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BACKGROUND

Municipal organics diversion programs, especially food-
based programs, have grown quickly in the Calgary 
region.

Number of private, federal, institutional and municipal 
facilities.

Occasional problems and associated “control orders” 
have occurred in Alberta.

Some successful, some less successful municipal 
compost operations.



BACKGROUND TIME LINE ELEMENTS cont’d

Processing capacity has generally seemed to keep pace 
with demand. Most recently with the City of Calgary 
building a large facility. 

Municipal material seems to be finding a processor or 
finding a hauler willing to find a processor to take 
material. 

To meet demand and the business opportunity, 
facilities that traditionally accepted agricultural 
feedstock started talking municipal food residuals and 
other amendments. 



MUNICIPALITIES

Want to run cost effective organics diversion 
programs and encourage ICI diversion as well.

Need a reasonably close place to have this material 
processed.

Trust that there are enough places to accept the 
growing volume, and trust that it will be processed 
responsibly.

It’s mostly just “back to the land” composting, and it’s 
all well regulated with provincial approvals, codes and 
standards. 

So things should be fine – right?



WHAT COULD POSSIBLY GO WRONG?

Some of the outer bands of the storm:

Corrections CDA compost facility at Bowden closes. 

Calgary discouraging external organics from landfills 
but ultimately saving their new processing capacity for 
city-based material only. 

Surrounding municipalities 
with expanding programs 
needed to rely on mostly 
commercial facilities in 
rural areas to take material.

No longer agricultural based
activity.



AHH, NOW WE REMEMBER, THAT’S WHY WE BURY 
GARBAGE

These expanding commercial facilities accepting urban 
food-related feedstock as well as industrial material is 
a new thing in the countryside. 

Essentially transferring “garbage” to a surface-based 
processing technology.

In the case of open 
windrow composting, 
with little containment.



Instead of quickly burying the problems to make the 
“nuisance” go away they remain on the surface:

• Odour
• Vectors 
• Fugitive Litter
• Stockpiles of Feedstock, Amendments, Product
• Run-on, Run-off
• Increased Traffic 
• Aesthetics

“Nuisance” means anything that
interferes with the use or enjoyment of
property, endangers personal health or
safety, or is offensive to the senses.



THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD 

And the neighbours were not pleased… 

The climate in some municipal offices and chambers 
warmed dramatically.

Over June and early July two municipal governments 
felt they needed to close compost facilities until 
things could be put right.

“Reluctant victory for Strathmore 
residents as compost facility 

temporarily shut down.”
Global News Calgary July 2, 2019



MUNICIPAL WASTE MANAGERS HAVE LARGE 
INVESTMENTS IN ORGANICS DIVERSION PROGRAMS 

With these waves breaking a their feet they are 
worried about the future.

The Southern Municipal Waste Managers Advisory 
Committee has a working group trying to understand 
and articulate the problem. 

Some input from municipal planners.

Recognize the following concerns in establishing new 
or maintaining and expanding existing organics 
processing facilities that are accepted, if not 
welcomed, on the landscape.



a) Capacity, Security and Resilience

Problem: Recent events have municipal waste mangers 
concerned that there is not enough capacity to address 
major upsets at facilities.

The flow of waste and recyclables is continuous. 

Municipalities require security in having locations to 
accept this constant flow and in knowing that there are 
reliable markets for the processed material. 
There must be enough resilience in 
processing opportunities in order 
to mitigate risks such as operational 
or regulatory upsets.



b) Trust 

Problem: Recent events have given municipal waste 
mangers cause for concern that facilities where they 
send their material have challenges in operating 
according to accepted industry best practices.

Municipalities need to be able to trust that facility 
operators and haulers are handling and managing 
material responsibly and in compliance with regulatory 
requirements and accepted industry practices. 



c) Industrial, Commercial and Institutional Generators

Problem: As municipal policies shift towards addressing 
the need to divert ICI organics from landfills, in addition 
to municipal collection programs, municipalities need to 
have confidence that there is capacity to process this 
additional commercial material.

