
Overview of Food Waste 
Over the past three years, Montreal had a record one-day snowfall that cost the city over 

$40 million of your tax dollars to clear up; floods that evacuated thousands from their homes, 
and a heatwave that killed over 50 people.  Montrealers are paying for the climate crisis with 1

their money, with their homes, and with their lives. Nationally, Canada is heating up twice as fast 
as the world average.  The climate crisis poses direct impacts to the lives of Montrealers. 2

In Canada, each individual generates approximately 2.7kg of waste everyday.  The 3

average Canadian produces 170kg of food waste each year.  When food is thrown away, it ends 4

up in the landfill, where it rots and releases methane.  Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas that 5

traps seventy times more heat than CO2 over a 20 year period.  Wasted food in North America 6

creates 193 million tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions, which is the equivalent of 41 million 
cars driving continuously for an entire year.   7

Not only is the waste crisis a large contributor to climate change, but waste poses a 
multitude of social impacts as well. Worldwide one third of food produced is wasted, and one in 
nine people are undernourished.  Why does Canada produce so much waste? Why isn’t food 8

waste being composted? This problem is only getting bigger, the Development Progress Flagship 
Report published in 2015 estimated that waste worldwide would double by 2025, relative to 
2015.   9
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Research Questions and Methods 
This project maps the efforts of waste sorting and composting within public and private 

institutions in Greater Montreal. 
The two research questions that we focus on are: 

● How do we decrease waste and increase composting in public and private institutions in 
Greater Montreal? 

● What are the needs of the stakeholders in terms of education and infrastructure around 
waste and compost management?  
To map this issue, we conducted interviews with stakeholders within the waste 

management ecosystem in Greater Montreal. We have reviewed the literature to draw on sources 
that provide insight into the environmental impacts, psychological aspects and history of waste. 
We base our understanding on 4 years of experience running the “Waste Not, Want Not” 
compost collaboration at Concordia University during which we have had many thoughtful 
discussions with a diverse range of community members.  
The History Behind Waste 

In the last century, the culture around food waste has changed drastically, before the 
industrial revolution, there used to be a cultural expectation that frowned upon food waste.  10

Cookbooks used to include sections about how to use up leftovers and avoid creating food 
scraps.  Since the industrial revolution, waste creation has grown exponentially. This is largely 11

to do with a cultural and economic shift that has changed the ideologies, cost, and politics of 
food production and consumption.  When the industrial revolution began in the 1950s, new 12

policies directed farmers to produce as much food as possible, without taking the market demand 
into account; along with rising incomes and an increase in refrigeration, food waste began to be 
normalized.  13

Why Focus on Waste in Montreal? 
Canada creates the most waste per capita in the whole world.  The consequences of poor 14

waste sorting can lead to negative impacts on the environment and community health. In 2016, 
the majority of Montreal’s solid waste was sent to the landfill and 53% of dry recycling, like 
glass and paper, went to the landfill.  Like many other institutions in Canada, we noticed that 15
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our institution, Concordia University, lacked coordinated efforts to approach waste sorting which 
resulted with Concordia having high rates of contamination in the waste streams and lots of 
waste ending up in the landfill that could otherwise be recycled or composted. This led us to 
initiate the “Waste Not, Want Not” compost collaboration between students, professors, and 
administration. The collaboration entails that students and professors run a grass-roots education 
campaign while administration provides top-down infrastructure investment by making compost 
bins more widespread and localizing where we compost. Since the beginning of “Waste Not, 
Want Not”, the Concordia community doubled annual composting, reduced overall waste by 
16% per Concordian per year (that is two months worth of waste out of each year that 
disappeared per person), and reduced contamination in compost bins.  The success of this 16

multi-stakeholder approach at one institution has led us to wonder what types of strategies were 
being used at other public and private institutions across Montreal.  
Existing Solutions 

As overviewed, the main contributor to the waste crisis is the historical patterns of 
overconsumption that have become the cultural norm. However, as we have seen in recent years, 
there has been an increase in solutions to tackle the continuously growing landfills. These 
solutions range from zero-waste lifestyles, to municipal compost programs.  

Through our interviews with public and private institutions within Montreal we learnt 
about various solutions that institutions were using already. Many educational institutions have 
awareness campaigns that are led by students.  The advantages of student led campaigns is that 17

the campaigns are central to students interests and offer opportunity for peer-to-peer education. 
The literature echoed this by emphasizing that community awareness is key to changing waste 
sorting behaviours and that awareness campaigns about waste sorting are able to lead to social 
reforms.  However, because these types of campaigns are based around student interest, they are 18

often inconsistent and are dependent on individual students. This leads to lots of variety, which 
can be interesting, but likely does not lead to institutionalization of these waste sorting practices, 
or leave the institution's members with a comprehensive understanding of the campaign’s goals. 
If waste management is institutionalized within the administration it is imperative for a student 
campaign to coordinate with the managers of the institution’s waste management to ensure 
consistent messaging, coordinate data collection and analysis, and to generate administrative 
buy-in for the campaign. As well, when campaigns are entirely student run, there are often high 
rates of turnover among leaders due to the short span that students are at a particular institution.   19
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We learnt that there is a need for accessible and affordable compost facilities and 
programs. Institutions who did not have composting frequently said the main limitation was 
access to infrastructure and access to affordable composting processing.  The City of Montreal 20

