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Zero Waste Program 
 
 

Summary 
 
The Regional District of Nanaimo (RDN) undertook the Zero Waste Program by building on previous successful waste 
diversion practices and setting clear targets for the future. In 2002, the municipality committed to zero waste as its long-
term target and, in 2004, set an interim goal of diverting 75 per cent of the region's waste from landfill by 2010. The process 
for reaching these targets — which involved individuals, communities and all levels of government — encompassed 
licensing, disposal bans, curbside organics collection and education. A new licensing bylaw ensured that all of the region’s 
privately-operated waste management facilities now function under the same environmental standards and regularly 
report on waste diversion. The RDN also expanded existing material disposal bans, while ensuring that adequate recycling 
facilities are in place to handle these banned materials. Following a successful pilot, green bin organics collection was 
introduced to 32,000 households in 2010, with further expansion planned for 2011. The municipality also developed 
extensive educational and promotional materials to raise awareness of the zero waste concept. These measures have 
helped the region avoid landfill expansion and reduced an estimated 10,000 tonnes of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions per 
year. 
 
 

Background 
 
The RDN is a regional federation of four municipalities on the eastern coast of Vancouver Island — the City of Nanaimo, the 
City of Parksville, the Town of Qualicum Beach and the District of Lantzville. All four municipalities, which combined are 
home to about 150,000 people, collaborated on the implementation of the Zero Waste Program. The RDN’s Solid Waste 
Department owns and operates the regional landfill and Church Road Transfer Station and provides residential garbage 
collection and recycling service to more than 25,000 households in the region. 
 
The RDN has a long history of innovative approaches to waste diversion. In 1991, it introduced Canada's first user-pay 
residential garbage collection system, and successfully implemented curbside recycling programs and bans on many 
recyclable materials from landfill disposal. As far back as 1995, progressive reuse and recycling initiatives diverted 26 per 
cent of solid waste from the landfill, climbing to 54 per cent by 2000. However, recycling efforts hit a plateau as citizens lost 
interest in taking these initiatives further. The Zero Waste Program arose from the view that the region could make further 
progress with the right combination of initiatives.  
 
A primary motivator was the need to conserve existing landfill capacity, since the RDN has not found a suitable site for a 
new landfill. There was also a desire to reduce methane and other landfill gases through organic materials diversion, as well 
as to benefit and gain support from the community adjacent to the landfill site. 
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Project Development 
 
The Zero Waste Program relied on extensive public consultation and community engagement. The Waste Stream 
Management Licensing (WSML) Bylaw involved two years of stakeholder consultation prior to its adoption. The bylaw was 
developed in partnership with the Cowichan Valley Regional District (CVRD), the neighbouring municipality to the south, 
and required collaboration between planning departments in both regional districts. For instance, RDN and CVRD staff 
produced a detailed application guide to assist license applicants with the WSML Bylaw.  
 
The bylaw also required constant internal collaboration between the RDN’s Solid Waste Services and Development Services 
departments, since the WSML system depends on appropriate site zoning. The licensing system gained acceptance by 
private sector generators, haulers and facility operators, because these partners were consulted regularly throughout the 
development process.  
 
The Green Bin program component began in October 2007 as a pilot project to about 2,000 households in three Nanaimo 
and Qualicum Beach neighbourhoods. Ninety-seven per cent of respondents in a follow-up survey supported region-wide 
expansion of the one-year pilot. In preparation for program expansion in October 2010, a collaborative planning team, with 
representatives from all four municipalities and from the private sector, developed a detailed implementation plan. The 
team met on a monthly basis to address all green bin issues prior to implementation. 
 
 

Project Implementation 
 
The Green Bin pilot project received support from the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ (FCM) Green Municipal Fund, 
and the RDN has also benefitted from participation in the Partners for Climate Protection (PCP) program, FCM’S Sustainable 
Communities Conference, capacity building webinars, and a workshop on landfill gas collection. 
 
The Zero Waste Program is just one important component of the RDN’s high-level planning frameworks. It was outlined in 
the 2004 Solid Waste Management Plan, which was developed in accordance with a 2003 update to the Regional Growth 
Strategy.  Both documents mandate an approach to create less waste, and to ultimately eliminate waste disposal 
altogether. The Zero Waste Program was also supported by the RDN’s 2006–2009 and 2010–2012 Strategic Plans, which 
prioritize sustainable community development. 
 
The Zero Waste Program has itself effected changes to policies and operations in the regional district. The WSML Bylaw 
strengthened regulations on private and non-profit waste management facilities by setting consistent operating standards, 
mandating annual reporting on material flows, and requiring security deposits for site remediation. This innovative 
regulatory approach, coupled with education and enforcement, promoted private sector rather than public sector 
investment in waste diversion infrastructure. The program has also changed waste disposal behaviours by expanding 
disposal bans for food and wood waste, increasing tipping fees and placing can limits on garbage collection. These types of 
measures produce high diversion rates with minimal infrastructure investment on the part of the municipality. 
 
