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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Toronto City Council is about to make a decision about waste diversion services, one of the most important 
environmental programs in Toronto.  In this report, TEA identifies why Council must be cautious and seek 
further information before voting to contract out waste collection in Scarborough. 

City data from the last three years shows that waste diversion rates are consistently lower in 
districts with contracted waste collection. In fact, Scarborough has the highest waste diversion rate 
in Toronto and it’s 4% higher than Etobicoke.  As Toronto’s landfill is reaching capacity and garbage fees are 
increasing, we know that now, more than ever, diversion rates must go up. Since it takes 5 years to increase 
the city’s diversion rate by 4%, it’s clearly a significant number.

Council and the public don’t have enough information to know if collection contracts 
are affecting diversion rates. We do know that collection workers in all districts play a key role in 
maintaining and improving our diversion rate by preventing contamination, refusing prohibited waste and 
untagged bags, and leaving notices to educate residents.

Waste contracts can have a negative impact on waste diversion and Toronto collection 
contracts have made it expensive or impossible to add new waste diversion services.  Whether 
it’s sending recyclables and organics to landfill or padding truck weight, there are too many stories from 
Toronto and the GTA of contractors caught breaking the rules or harming the environment to ignore. 

Close monitoring and strict enforcement are essential to understand what waste collectors 
are doing, and to ensure contractors are following the contract terms. Unfortunately, Toronto’s 
Auditor General has repeatedly noted that Solid Waste contracts in Toronto have not been monitored in 
a consistent way and lack enforcement. Even when contractors have been found to break the rules over 
the years, they are not facing penalties.

Despite Council’s request for regular reports on contractor performance,  only 7 of 18 reports 
have been submitted to Public Works & Infrastructure Committee. Council and the public simply don’t 
have the necessary information to indicate what else, other than contracting out, could explain the lower 
diversion rate west of Yonge Street. 

BOTTOM LINE
Without better information and more confidence in the system, it is simply not worth putting 
Scarborough’s success at risk by contracting out waste collection. Right now, Scarborough has 

the highest diversion rate in Toronto and we’re embarking on a Long Term Waste Strategy to improve 

diversion rates city-wide. While we don’t have all the information we need on waste collection contracts, 

we do know there are significant monitoring gaps, insufficient enforcement, and that key metrics are not 

being reported or even tracked. 

This report is by the Toronto Environmental Alliance.
The principle writer is Emily Alfred, TEA’s Waste Campaigner.
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Toronto has been a leader in waste diversion and has a waste system to be proud of.  With 
curbside blue bin, green bin, yard waste, electronic waste and bulky furniture collection, Toronto has one 
of the most comprehensive curbside waste programs in North America that makes diversion accessible 
everywhere. 

Toronto’s waste system is a key environmental program: by reducing, reusing, recycling and composting, 
Torontonians are conserving natural resources, conserving energy, addressing climate change, and creating 
green jobs that support our local economy.  Considering the environmental benefits and Toronto’s  rapidly 
filling landfill,  Toronto’s waste diversion rate must go up. 
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WASTE DIVERSION RATES ARE LOWER WEST 
OF YONGE STREET WHERE COLLECTION HAS 
BEEN PRIVATIZED. 

City data from the last three years shows that waste diversion rates are consistently higher 
east of  Yonge street.  West of  Yonge, where collection has been contracted out, diversion 
rates are consistently lower by as much as 7%.  Notably, Scarborough has the highest diversion 
rate of all districts at 63%.  This is 4% higher than Etobicoke’s diversion rate.1 

Waste diversion by district, 2013 - 2015
Source: City of Toronto data

IS CONTRACTING OUT TO BLAME FOR LOWER DIVERSION RATES? 

4 PERCENT MATTERS: 
The new Long Term Waste Strategy outlines a plan to divert more waste. The first five 
years of the plan are hoped to increase diversion by just over 40,000 tonnes of waste - 
equal to about 4% of the waste handled by the City. 

