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Municipalities deal with a variety of waste items. 
Pictured are rusty old culverts having served their duty, 
ready for recycling after being replaced. 
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Visual Waste Audit 2025 

Background 

Evolution of Waste Management in Ontario 

Solid waste management became a municipal service in Ontario during the 1970s, marking 
a shift from open dumping to a formal system of waste diversion. A decade later, in 1981, 
the first Ontario blue bin program was introduced in Kitchener.1 By 1994, many 
municipalities assumed responsibility for their own waste management and recycling 
programs following the implementation of several new provincial regulations. These 
initiatives aimed to alleviate pressure on landfills nearing capacity, and to recover materials 
such as paper, cardboard, metals, glasses and certain plastics through reprocessing and 
repackaging. 

The Waste Diversion Act, 2002 introduced refinements to Ontario’s recycling programs. 
Subsequent legislative changes under the Waste-Free Ontario Act, 2016 positioned the 
province to transition toward producer responsibility and promote a circular economy. 
Currently, Ontario is finalizing amendments for province-wide changes to recycling 
programs,2 with the launch of the extended producer responsibility “(EPR). The non-profit 
Circular Material will oversee the blue-bin program 3, and in Simcoe & Muskoka, the local 
contractors will be Emterra & GFL Environmental. 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Waste Diversion 

The Auditor General’s report 
on greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions in Ontario found 
that waste accounted for 
4.6% of the province’s total 
emissions,4 equivalent to 
7.3 million tonnes of CO2 
out 158.7 million tonnes. 
The report also noted that 
waste generation per 
person has been increasing 
since 2014.  

Organic waste diversion 
programs have shown 

Figure 23 from the Auditor General Report 2025, Amount of Organic Waste 
Diverted in Ontario, 2005-2022 (million tonnes) 
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progress, with over one million tonnes of organic waste diverted each year. Composting is 
estimated to emit ten times less GHG than conventional landfills, yet the report highlights 
there is still significant opportunity to divert more biodegradable materials. In 2022, 
approximately two-thirds of landfill waste, 10.7 million tonnes, was biodegradable.4 

Local and Regional Initiatives 

As part of the 2009 Severn Sound Sustainability Plan, one key goal was to reduce the 
consumption of natural resources.5 The plan promotes reducing household hazardous 
waste, working toward zero waste, promoting organic waste diversion, and continuing 
recycling eƯorts. Similarly, a component of the 2018 Local Climate Action Plan was to 
review solid waste diversion practices at 
municipal facilities.6 

Waste management responsibilities are 
split between upper-tier levels of 
government – County of Simcoe and the 
District Municipality of Muskoka, which 
handle processing – and Lower-tier 
municipalities, including Midland, 
Penetanguishene, Tiny, Tay, Severn, 
Springwater, Oro-Medonte, and Georgian 
Bay, which manage solid waste generated 
at municipal facilities, parks, open spaces, 
and address illegal roadside dumping. 

Organics Collection Programs 

Further expansion occurred in 2008 when the County of Simcoe launched its green bin 
organics collection program, with composting occurring at county waste facilities. These 
facilities use simple yet eƯective windrows systems to maintain optimal temperatures for 
organic breakdown. 

The District of Muskoka piloted a successful organic waste collection program in select 
neighbourhoods in 2022 before expanding the program districtwide in spring 2025.7 
Another 2025 change introduced clear garbage bag requirements to improve waste 
transparency and reduce contamination, allowing two smaller privacy bags per household. 

 

 

Blue bin at Albert Street Park and boat launch 
in Victoria Harbour. 
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Landfill Capacity and Future Challenges 

With Simcoe County’s landfill capacity projected to run out by 20278 and the Association of 
Municipalities Ontario (AMO) estimated that there is 10 years left of provincial landfill 
capacity 9, diversion eƯorts are critical. Muskoka’s Rosewarne landfill has been designed to 
last until 2039, but with successful diversion from the District, the closure date continues 
to be extended. To promote ongoing diversion eƯorts the District hosts a countdown clock 
for the date the landfill would reach capacity, T minus 16 years!10 The County of Simcoe 
estimated that in 2022 waste generated per capita is 440 kg per year. That is down a bit 
from 460kg per person per years for 2016-2019 11. The District of Muskoka is slightly less, 
calculated at 275 kg of waste per capita in 2024.12 

Context 

Why A Visual Waste Audit? 