The request for proposals for garbage, organics and recyclable material collection services included an evaluation of the 
GHG emissions associated with each proposal. This was part of an effort to ensure that the RDN meets its objectives, under 
the B.C. Climate Action Charter, for carbon neutrality by 2012. The RDN chose new dual-compartment, split-packer 
collection vehicles, allowing food waste to be collected weekly and garbage and recyclable materials on alternating weeks. 
Vehicle emissions and fuel costs are reduced by the use of a single truck to collect two material types at the same time. 
Other infrastructure components of the Zero Waste Program also took energy efficiency into account. The Church Road 
Transfer Station (CRTS) was expanded and retrofitted to accommodate the transfer of organic waste from the northern 
portion of the region to the composting facility in the south. The redesign was done in accordance with the RDN’s 2008 
Green Building Policy, helping the CRTS achieve LEED

®
 Gold certification for energy-efficient design. 

 
The RDN has taken several steps to measure the environmental results of the Zero Waste Program. Changes in waste 
disposal rates are calculated based on yearly weigh scale records from the landfill and transfer station. Weigh scale records 
submitted by licensed material processing facilities, along with data from residential collection contractors and provincial 
stewardship programs, are used to calculate waste diversion. The municipality used a provincially-approved landfill gas 
production model to calculate associated GHG emission reductions.  
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The RDN used a comprehensive approach to communicate the Zero Waste Program, employing region-wide newsletters, 
brochures, advertising and web pages.  Sector-specific seminars, brochures and user guides were developed to support the 
expanded material disposal bans. “Zero Waste – Beyond Composting” logos and branding served to build program 
recognition in all sectors. The Green Bin program used a complete start-up guide, an advertising slogan (Beans to bones in 
the bin), an instructional video, visual displays, drop-in information sessions and online resources to raise the profile of the 
initiative and educate residents. 
 
 

Results 
 

 Following a successful pilot project, the RDN rolled out green bin organics collection to 32,000 households in October 
2010.  

 10,000 tonnes of landfill-generated GHGs have been avoided annually, based on provincially-approved estimates. 

 Per capita waste disposal has decreased from 527 kilograms in 2006 to 429 kilograms in 2009. 

 Overall waste diversion increased to 64 per cent in 2009, and is projected to reach 70 per cent with the full 
implementation of the Green Bin program in 2012. 

 Split-packer trucks for combined curbside collection of organics, recyclables and garbage, save gas and reduce 
emissions. The RDN has been successful with a schedule to collect organics every week and garbage every second 
week.  

 Extending the life of the existing landfill has saved the RDN about $16 million in capital costs. 

 Materials disposal bans have generated behavioral changes among residents and businesses. 

 Employment has increased in the recycling and composting fields. 

 Surveys and resident feedback have indicated that 85 per cent of residents are happy with the Zero Waste Program. 
 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

 COMMUNICATE CLEARLY WITH PARTNERS. The program owes much of its success to the region’s relatively small size , 
which enabled face-to-face contact with key stakeholders. With respect to disposal bans, it was possible to have all 15 
local private sector hauling companies around the table at the same time. According to Carey McIver, the RDN’s solid 
waste manager, “this small scale was ideal to keep everyone informed, build credibility and garner support from all the 
partners, assuring them that higher waste diversion, and not higher financial penalties, was the goal and made good 
business sense.”   

 ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL. Although the WSML system was designed to be self-financing, the license fees established 
under the bylaw proved insufficient to cover the number of municipal staff required to manage the program. Fees were 
initially set at $1,000, based on Metro Vancouver precedents, but the RDN is now investigating a differential fee 
structure based on the size and type of facility. The private sector waste diversion infrastructure still requires much less 
investment than a publicly owned and operated model.  

 PILOT PROJECTS ARE ESSENTIAL PREREQUISITES. The new green bin collection system was tested in several areas 
before being expanded region-wide. “The pilot project was the best thing we could have done,” said Ms. McIver, “as it 
demonstrated to us that people will indeed use the system — even those who expressed initial reluctance.” 

 
 

Related and Future Initiatives 
 
In October 2010, the RDN introduced green bin organics collection to 32,000 single family households in the region. 
Another 17,000–18,000 households will receive service in October 2011; helping to reach or exceed the 70 per cent waste 
diversion rate. 
 
While the focus of the Green Bin program has been on single-family households, the RDN intends to target improved waste 
diversion in multi-family residences by expanding material bans and other initiatives. 
 
The Zero Waste Program has also influenced technological innovation at RDN disposal facilities. The BC Bioenergy Network 
and Cedar Road Bioenergy Inc. have collaborated on an initiative to help disseminate landfill gas utilization technologies to 
other small- and medium-sized municipalities in the province. Building on an initial pilot project, Cedar Road is expanding its 
landfill gas‐to‐electricity conversion facility at the RDN landfill site to generate and sell electricity, alongside a 
demonstration centre that tests and showcases the further development of this technology. 
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Partners and Collaboration 
 
Regional District of Namaimo 
City of Nanaimo 
City of Parksville 
Town of Qualicum Beach 
District of Lantzville 
Cowichan Valley Regional District (CVRD)  
Private sector waste hauling companies 
FCM’s Green Municipal Fund 
 
 

Contact 
Carey McIver 
Manager of Solid Waste 
Regional District of Nanaimo, British Columbia 
250-390-6539 
clmciver@rdn.bc.ca  
www.beyondcomposting.ca  
www.rdn.bc.ca  
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http://www.beyondcomposting.ca/
http://www.rdn.bc.ca/

