basically contributing to greenhouse gas. And those that are, in a big way, have got to be
changed. They've got to be changed or adjusted. Our current ways are just not appropriate into
the long term, because often many of our ways right now are just creating waste in the system,
whether it's garbage waste or just inefficiencies elsewhere. If we removed those, we are actually
going to find that not only is it going to be a more livable London, but we're going to create some
tremendous business opportunities locally, by spending those dollars in the right places. So are
we doing well? Yes. But we have a long road ahead. Now fortunately, it is so positive because of
all the changes that have occurred, and the increasing number of people that care in this
community. That is very, very evident by people who are joining different organizations, stating
their opinion—more importantly, just taking action on their own—and businesses that are doing
the same. They're building sustainability into their business practices. Just like they're looking at



profitability, they're looking at “How can I be, also, more sustainable?” which often saves money
for them as well.

Molly: Right. So would you say, since the Council declared a climate emergency in 2019, have
there been more, and new, players coming to the table, who want to help or change?

Jay: I think it was well before that. What that statement did, was it just elevated the good work
that was being done. So it was not as if that was a brand new day by any means. The growth in
this area has been continuing on for the last five to 10 years. There are some people who have
been working hard on this for now 20 plus years. I think every year you get more and more
people at the table. The more you have in your tent, the better off you'll be. You don't always
have to agree, but as long as we're rowing in the same direction we will clearly get to our goals,
of net zero greenhouse gas by 2050. And, of course, our London plan, which indicates that we
want to be one of the greenest cities in Canada—and in that case by, I think it’s 2035.

Molly: Excellent. Thank you for meeting with me, and thank you for the work you do.

Jay: Eh, awesome. Love what I do, and love living here in London and participating.

Molly: Super.

Clearly Jay Stanford is a wealth of knowledge, but I did want to add a couple notes to our
discussion. First, about the green bin program. According to a February, 2020 London Free
Press article by Megan Stacy, London is Ontario's largest city without some kind of composting
program. City Hall ran a successful pilot project nearly 10 years ago, but it went nowhere. As
Jay mentioned, the Province of Ontario has given London until 2025 to start collecting organic
waste, so there's really no option to not prioritize the program now. Hopefully the City takes
advantage of everyone else having gone before us, and creates the best composting program
out there.

Next, on Christmas trees. You may have noticed that January, 2021 was the first year (in a while
anyway) that the city didn't collect Christmas trees. According to the City’s website, “the
curbside pickup of Christmas trees was removed at the beginning of 2020 as a cost-saving
measure.” You can leave your tree out with yard waste if it’s under 3 feet tall.  Or you can bring it
to an EnviroDepot yourself (if you have access to a car). Or you can leave it in your backyard as
shelter for wildlife (if you have a backyard with some space).

As for recycling, you may not have known, but Ontario is actually the birthplace of the blue box.
The world's first curbside recycling program made its official debut in Kitchener in 1981. Since
then, Ontario's blue box has become a blueprint for recycling programs in more than countries
around the world. That said, it took London nearly a decade to adopt the program, and it was
the last major city in the province to do so. So there is a history of being late to the game in
waste recovery.



Jay and I didn't talk about everything; household hazardous waste or e-waste, for example. You
can find a lot of additional information in the waste collection calendar the City delivers annually,
or on their website.

You heard Jay talking near the end there about food waste—how much is wasted, and the
financial cost. Jay isn't the only one concerned about food waste in London. When Heenal
Rajani and Reimagine Co opened their package-free, bulk grocery store, part of the impetus
was to reduce waste from packaging, and part of it was to reduce food waste. The thinking is
that if you only need a little bit of something for a specific recipe, say, you should be able to buy
just that little bit, and buying in bulk allows that.

I spoke with Heenal Rajani, online, in March 2021, to get his take on waste in London from a
community perspective, focusing on his and his partner Kara's story of turning a zero waste
lifestyle into a vocation.