WHEN IT COMES TO WASTE IN TORONTO, 4% IS SIGNIFICANT: 
• Since 2011, the City’s overall diversion rate has increased by only 3%.  This is after adding new  
 materials to the Blue Bin and aggressively working to get Green Bins into multi-residential  
 buildings.2

• The new Long Term Waste Strategy outlines a plan to divert more waste, which staff have called 
 an “aggressive” plan.  The first five years of the plan aim to increase diversion by just over 40,000  
 tonnes of waste - equal to 4% of all waste the City manages.3
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York Region’s diversion rate went down by 1% 
in 2009 because 4,000 tonnes of recyclable 
material had to go to landfill when it was 
over-compacted by a contracted collector and 
couldn’t be sorted. The  Contractor continued 
to over-compact the recyclables for more 
than a year and the problem continued as the 
two parties met, argued over the details and 
renegotiated the contract.5   

We don’t believe that Toronto residents who 
live west of Yonge or in Etobicoke care less 
about recycling than those east of Yonge and in 
Scarborough, but they have consistently lower 
diversion rates. We don’t know what collection 
workers on the ground might be doing differently.

But we do know, from examples in Toronto and the 
GTA, that privatizing waste services can have an 
impact on the environment and waste diversion.4 

Contracting out waste diversion programs: 

• Makes it harder to change and improve services in the future as contracts ‘lock us in’ 
• Reduces City oversight and control of daily activities
• Requires close monitoring and strict enforcement when contractors break the rules

It is clear that more data is needed and that Council must be extremely cautious before 

Scarborough’s diversion rate is put at risk. 
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Contamination occurs when garbage, recycling, or organics get mixed together. Contamination of 
recyclables is a growing problem in Toronto - City staff estimate 45,000 tonnes of garbage were found in 
the recycling last year, a rate of almost 25%. This increases costs and can cause whole loads of recycling 
to be rejected and sent to landfill.11   

CONTAMINATION: WHY IS IT SUCH A BIG PROBLEM?
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Collecting the right 
materials and putting 
them in the right 
compartment.

Rejecting heavily 
contaminated bins at the 
curb. 

Not picking up certain 
types of waste, such 
as untagged or illegal 
waste. 

Educating residents by 
letting them know what 
mistakes they made. 

NOTICE

?
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In 2014, the City didn’t renew the Etobicoke (District 1) collection contract with GFL and decided to issue a 
new request for quotations (RFQ). One reason was because it hampered new diversion programs. As the 
head of the Solid Waste Management Services explained at the time: “...the City has implemented several 
new waste diversion programs….These changes are challenging to manage under the existing terms of the 
current contract.”7

Toronto’s former borough of York had 
contracted out waste collection and when 
the City added Green Bin pick up, the 
Contractor required a 78% fee increase. 
When the contract expired, the City decided 
to have Public workers take over the work, 
saving the City more than $4 Million.8

As noted by Solid Waste Management Staff: “The role of the Contractor in collecting the material is 
important to ensure that the City can track diversion properly and the Contractor must be capable of 
adapting to the introduction of new diversion methods.”6 

Improving services is harder to do and will cost more once contracts are signed.  Any changes to the 
contract require neotiations, amendments, outlining of the details by lawyers and usually, more costs.

DO WASTE CONTRACTS LIMIT OUR ABILITY TO 
IMPROVE WASTE DIVERSION?

This lack of flexibility is especially relevant now that 
Toronto’s new Long Term Waste Strategy has outlined 
the introduction of a number of new waste diversion 
programs and policies for the next ten years. Over 
the next 5 years, the new Waste Free Ontario Act 
and new regulations for Blue Box collections may also 
change how Toronto’s waste is picked up or managed 
in unpredictable ways. 

In 2016, a Miller Waste employee in 
Milton, Ontario was filmed by a resident 
shovelling snow into a truck along with 
the recycling. The worker was trying 
to increase the weight of the truck, as 
contracted companies are paid by the 
tonne, not by the number of stops.9

COLLECTION WORKERS PLAY A KEY ROLE IN MAINTAINING AND 
IMPROVING TORONTO’S WASTE DIVERSION RATE:

4 WAYS COLLECTION WORKERS INCREASE DIVERSION RATES

1. Collecting the right materials: Collection 
workers are required to ensure that recyclables, organics 
and waste get collected properly and are not contaminated 
or mixed together in the truck.
2. Rejecting heavily contaminated bins at 
the curb: Collection workers are expected to reject 
recycling bins that are obviously and heavily contaminated. 
For example, recycling bins with large black garbage 
bags sticking out of the top, or fluorescent light tubes or 
propane tanks should be rejected.
3. Not picking up certain types of waste: Residents often put out incorrect materials at the 
curb. Collection workers are required to leave them behind. For example, extra garbage bags put out by 
residents that don’t have the required yellow tags, or prohibited materials such as renovation waste, or 
hazardous materials should not be picked up.
4. Educating residents by letting them know what mistakes they made: Collection workers 
are provided with waste notices - stickers and ‘cart hangers’ - to leave behind for residents explaining why 
their waste wasn’t collected, and where to go for more information.  

On-road spot checks of collection trucks and workers are essential to ensuring environmental performance 
The City’s contract monitoring relies heavily on on-road spot checks of trucks to note contamination, 
untagged bags and other environmental performance targets. However the City Auditor raised concerns 
that on-road spot checks were not being conducted properly.10 
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During a media interview in January 2017, a CityNews camera caught a private waste hauler dumping a load 
of non-residential garbage at a City transfer station that was full of recyclables. The by-law prohibits and 
refuses ‘mixed’ waste loads like this one, yet the truck simply drove away without issue.20
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In 2009, the City’s inadequate contract oversight came to light after a Toronto Star reporter caught Halton 
Recycling dumping multiple loads of Toronto’s Green Bin organics in a landfill -  a direct violation of their 
contract. Later the same year, another Toronto contractor was caught doing the exact same thing, this time  
by residents living near the landfill.12 

Contracts require close, detailed monitoring and strict enforcement of contract penalties to ensure 
that both parties get what they agree to. Unfortunately, without a close watch, past experience shows 
that contractors don’t make the environment a top priority. Problems with contract monitoring and 
enforcement in Toronto have not been fixed for over 10 years.

DOES A LACK OF MONITORING AND 
ENFORCEMENT LEAD TO LOWER DIVERSION 
RATES WEST OF YONGE?

Toronto’s Auditor General has repeatedly raised concerns about 
how Solid Waste Management Servies have monitored and managed 
contracts with contracted waste companies. The Auditor found 
insufficient monitoring, inconsistent procedures, and that staff were 
dealing with compliance issues with meetings and waiving penalties, 
but not documenting this or giving clear reasons why.  

The key findings included: 

• Inconsistent and insufficient contract monitoring: In 
2007, the Auditor found that the City’s major waste contracts were 
inconsistently and insufficiently monitored. Part of the reason was 

a lack of staff capacity.13

• Inspections lack consistency: In 2014, the Auditor 
pointed out that while daily on-road inspections are critical,  there 
was no systematic approach to ensure vehicles were inspected (see 
quote on right).14

• Ongoing problems, but no penalties imposed: In 
both 2007 and 2014, the Auditor drew attention to the lack of 
enforcement of penalties when contractors broke the rules. 
“To date, the City has not exercised its right and penalized the 
contractor for unsatisfactory service performance.”15. “Penalty 
clauses were not enforced in instances of non-compliance with 
contract provisions.”16

“Daily on-road inspections are 
critical to ensuring that the 
Contractor’s staff and vehicles 
are operating in compliance with 
various Contract provisions...
However there was no 
systematic approach to ensure 
all vehicles were inspected…”. 
Some trucks had been inspected 
only once in the entire first year 
of the contract. There was also 
“...no formal follow-up process 
to verify whether...performance 
deficiencies...were corrected.”14

 
- Toronto’s Auditor General, 
2015

In the first year of the contract to 
collect west of Yonge, GFL was 
late with collection times 16.7% 
of the time (that’s excluding their 
first month and the late pick ups 
after the July 2013 storm). Yet, 
there were no penalties imposed 
on the Contractor.19 

• Waiving penalties without giving reason:  
The Auditor also noted that “While we understand that 
management judgement is sometimes appropriate in 
determining when liquidated damages should be assessed 
or waived, the reasons for these decisions should be 
documented.”17

• Meetings to deal with issues not reported:  
The Auditor noted that “performance deficiencies continue 
to occur periodically.  According to management, ongoing 
meetings and discussions are held with the Contractor as 
issues arise. However, such communications are generally 
informal and not always documented.”18 

image to go here -- streetscape? 
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ONLY 7 OF 18 QUARTERLY AND ANNUAL REPORTS HAVE BEEN PRESENTED 
TO THE PUBLIC WORKS AND INFRASTRUCTURE COMMITTEE. 