has introduced pilot projects to expand the city composting to educational institutions below a 
certain size around the Island, a few of the institutions we spoke with were a part of the pilot. 
The pilot project solves the issue of lack of infrastructure; however, it seems that the difficulty is 
communicating and dividing responsibility between the different stakeholders in the project, 
from city to administration of an institution, to sustainability coordinators.  This was mirrored in 21

the literature review where there was an emphasis on the need for accurate communication 
between the different stakeholder groups in order to have effective household waste 
management.  22

Interviewees also expressed difficulty with engaging individuals who are not interested in 
sustainability issues.  As a response to this problem interviewees emphasized the need for more 23

signage in order to habituate waste sorting, even if individuals lacked personal motivation.  24

However, from our work at Concordia, we know that improved signage and communications 
alone are not able to create sustainable change, especially within unmotivated students. The 
literature echoes this as well and found that individual waste sorting behaviour is a result of 
interpersonal, intrapersonal, institutional and community based policy.   25

Since the 1980s, recycling has been a widely used model in Canada as a way to reduce 
plastic, glass and aluminium waste t in the landfill.  However, only 9% of what we put in the 26

recycling bin in Canada actually gets recycled, while the other 91% ends up in the landfills or 
oceans.  On paper, the concept of recycling seems great, however, the system is used as a 27

greenwashing strategy by companies that produce plastic.  The regulations behind the recycling 28
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stamp are not clear and allow companies to put the recycling stamp on products that are not 
really recyclable as a marketing tactic.  For instance, five of the seven types of plastic are almost 29

never recycled.  30

Recycling in Quebec has complex rules, the consignment recycling system has not been 
updated since the 1980s.  This shows in the recycling rates, for example Quebec’s metal 31

recovery rate is only 52%.  Further, Canada largely depends on paying other countries to deal 32

with our recyclable waste, and shipping it overseas to be processed.  Overseas recycling plants 33

that are predominantly located in Asia create tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions in 
transportation and cause major health crises due to our poor sorting.  As a result, China has 34

banned the import of Western recyclables with contamination levels higher than 0.5%.  After 35

this decision it was found that China had reduced Canadian plastic imports by 96% and Canadian 
paper imports by 65%.  This has impacted a recycling company that operates two recycling 36

centres in Montreal to cease operations in the near future.  The under-development of the 37

Canadian recycling industry has caused lots of ‘recycling’ to end up in the landfill since China’s 
plastic ban. Additionally, recycling companies in Canada have no legal obligations to actually 
recycle what they have received from institutions, such as Concordia University, if they cannot 
profit from it.   38

Compostable plastic is often seen as an alternative to non-compostable plastics. However, 
most municipal plants do not have the necessary conditions or machinery to compost 
compostable plastics. As a result, most compostable plastic ends up in the landfill.  Another 39 40

model that is used to reduce waste in landfills is donation. Donating used objects that are no 
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longer wanted to a thrift store is often seen as a way to reduce waste and repurpose old items.  41

However, the average thrift store in the US only sells one third of their donations, and the rest 
ends up in the landfill.   42

As overviewed, there are various feel-good models that are used to superficially justify 
the creation and purchasing of new items. However, these models are largely flawed and do not 
have the capability to actually recycle, or eliminate objects and waste that have already been 
created. On the other hand, throwing away less food reduces 31 times more greenhouse gas 
emissions than composting.  The only solution to ‘recycling’ waste, is not creating it in the first 43

place.  
These are the solutions that are currently being tried, however there are gaps that exist 

within these models; the most impactful gap, is that the existing models do not use a 
comprehensive, collaborative approach from the different stakeholder groups  These models are 44

taken from an individual approach, such as zero-waste lifestyles or bulk-buying. Although these 
lifestyle changes have endless positives, they are changes that individuals make on a personal 
level. When solutions are based on individual changes, there are often particular groups of 
individuals that end up bearing the responsibility; such as women making up the vast majority of 
zero-wasters.  Further, individualized solutions are dependent on individuals' continuous efforts, 45

whereas community based solutions are able to be institutionalized within communities or 
institutions to enable the solution to persevere through turnover and culture changes. The waste 
crisis will only continue to grow if a systematic approach is not taken. 
Solutions 

The research has shown that the challenges of waste creation and diversion are 
multifaceted. We have identified four concrete strategies that can work together to decrease 
waste: 

1. Reduce the waste that is generated  
a. REthink 

i. Increased and clear regulations against planned obsolescence.  
ii. Promotion of zero-waste and minimalist lifestyles, both for individuals 

and institutions. 
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iii. Incentive programs for individuals and institutions that implement 
zero-waste or less-wasteful policies and programs. 