Instead of conducting a comprehensive waste audit, 
which is time-consuming, hands-on, messy, a visual 
waste audit was recommended as a quicker, simpler 
alternative that can still produce comparable insights. 
This approach helps identify contamination, Measure 
diversion success, and reveal trends or patterns. 

SSEA staƯ lead the project assisted by SSEA and 
municipal summer students.  A visual waste audit 
blitz was completed across 40 sites in eight partner 
municipalities (five sites per municipality). The audit reviewed a diverse sample of 
locations, including internal oƯice spaces, public facing facilities, park locations, public 
works yards, sewage treatment plants, and fire halls. This cross-section of municipal 
facilities provides a comprehensive view of the solid waste challenges municipalities fact 
at parks, oƯices, and other facilities. 

Black, Blue, and Green waste bins 
located at Midland’s townhall staƯ 
lunchroom. 
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Observations & Findings: 

Municipalities manage a wide range of solid waste across 
parks, libraries, arenas, oƯices, and other municipal facilities. 
While curbside organics programs have been highly 
successful in diverting waste from landfills, public-facing sites 
present unique challenges, particularly contamination and 
illegal dumping.  

Results by the numbers: 

Of the 40 sites that were reviewed, the calculated diversion 
rate for all sites was estimated to be 55%, which means 11 
items out of 20 are going to the proper bin. 34 out of 40 sites had recycling, and the blue 
box diversion rate was estimated to be 80%, meaning that 8 out of 10 items in the blue bin 
are in the proper bin, and 2 out of 10 are in the incorrect bin.  14 sites had organic waste 
collection (green bin), and the diversion rate was estimated to be 99%, which means 
virtually no contamination of the green bin.  See Appendix A 

The following observations summarize trends identified during the visual waste audits.  

Commonly Found Waste Items: 

 Fast food containers: bags, wrappers, coƯee and drink cups, and bottles 
 Packaging: wrappers, foil, clamshell plastic containers 
 Multi-material packaging: e.g., granola bar wrappers with foil and plastic 
 Beverage containers: juice, sports drinks, water bottles 
 Cans: pop, energy drinks, alcoholic and cannabis beverages 
 Household waste (garbage) 
 Dog waste (especially in parks) 
 Paper towels and tissues  
 Summer camp items: lunch waste, empty sunscreen lotion bottles and aerosol 

cans 
 Organic items: fruit scraps, apple cores, banana peels 
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Unusual or Problematic Waste Items  

 Illegal dumping: furniture, box springs, lumber, 
appliances 

 Hazardous items: propane tanks (Pictured – 
Propane tanks, Penetanguishene Town Dock), 
aerosol cans, batteries 

 E-waste: cords, electronics, monitors 

 Observations, Trends and Patterns 
Here are observations from the visual waste audits:  

 Contamination challenges: Public-facing facilities (parks, arenas, libraries) experience 
high contamination rates in recycling and organics bins, often leading to landfill 
disposal. 

 Public behaviour: Outside food waste (fast food containers, coƯee cups) and lack of 
compliance make diversion diƯicult at public sites. 

 Internal facilities: Internal oƯices and town halls show 
strong diversion performance, with good green bin usage 
and minimal contamination. 

o These facilities have limited public traƯic and 
achieve better diversion due to staƯ buy-in and 
consistent practices. 

o Washroom waste: Large number of tissues, 
especially in washroom waste bins, indicate 
opportunities for green bin usage. 

o Desk bins: Individual waste bins at desks, with a 
central location for waste collection, appear to 
support waste diversion. 

 Remote solutions: Township of Georgian Bay promotes 
“food-cyclers” (Pictured), which are small appliances that 
process organic waste into an inert soil-like substance that 
doesn’t attract wildlife. 

o These organic processors have been beneficial for remote homes and cottages 
to practice waste diversion with no curbside organics pickup. 