Heenal is originally from England. He is a former VP at Hug It Forward (a Latin American
organization building schools out of plastic bottles filled with other plastic waste). He met his
partner, Kara, working on a bottle school in Guatemala, and moved to Canada to be with her in
2017. Outside of his work with Reimagine Co, Heenal has been an organizer behind the City of
Neighbours Festival and Extinction Rebellion here in London, and (full disclosure) he also sits
on the board of the London Environmental Network (the organization behind this podcast).

Heenal: Hi. My name is Heenal Rajani. I am a co-founder of Reimagine Co.

Molly: You and Kara Rijnen (your wife) have just opened up London's first zero waste grocery
store.

Heenal: Yeah, we just opened up our grocery store in December, 2020, which is—you can
imagine—a pretty difficult time to launch a new business, in the middle of a pandemic. But we
did it, and it's been amazing to see the response of the community so far.

Molly: Getting to this point—starting with a personal goal of going zero waste, and ultimately
opening a zero waste grocery store, has been a real journey.

Heenal: In 2017 we made this commitment and said, “OK, we are gonna go live a package free
lifestyle, ourselves. And so January, 2018 we had that one month of kind of transition time. And
then from February 1, 2018, we were doing package-free. And it was, you know, first it's just fun,
right? It’s a challenge, it's a game. How do we get this? How do we do that? We were making
our butter at home… Yeah, we were like, we're baking so much, like, it was—it was great . But
Kara was on maternity leave, and so she had time. She was off work. We were able to go to
three or four grocery stores in a week. So that's clearly not sustainable for very long, and not for
most people ever, to be able to go to that many grocery stores every week.



But then we went on a trip to Ottawa to visit some of Kara's old school friends. And we saw a
zero waste grocery store there. And we thought, “Wow, this is amazing. It's so simple.” You just
bring your own containers or borrow some of theirs, and put your groceries in it. It's not rocket
science. And you weigh it, and you pay for what you take. And it seemed to make complete
sense. And then we went to Montreal since we were up there. And we spent a few days in
Montreal, and we went to like four or five zero waste grocery stores that they have there.

Molly: Really?

Heenal: Yeah! Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t know how many they have now, but that’s something
they had then. Probably, maybe even have more than that now.

Molly: Wow!

Heenal: And it's all like, not big places. About, you know, similar to what we have now, or even a
bit smaller. But they did it. And I thought, oh wow, this is—you know, you can go in here and you
can get most of what you need. And so we were inspired by that, came back to London. We
started, could something like that be possible here?

Molly: There are zero waste grocery stores across Canada— at least 19 from Halifax to the
Yukon. But there were none in London.

Heenal: We thought, “Are we the only people here who are trying to live zero waste?” Surely
not, but how do we find those people? Because we didn’t even know where to buy a reusable
straw from—had to get it on the internet. So all these supplies, let alone food, we thought,
“Where do we get these things? How can I refill my shampoo? It seems so simple to be able to
do that, but there's nowhere in London that we can do this.”

Molly: So to make a long story short, Heenal and Kara connected with others in the community,
including Jordan Hawkswell—who had already started Zero Waste Forest City, Shannon Hawk
and others. They started having meetings, getting the word out, and eventually leading Zero
Waste 101 workshops. This led to the opening of a pop-up shop in the old Novak's building on
King Street, in July of 2018. There was a retail space called the Naked Store, for zero waste
products like reusable straws and bulk cleaning products; an art hive, where materials were
reused and upcycled into arts and crafts; and an adjacent event space, for various workshops,
free classes and repair cafes. Repair cafes are community events where people bring in broken
items and have seamstresses, engineers and experienced tinkerers help fix them.

In early 2020, just weeks before the pandemic hit, Reimagined Co opened a weekend shop at
the Western Fair Farmers Market. And just a year later, April 2021, they moved to a larger
space, filling the void left after On The Move Organics said goodbye to their market shop after
13 years.