ICI generators and haulers of ICI material must have 
access to sufficient processing capacity to comply with 
by-laws and complement municipal programs.



d) Haul Distance

Problem: The current geographic distribution of organics 
processing facilities and product markets leads to long 
haul distances for some municipalities.

A significant cost of organics programs can be those 
costs associated with transporting diverted material to 
processing locations 
and from there to finished 
product markets. Hauling 
organic waste long distances 
may be one of the concerns that 
erodes public confidence with 
respect to fiscal responsibility 
And environmental footprint.



e) Economies of Scale

Problem: Medium to small municipalities (and 
commercial generators) need organics processing 
technologies that are scalable to suit their local needs.

Long haul distances to large centralized processing 
facilities for small volumes of material erode the 
economic viability for medium to small municipalities to 
divert organics.

Is it time for encouraging 
organics processing on a wider 
range of scales? If so, what are 
the opportunities and barriers 
And how can governments 
facilitate?



f) Siting New Facilities

Problem: Organics processing is a relatively new activity 
in the landscape that is not well integrated into 
municipal and regional land use planning.

Municipal waste mangers and planners recognize that 
criteria for siting organics facilities is complex. Criteria 
vary depending on the technology used. 

Long term land use planning 
and control must be placed in 
advance to ensure a suitable site 
and to be able to plan for the 
viability of processing sites 
during its expected life span. 



g) Addressing Issues with Existing Processing Facilities

Problem: If existing facilities are to be economically 
viable and have the social licence to operate then 
municipalities must address the attendant land use 
planning complications.

Existing facilities are subject to challenges relating to 
changes in feedstock types, quality and quantity, 
market variability and changing material storage needs.  



h) Business plan

Problem: In a new and dynamic business environment 
facility planners, whether private sector, municipal or a 
combination, may not have long term confidence in 
feedstock volumes, and land use permits in order to 
develop new processing opportunities.

It is recognized that in order to develop a business plan 
for an organic processing facility there must be long 
term confidence in the feedstock characteristics such as 
amount, quality and flow variability.



i) Public Perception

Problem: Recent events associated with processing 
facilities have created negative public perceptions 
related to diverting organics material including a 
perception of spreading the environmental and 
aesthetics problems associated with waste management.

The public needs to have confidence in municipal 
programs if municipal diversion goals are to be achieved 
and cost recovery programs are to be successful. Public 
perceptions and impacts need to be managed by 
regulatory authorities, municipalities and facility 
operators on an ongoing basis.



SOME KEY QUESTIONS:

Should provincial oversight have prevented the 
problems that municipalities had to address? Are 
existing codes and standards up to the task?
What do municipalities need to know and do if 
these facilities are within their boundaries or being 
proposed? Should municipalities do more 
oversight?
Seemed like private sector processors are closing 
doors faster than new well run capacity is being 
developed. Will they step up and fill the gap? 
When?
If not…Should municipalities cooperate to build a 
municipally managed facility? What is the model 
for cooperating?



WHERE ARE WE NOW?

BE SURE ELECTED OFFICIALS ARE AWARE

Municipal are staff briefing elected officials on the 
concerns and seeking support for potential collaboration 
to address concerns and recognition that there maybe 
financial implications.

BE SURE PRIVATE SECTOR IS AWARE OF MUNICIPAL 
NEEDS

Draft a joint “expression of criteria” for organics 
processing facilities or networks of facilities that clarifies 
the need for municipal land use management and  
support for municipal organics diversion objectives. 
Benefits private sector and potential host municipalities.



WHERE ARE WE NOW?

ENSURE APPROPRIATE PROVINCIAL OVERSIGHT 

Discussions are occurring to ensure provincial codes and 
standards are updated and effective in promoting and 
monitoring well run facilities.

ASSESS THE NEED FOR DIRECT MUNICIPAL INVOLVENT 
IN NEW FACILITIES
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