“Foodcycler” located at the 
staƯ kitchen at Georgian Bay 
Townhall.  
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 Illegal dumping: Public Works, Parks staƯ, and bylaw routinely 
manage large waste items (tires, wooden skids, large metallic 
items, paint cans) that have been left in public locations (like 
the roadside). (Pictured is a dumpster full at Severn’s PW yard) 

o Waste bins and dumpsters at arenas and parks often 
contain bags of household waste. 

o Waste bins at boat launches and public marinas 
manage waste generated from boating (life jackets, 
umbrellas, buoys & bumpers, and used propane tanks).  

 Hazardous waste at public sites: Items like aerosol cans 
(Pictured – cannisters from the Victoria Harbour STP), 
batteries, and propane tanks should be managed through 
transfer stations but often end up in public bins, requiring 
municipal intervention. 

o Specialized waste: StaƯ eƯectively manage specialized 
and complex waste from operations (tires, scrap metal, 
used oils, electronics, batteries) and other specialized 
waste generated at facilities. 

 Waste oils are picked up on-demand with 
specialized waste providers. 

 Emergency management staƯ occasionally handles biohazardous waste. 
 Reuse opportunities: Opportunity for reuse of waste items for other purposes 

“upcycling” 
o E.g., old fire department hoses repurposed by parks staƯ to make outdoor rinks. 

 Single-use plastics: Large numbers of single-use water bottles at sites like fire halls 
indicate potential for promoting reusable water bottles and installing water dispensers. 

 Dog waste: Dog waste generated at parks, open and green spaces will likely remain in 
garbage. Small compostable organic waste bags are becoming available, but organic 
waste collection at parks is limited, and in Muskoka dog waste is not accepted in the 
organic collection program. 
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Recommendations for Consideration 

Key Recommendations: 

Infrastructure and Placement 

 Introduce green bins at various facilities and 
parks; monitor success and adjust based on 
contamination rates.  

o Understand local context – locations, 
access, proximity to curbside, staƯing 
availability. 

o Try to locate the green bin near waste 
generation (washrooms, picnic tables, 
pavilions, etc.) 

o Work with Simcoe/Muskoka on 
expanding organic collection 
opportunities 

 Trial blue bins at park and public-facing facilities to capture recyclables; monitor 
success and note location success. 

o Understand the risk of contamination; place near garbage bins to promote waste 
diversion. 

o Try to locate additional bin near the curb to reduce staƯ 
workload. *Changes to the blue bin collection program 
in 2026 means ICI customers like municipalities will not 
have curbside blue bin collection. 

o Work with Simcoe/Muskoka on expanding recycling 
collection opportunities 

 Consider “low-hanging fruit” opportunities like green bins in 
washrooms to collect paper hand towels (Picture – Severn 
Townhall washroom). 

Collaboration, Training, and Policy 

 Learn from the Experts. Reach out to the County of Simcoe Waste Department 13 and 
the District of Muskoka waste department 14 for more information. They’re the trained 
professionals who have experience dealing with diƯerent materials and inquiries. 

 Explore opportunities for staƯ training on waste diversion best practices. 
 Collaborate with Simcoe/Muskoka and partners on communications and awareness 

Waste bins at Springwater’s admin 
building are well used by staƯ. 
Townhalls across the region were the 
best examples of facility recycling and 
organic waste diversion. 
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o Organic and recycling bins – continue to promote household use 
o Waste wizard tools – what is garbage, recyclable and compostable? 

 Muskoka Waste Wizard 15 
 Simcoe Waste Wizard 16 

 Review formal or informal lower-tier municipal policies and procedures. What works? 
What doesn’t? Where are the opportunities for diversion – oƯice space, arena, 
lunchrooms, washrooms, park spaces? 

Supplementary Recommendations: 

Bin Considerations 

 Prevent dumping: Consider locking dumpsters at municipal locations to prevent 
household waste and assorted waste from entering the municipal waste bins. 