At the same time as the market shop was starting up, in the pandemic winter of 2020, Heenal
and Kara bought the building at 206 Piccadilly Street, that would become Reimagined
Groceries, their newly opened grocery store. Not having been a grocery store previously, the
building needed lots of work and equipment. They reached out to the community for support,
launched a crowdfunding campaign asking for $50,000, and raised over $88,000 in a month,
where every dollar pledged would equal $1 in store credit. By December, Reimagine Groceries,
the zero waste, bulk, vegan grocery store on Piccadilly Street was up and running. With the
store open, Reimagined Co is now refining zero waste processes, and integrating new and old
projects into the mix.

Heenal: There’s so many different angles to what we're doing. You even like part of what we're
doing is you're working with our suppliers. Even what we're doing in the front of house—if
there's no packaging for your food, there's still packaging that our products come in. And a lot of
it is paper packaging, but still a lot of paper. A lot of our smaller producers love the fact that we
can just swap pails of food with them. With anyone that's small, they're very, very open to doing
things in reusable containers, like when we get things in 10-20 kilos of something.

Molly: That’s amazing.

Heenal: With some of our bigger people, who are like really national chains that we're dealing
with, they'll give things to us in like, big 50 pound bags, but it's still a single use bag. And so, as
time goes on, we will have more buying power potentially, or they'll be more other people like
us, other stores start demanding that from them. Or we’re able to work with more and more local
suppliers who are able to work within our requirements.

Molly: I will say the item that excited me the most when I went into the store was the chips. Ah,
that I've never seen bulk potato chips before. And how do they send both potato chips?

Heenal: Yeah, so I've been looking for those for five years, to find them. I saw them in India.
When I lived in Goa, you could go down, and there's like a little hole-in-the-wall place that had
potato chips like that (or crisps, as we would call them). And you would just go. And they would
put them in a plastic bag still, but it would all be by weight. I said, “Why is no one doing this
here?” And there is a guy in Waterloo who is doing that. So, his name is Ray and he has the
Craft Chippery. And so those just come in a big box, that we then have, like two and a half kilos
of chips.

Molly: That's the best.

Heenal: But yeah, the focus is the grocery store. There's lots of other angles on the grocery
store. Because we want to grow some of our own food, so we’re partnering with Urban Roots.
Actually I was just chatting with them today about maybe, by the time this podcast comes out,
we'll be growing food in the back of Reimagine. So just microgreens to start with. We want to
have more of our own products in the store.



Molly: Cool. And then are you doing, continuing with workshops and other zero waste
initiatives?

Heenal: Yeah, we're not doing a lot in terms of workshops at the moment. It is something we
want to come back to. We are looking to put together more of a curriculum, and that's something
we're working on at the moment, is a zero waste curriculum, and more, kind of workshops
specifically on food waste. So that's a big focus of what we're doing. It's almost that we have
had Zero Waste 101, which we’ve given over 50 times, that workshop. But we're now looking at
doing it for Food Waste 101. Trying to keep it fairly short, but to touch on all the major areas.

One thing I'm really excited about is the Thing Library. So Reimagine, in partnership with TREA
and the City of London, and hopefully a lot of other organizations too, we are going to be
launching a Thing Library, which is coming this summer, June. And it's something we've been
dreaming about for a long time, actually even longer than we've been thinking about zero waste.

Molly: It's like the idea of a tool library. I was lucky enough to be there when some of the first
“things” were coming in. And there was, like, a solar oven, was kind of cool. And then more
basic things, like rakes and garden tools. And then I guess people would join the library? And
then be able to come in and borrow things, and return them when they're done.