iv. Increase education around waste creation and management. 
1. Ex. Workshops about waste, how to reduce waste, how to make 

zero-waste swaps. 
2. Ex. Zero waste events. 

b. Increase the availability of bulk items and items with minimal packaging. 
c. Donation to  

i. Increase the availability and affordability of reusable items. 
ii. Repurpose waste materials: building materials, art materials, clothing, 

plastics 
2. Better sorting of the waste that is generated  

a. Education 
i. Increase in effective signage.  

ii. workshops. 
iii. in person. 

b. Demerit systems, fines for improper sorting. 
c. Increase accessibility to sorting centres with a larger variety of acceptable 

recyclable materials. 
d. Simplify and increase the accessibility of recycling and composting systems  

3. Divert waste away from landfills  
a. Biogas generation and composting.  
b. REcycle 

i. Implement policy for eco-fees for large electronics and appliances 
ii. Increase capacity to recycle packaging 

iii. Increase consignment programs. 
4. Increase reuse, recycling and composting local infrastructure capacity 

a. Increase capacity of local infrastructure for recycling and composting 
i. Montreal is investing in 5 facilities to increase the city’s capacity to sort, 

recycle and compost.   This type of centre is very expensive and one costs 46

at least a quarter of a billion dollars.  47

b. Increase funding to sorting centres 
i. Sorting centres are often financially challenged.  48
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These four strategies are essential in creating an approach to waste reduction that 
includes all stakeholders. Each of these four solutions are currently implemented to a certain 
extent. However, the gap remains that each of these solutions is being applied in isolation. The 
most important piece to reducing waste is that these four solutions need to be coordinated 
together to create a multi-stakeholder approach to reduce waste. For example, if leaders at the 
governmental or organizational level put an important policy in place, such as a zero-waste 
mandate, the important initiative would lack coordination between all of the stakeholders and the 
initiatives would have overwhelming barriers. This can discourage funders and founders of waste 
projects. We saw an example of this while running our project at Concordia University where 
composting was put throughout one of the main buildings of the university but had to be taken 
away a few months later due to contamination issues. When large scale composting was 
suggested again, the administration was very reluctant to retry despite using a new approach. 

The solution we are proposing is a coordinated approach to waste management that 
includes implementing the four solutions by including all of the stakeholders in the waste 
management ecosystem. Our solution was reflected as the most effective approach in the 
literature review, where it was found that by increasing awareness about composting and having 
individuals separate their food scraps they became more aware of the food waste they create.  49

This type of thinking is thought to be more important than composting itself. 
The literature review demonstrates that our solution is the most effective approach, it is 

clear that increasing awareness about composting and encouraging individuals to separate their 
food scraps, fosters a culture of conscious consumption.  This means that education, 50

infrastructure and culture change all need to happen as a collaborative movement. Initiatives that 
advance these goals need to be backed by policy changes from governments and institutions that 
support new legislation and infrastructure; alongside grassroots education that needs to be 
brought from the bottom up. The research has confirmed that the most impactful scenario for 
Montreal would be to implement the Waste Not Want Not model city-wide. This would include 
working with the Province and the City to create policy that promotes sustainability, zero-waste 
and better waste management. A new policy could be that the City offers to pick up organic 
waste from all public institutions, eliminating the current size threshold. The demand and supply 
chains should be bound by a legal framework that encourages them to address waste-related 
factors in production and packaging.  51

This would be joined by working with individual companies, institutions, neighbourhood 
associations and school boards to create effective education. Awareness campaigns have been 
shown to improve the ability of individuals to address environmental issues and create behaviour 
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reforms.  Awareness campaigns and education can increase ecological literacy in the city which 52

would create culture change and increase the intention of individuals and institutions to adopt 
green behaviour.  With a shift in behaviour and intention, consumers will be more likely to 53

reuse than buy new, which would reduce the amount of waste created at the source. As 
composting increases within communities and institutions, individuals have been shown to 
become more aware of their food waste when they must separate their food scraps for compost.  54

An important part of the solution is that the majority of individuals do not want to create waste 
and have a negative impact on the environment. It has been shown that 85% of people feel guilty 
when they have created food waste.  The problem is not that individuals do not care, but that 55

they need the education, infrastructure and policies to help change the culture around waste and 
to give them tools to reduce the environmental footprint of their family, co-workers and city.  
Key Insights 

- The waste crisis is environmentally and socially damaging, and contributes to the climate 
crisis, global inequalities and world hunger. 

- Existing models such as recycling, donation, and compostable plastic are ineffective 
feel-good excuses enabling the root cause that is overconsumption.  

- The only way to effectively tackle the waste crisis is to not create the waste in the first 
place. 

- Getting people off autopilot by thinking through sorting, motivates them to also rethink 
their consumption habits and reduce their waste. 

- A multi-stake holder approach coupling top-down commitment and policy with broad 
impact grassroots education is vital. 

- Campaigns within educational institutions need to be institutionalized in order to see 
long-term, sustainable impact.  

- In person education activities are much more effective than signage. 
- There is a big need for accessible and affordable composting plants for educational 

institutions.  
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