 Twin the bin: Place bins in close proximity to encourage proper sorting despite 
contamination risks. 

 Right bin at the right location:  Locate the proper bin near the waste source. Example: 
Place green bins in washrooms to capture paper hand towels and move the garbage bin 
to a diƯerent location in the washroom so that it is still available for waste 

 Colour the bins properly: move away from uniform receptacles with small waste 
icons. Black, blue, and green are widely understood by the community. 

 Function and form: Make sure the bins work first, and then add colour and art. Have 
fun with the bins – bright colours, visibility, and access. 

o New trash can manufacturers have containers diƯerent shapes and sizes. 
 Critter proof bins: Some locations are near bear habitat. 

Waste bins in Georgian Bay are bear-proof (Pictured) – 
reinforced waste containers, with a handle to open the 
bin. Consider reinforced bins where needed. 

Bear proof waste bins 
located at Honey Harbour 
Rendesvouz Park 
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 Extra capacity: Consider extra capacity bins for area with 
large amount of park waste or infrequent waste removal. 
(Pictured – Pete Petterson Park bin with extra capacity) 

 Bin placement: Put waste bins in a location 
understanding accessibility and odors. 

o Try to find a location for garbage, organic and 
recycling, that does not conflict with staƯ 
entrances or other facility uses. 

Illegal Dumping 

 Work on addressing illegal and roadside dumping: 
o Continue to monitor dumping locations. 
o  Work with other municipal partners (Simcoe 

County Forest staƯ) to flag and identify problem 
areas. Unfortunately, illegal dumping occurs at 
night, and in secluded locations. (Pictured – 
dumster at Minesing Firehall) 

StaƯ Engagement 

 Continue and celebrate staƯ buy-in. Townhall’s have 
demonstrated high levels of diversion from the success 
of the buy-in from staƯ. Municipal staƯ work great as a 
team and buy-in to workplace campaigns. 

Community Engagement  

 Park and community pitch-in and litter clean up days: Helps promote waste 
diversion, environmental stewardship and local action. 

o April (Earth Day/Week) is when most community clean ups are scheduled. 
o Clean Muskoka Together – year-round campaign 17 
o International Day of Zero-Waste – March 30th 
o International Day of Food Loss and Waste – September 29th  
o #Trashtag garbage cleanup challenge. Don’t forget to @ your local municipality, 

Simcoe & Muskoka social media feeds! 

 

 

The unlocked dumpster at the 
Minesing OPP and Fire station is 
full of non-municipal waste. 
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 Proper Signage – consider signage for waste (Pictured – 
Penetanguishene Arena sorting signage) 

 Plan for facility fluctuations: Arenas see a seasonal change in 
usage – winter is peak hockey season; spring is ball hockey 
season.  Adjust waste collection for the adequate season; more 
arena bookings mean more waste generated. 

Special Waste Handling 

 Biohazardous and specialty waste: Continue to maintain 
protocol and handle with care. 

o Fire departments and other emergency management 
staƯ deal with personal injuries from accidents and vehicle collisions. 

o Aerosol containers, mini-propane tanks are speciality items that can be 
accepted at the local waste transfer stations for free. 

o Sharps bins are sometimes installed at locations with frequent occurrence of 
needles at a facility. Some sharps are from medical needs like diabetes and 
medicine. 

  Big bulky items: Long gone are the days of free heavy garbage pick-up at the curb. 
o County of Simcoe has curb-side bulky item collection by appointment, with the 

reasonable rate of $50 for every five items. Continue to promote and 
communicate this service to the community. 

o Bag tags are available for purchase in Simcoe County for extra household waste. 