Heenal: Yeah, exactly. So you just pay a monthly membership fee. And then you can borrow as
many times as you want, like up to four or five items at a time. (Haven’t figured out the exact
details.) And there'll be things that you need around the house—so things with DIY—garden
tools, but also, could be kitchen equipment, stuff for canning or dehydrating, or a food processor
or a blender or Instant Pot. Or something that you maybe don't need to use all the time, but you
want to use it once or occasionally. Or you want to use it and try it out and see if you like it
before you go and buy it. So it's about the things, but it's also about how to use those things. It's
about the learning that happens around those things. So I was actually just on a call just before
this, with somebody who has produced a series of videos about some of those items that you
saw actually, that you saw donated. So she's literally done like: this is how you do canning; this
is how you use a dehydrator; this is how you use a tortilla press. You know, this is… And like
really, it's like, this is how you can do these things. And there’s YouTube videos. So it's about
learning how to use these things. It's about sharing recipes and ideas,  and it's about facilitating
community and connection.

Molly: Another venture that Reimagined Co is supporting is reusable takeout containers, from a
company called A Friendlier Company, out of Guelph. When you get your takeout meal or vegan
deli if you're at Reimagine Co, you take it in a reusable container rather than a disposable one.
And then you deposit it at any participating location. The containers are washed, sanitized and
put back into circulation. This is a new system for London and Reimagine Co is one of the first
to get on board. As you can see, there's a lot happening at Reimagine Co. And behind the
scenes, Heenal and Kara have four children at home.



I was gonna ask what your inspiration was. You mentioned that you've seen some other zero
waste grocery stores—Ottawa, Montreal. It sounds like that's a growing trend. Do you see that?

Heenal: Yeah, absolutely. I think it's a growing trend. I think— I hope my children, when they're
my age, will look back on this time, and they'll just think it's bizarre that we used to buy things in
these packages. And yeah, so I think it's an awareness theme that's growing. And a lot of what
we're, it’s not new. It's not really new. It's the way that my grandparents used to shop. They used
to go into the market, they’d bring their bags or their baskets, the containers that they had. And
everything’s by weight. You know, you buy what you need. They would have thought it's bizarre
to do it another way.

Molly: One thing that connects pretty much all of Reimagine Co’s initiatives is the link between
reducing waste and building community. This has been a thread through their entire story.

Heenal: We want this to be like a collaborative thing. I mean, that's what the Co in Reimagine
Co—it doesn’t stand for company. It stands for community; it stands for collaboration; it stands
for co-creation; it stands for coming together. That's what this is about fundamentally.

Molly: When you were growing up, was there a sense of community? Or is this taking what
you've learned and building?

Heenal: I have felt the community in other places that I've lived. I had a strong sense of family.
Yeah, I don't know. That was just something—I think it's various things that evolved. If you’d
have told me, even when I was 20, or 25 even, maybe even when I was 30—if you would’ve told
me this is what I would be doing, I wouldn't have believed you. I was community minded
definitely, and always, from as a teenager, was kind of socially minded, and got interested in
politics early, and was quite political at university. Not so much of an environmentalist really; that
did come later. It took me time to really understand that connection between the exploitation of
our planet and exploitation of humans, and how closely intertwined that is.

Molly: And then I guess, just also around the similar ideas of community, sustainability—I'm
wondering if you have thoughts about the psychology of, you know, a disposable lifestyle versus
the psychology of a zero waste or five Rs lifestyle? And that's the five Rs being: refuse, reduce,
reuse, recycle and rot. So, I mean those are different ways of living really.