PROTECTING SCARBOROUGH’S SUCCESS I Toronto Environmental Alliance I 8

The higher diverison rates in parts of Toronto with public waste collection (a difference of 4% - 7%) is the 
only information we have on environmental performance of collection workers.  To understand why this is 
happening, and to better monitor the impact of private waste contracts, we need more and consistent data. 

WE NEED MORE INFORMATION 
TO UNDERSTAND WHY DIVERSION 
RATES ARE LOWER WEST OF YONGE

KEY INFORMATION ISN’T BEING REPORTED

When waste collection was contracted out in 2011 for District 2 (west of Yonge to Etobicoke) Council 
directed staff to develop a monitoring and reporting plan on the Contractor performance.  The reporting 
was to occur quarterly and annually and to include environmental targets: diversion rates, spills and incidents 
of contamination, as well as reporting on warnings issued, penalties and contract violations.21 Unfortunately, 
this data has not been consistently reported.

The Public Works & Infrastructure Committee (PWIC) received these reports in 2013, but all quarterly 
reports stopped in early 2014. In total only 7 of 18 quarterly and annual reports have been presented 
to PWIC and the public.22 In addition, data in the two annual reports wasn’t consistently reported and 
some data, like diversion tonnage, was omitted, making year-over-year comparison and deeper analysis 
impossible.23

KEY INFORMATION ISN’T EVEN BEING TRACKED

Diversion rates are one key metric for environmental performance, but knowing only what the diversion 
rate is can’t tell us why it is higher in Scarborough and lower in Etobicoke. 

More data is essential to understanding whether collection workers are having an impact on the diversion 
rate, and whether the City’s waste contractors are performing their work as expected.

Some key information that is not currently tracked by district is the contamination rate and contamination 
type by district, the amount of tagged and untagged bags left at the curb, the number of customers that 
put out incorrect waste, and the number of notices left for residents by collection workers. Some other 
information that may be tracked, but is not currently reported, includes the results of spot checks on 
collection workers and trucks, as well as a breakdown of waste-related 311 calls by type and resolution. 

Collecting more and better data on waste collection performance and diversion rates will also support 
good decision-making when implementing the Long Term Waste Strategy.
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CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

Waste services are complex. To reach Toronto’s waste diversion, climate change, and green economy goals, 
we need to ensure that every player in our waste system is doing their part. Right now, Toronto is facing a 
major decision that could have an impact on diversion rates and services in Scarborough, our city’s highest 
performing district.

Council and the public simply don’t have enough information to know whether the reason for lower 
diversion rates west of Yonge Street is related in any way to how waste is collected. But we do know that 
collection workers have an important role to play in reducing contamination and ensuring the wrong waste 
doesn’t get picked up.

We also know that in Toronto and the GTA, contracted waste collectors have been caught doing the 
wrong thing. In Toronto, “locked-in” contracts have limited our ability to add new waste services and 
programs.Unfortunately,  problems with monitoring and enforcing waste contracts is not new in Toronto, 
and the lack of publicly available and transparent data means that we’re left guessing at the cause of lower 
diversion rates and whether environmental performance is as high as it should be.

• Do not move forward with further contracting out of waste collection in any district in Toronto.
• Ensure that City staff, Council and the public have the available data to understand why districts   
 east of Yonge with public collection have better diversion rates and how this success can    
 be transferred to other districts. 
• Improve reporting on contracted waste services. Regular reports with consistent data should be   
 publicly available for comment and evaluation of contractor performance.  Additional information  
 should be included in the reports.
• Improve enforcement and education for residential customers by tracking incidents of illegal   
 waste set-out, and notices given to residents by collectors when they make errors. This    
 information will improve waste collection and also meet the Long Term Waste Strategy goals.

END NOTES
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