Events and Festivals 

 Waste collection for special events, camps, and 
festivals 

o Summer camps generate waste from all 
the campers’ lunches. Green and blue 
bins located at the park for when camp is 
in session could help divert waste. Zero-
waste lunches are diƯicult to enforce but 
an idea worth sharing with 
campers/parents. 
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o Special events generate quite a bit of 
waste, mostly from food packaging. 
Municipalities can work with 
community partners to promote 
organic and recycling waste 
collection at events. Festival du Loup 
volunteers worked hard to make the 
festival zero-waste (Pictured), it 
meant volunteers to help sort waste 
at the collection point (that is 
organic, that is recyclable), but also 
pre-planning for compostable utensils, and having large green and blue bins 
available.  

o A formal policy could encourage groups hosting events to think of waste 
diversion and promote blue bin and organic waste usage. 

o Check with Simcoe or Muskoka if you’re thinking about trying out organic waste 
collection for a special event. The waste collected might not be eligible 
depending on what you collect and where you are (Simcoe or Muskoka). 

Reuse and Circular Economy 

 “Upcycling”: Example: Old Hockey sticks are highly sought after. Try to collect enough 
sticks for a bench at the arena, or public art! It looks fun and it promotes recycling and 
reusing old items. 

o Hockey sticks make great tomato plant supports 
o Parks staƯ can reuse old hoses from the fire department. Old fire department 

gear is sent to Firefighters without borders who 
repurpose bunker gear. Severn donated their old 
gear to Firefighters-Without-Borders (FWB), and 
the gear is now being used by a Mexican Fire 
Department. 

 Water Refill Stations: (Picture – Tay Townhall) consider 
installing a refill station, especially in facilities where 
there is high water bottle usage like Fire Halls or Arenas. 

 Circular Economy: Look to partner with NGOs, 
Government organizations like Simcoe County & District 
of Muskoka’s Waste Departments, and other 
commercial sector partners involved in waste 
collection, recycling and circular economy. 
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Long planned changes coming to Blue Bin collection in 2026 

 January 1, 2026, means big changes for waste collection in Ontario. Although the 
collection programs will appear to be the same – same bin and same pick up 
schedule, where the recycling is going to be processed will change. First proposed in 
2016, the transition date is quickly approaching. The new blue bin collection 
program through Circular Materials and their local contractor, will create a 
consistent collection program across the Province of Ontario.  Upper tier waste 
management departments will continue to collect garbage and organics, and 
specialty waste items like leaf pick-up. Check with your local waste management 
department on upcoming changes 18 19. Some items will be newly accepted in the 
blue bin; chip bags, snack wrappers and styrofoam, are new additions for Simcoe20 
& Muskoka21. 

Conclusion 

Municipal staƯ have done a tremendous job at 
keeping their facilities and park spaces free of litter 
and garbage, while experiencing varying success 
with organics and recycling programs. Townhalls 
across the region demonstrate strong diversion 
rates, supported by team buy-in and multi-stream 
waste receptacles in lunchrooms and kitchenettes. 
Public works and parks staƯ continue to keep roads 
and parks free of litter and manage complex 
operational waste eƯectively. 

However, most waste generated at park locations still ends up as garbage due to diƯiculty 
in oƯering organic and recycling without contamination. Reintroducing organic and 
recycling collection at public-facing facilities and park locations presents a significant 
opportunity for waste diversion, but requires community support and buy-in. Piloting blue 
and green bins at various locations can help determine eƯective strategies for successful 
diversion. Introducing green and blue bins to municipal locations is part of overall 
municipal investment into corporate sustainability and waste diversion at the local level. 

Changes coming 2026 to curbside waste collection provides an opportunity to educate, 
engage and collaborate with the community on diversion, recycling, zero-waste, and 
organic bin adoption.

Tay Townhall – waste bins at staƯ lunchroom 
capture the proper waste 
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  Municipality Facility List 

Operations Type (Public-
facing, internal office, private 
municipal site) 

Diversion 
Rate % 

Recycling 
Diversion 

Organic 
Diversion Notes: 