Heenal: Well, the sixth R is reimagine. Forgot one, the most important one. But yeah, no, it's
definitely a different way of thinking. It's just more thoughtful. You just have to be a bit more
prepared. And it takes time. It's not an immediate thing. And I would just say to anybody who's
thinking about making a switch to a zero waste, or low waste lifestyle: have fun with it. You
know, don't take it too seriously. You know, don't beat yourself up if you make a mistake, or if
you don't know what to do or something. It's a process. And it should be fun; it should be
exciting; it should be like creativity; it should be something, ideally, that you do with a friend;
hard to do by yourself. Find a buddy and make a game of it. Set yourself some targets or a
challenge, and if you don't succeed that is fine. It's just a game. And then, so it's not going to



happen in a week, or a month, or even a year, that you completely de-program yourself and
unlearn all that stuff. It takes time, and it takes preparation. It takes planning. And it takes
community, really helps to have a community. And I do miss, when we first started Reimagine,
you know we would have the regular workshops, the Zero Waste 101 workshops. We would
have the repair cafe events. And we would have, also, community picnics. We would come
together and we would share, and we would learn, and we would support one another! And we
realized that this whole world out there is stacked against us trying to live sustainably. And so,
you know, just by doing one thing—bringing your own produce bag to the grocery store—is a
revolutionary act. You know, it is! Growing your own food in your backyard is a revolutionary act.
You know, it’s a simple thing..

Molly: But it's only a revolutionary act until you do it, and then it becomes normal. You know?

Heenal: No, I mean, just in the sense of, if everybody grew their own food, you know, that would
precipitate a social revolution. You know, if everybody grew their own food, then all those
grocery stores have no more power anymore. It completely shifts the whole economic system. I
read this wonderful book last year called Grocery Story, and I highly recommend it. It's a pretty
quick read, fairly recent book, came out the last couple years. And it's all about grocery stores.
It's about the grocery industry in North America—in the US and Canada. And it just—you know,
here we have like three or four grocery stores that control like 70–80% of the market. And what
that does for the quality of food, the variety of food that's available to us, what it does for
farmers, what it does for the soil, what it does for the air, what it does for all the people who are
working on the farms, what it does for the people processing—it's brutal. So many things stem
from this question around food. From, you know, around urban agriculture, waste, food
sovereignty. So food is connected with so many other things globally, and also locally. So I think,
you know, you kind of work on some of those challenges, you're gonna get a lot of insights and
you're gonna see how it's all connected.

Molly: Right. Well, it for sure—food—is huge, environmentally, and then plastics—I don't know
which one's bigger there. And the two are together. You know, I find when I look in my garbage,
the majority of stuff in my garbage (because I compost), it's plastic, and its plastic from food
packaging. That's what my garbage bag is filled with. So.

Heenal: Yeah. So the average I put the average plastic bag is only used for like  15 minutes
before it's blown away, and like, this food packaging is ridiculous. For sure.

Molly: Heenal had to run, to pick up his kids from school. Okay, thank you so much Heenal!

Heenal: Thanks Molly. Bye.

Molly: Bye.
But there’s so much more to say—about packaging waste, food waste, alternatives, initiatives.
It’s not hard to find articles talking about how Canadians produce more waste per capita than
any other country in the world—although that does include a hefty majority of industrial waste,



which is a whole other topic. Recall as well, what Jay said earlier—that there is 1 tonne per
person of waste produced in London, Ontario annually. Then think of microplastics in the water
and soil. Think of planned obsolescence in electronics. Think of the greediest capitalists.

But then! go back to what Heenal said about creating a revolution by making sustainable
choices. And go back to what Jay Stanford said about looking at waste products as resources.
And then let’s take steps towards being part of the solution. Talk to your community, your friends
and family, about ways you can move toward a zero waste, or lower waste lifestyle. There are a
lot of loops to close, London, and we do need to work together to close them.

For more information, including links and photos of Jay, Heenal and the ReImagine Co grocery
store, and other episodes, check out our show notes at londonenvironment.net/podcast.

“London, ON: One of Canada’s Greenest Cities?” is a production of the London Environmental
Network. I’d like to thank Nicole, Sarah, Leah and Skylar for their help with this episode. Thanks
also to Jay Stanford and Heenal Rajani for speaking with me. Music courtesy of
ArchesAudio.com. Research and editing by me, Molly Miksa. Thank you for listening.