1 Severn Coldwater Arena Public facing 42.5% YES NO Strong staff efforts, locked dumpster, hockey stick bench idea 
2 Severn Coldwater Fairgrounds Public facing 45.0% YES NO Sports related waste 
3 Severn Townhall Public & internal office 66.0% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
4 Severn PW Yard, Burnside Private municipal site 66.3% YES YES Exemplary public waste clean-up, speciality waste handling 
5 Severn Firehall Burnside Private municipal site 66.0% YES YES Circular - donation of bunker gear. Reuse of old hoses 
6 Midland Townhall Public & internal office 53.3% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
7 Midland Library Public facing 40.0% YES NO Complex waste needs, limited space for new green bin 
8 Midland Operations Depot Private municipal site 49.5% YES NO Exemplary public waste clean-up, proximity to recycling specialist 
9 Midland Pete Petterson Park Public facing 0.0% NO NO Extra deep capacity bins 

10 Midland NSSRC Public facing 30.0% YES NO Complex waste needs, opportunity for green bin for tenants 
11 Penetanguishene Memorial Arena Public facing 60.0% YES YES Complex waste needs, good staff efforts on green bin trial 
12 Penetanguishene Townhall Public & internal office 63.3% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
13 Penetanguishene PW roads and water Private municipal site 37.5% YES NO Exemplary public waste clean-up, speciality waste handling 
14 Penetanguishene Firehall Private municipal site 37.5% YES NO Good handling of specialized waste, friendly staff 
15 Penetanguishene Town dock Public facing 40.0% YES NO Complex waste items - boat related waste 
16 Tiny Townhall Public & internal office 66.7% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
17 Tiny Perkinsfield Park Public facing 42.5% YES NO Complex waste items - summer camp items 
18 Tiny Firehall - Wyevale Private municipal site 0.0% NO NO N/A - no waste to inspect. 
19 Tiny Park - Wyevale Public facing 35.0% YES NO Complex waste items - summer camp items 
20 Tiny Wyebridge Community Centre Public facing 50.0% YES YES N/A - no waste to inspect. 
21 Tay Townhall Public & internal office 66.3% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
22 Tay Oakwood Hall and Park Public facing 40.0% YES NO Complex waste items - summer camp items 
23 Tay Victoria harbour STP Private municipal site 50.0% YES NO Opportunity for small green bin. Specialized waste handling 
24 Tay Albert Street Park & Boat launch Public facing 25.0% YES NO Complex waste items - blue bin trial 
25 Tay Bridgeview Park Public facing 0.0% NO NO Complex waste items - food waste and park waste 
26 Springwater Townhall Public & internal office 66.7% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
27 Springwater Elmvale PW yard Private municipal site 0.0% NO NO Exemplary public waste clean-up, speciality waste handling 
28 Springwater Elmvale Memorial Park Public facing 25.0% YES NO Large dumpster, opportunity for blue & green bin near curb. 
29 Springwater Minesing Firehall Private municipal site 60.0% YES YES Unlocked dumpster, good handling of specialized waste 
30 Springwater Elmvale Library Public facing 50.0% YES NO Opportunity for small green bin for lunchroom and washrooms 
31 Oro-Medonte Firehall - Horseshoe Private municipal site 61.7% YES YES Green bins in washrooms. Opportunity for refill station (water bottles) 
32 Oro-Medonte Jarratt Community Hall Public facing 47.5% YES NO Good blue bin sorting. Opportunity for green bin 
33 Oro-Medonte PW Yard - South Private municipal site 7.5% YES NO Exemplary public waste clean-up, speciality waste handling 
34 Oro-Medonte Townhall Public & internal office 39.7% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
35 Oro-Medonte Bayview Memorial Park Public facing 0.0% YES NO  Good number of waste bins at park. Picnic and beach waste items 
36 Georgian Bay Townhall Public & internal office 66.0% YES YES Excellent diversion, great use of green and individual bins 
37 Georgian Bay Baxter Ward Hall Public facing 0.0% NO NO N/A - no waste to inspect. 
38 Georgian Bay Port Severn Park Public facing 0.0% NO NO Bear proof bins 
39 Georgian Bay Port of Honey Harbour & Rendezvous Park Public facing 30.0% YES NO Bear proof bins, and dog waste bins 
40 Georgian Bay Firehall and PW Building Private municipal site 25.0% YES NO Exemplary public waste clean-up, speciality waste handling 

Appendix A: Visual Waste Findings 
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