Follow-up to the political panel at the MWA Spring Workshop, May 19, 2011.

We've had some excellent feedback from our delegates about the political panel at the MWA Spring Workshop but a lot of them also expressed disappointment about not having more time for questions.

So we wrote to the minister's office and to the offices of Toby Barrett, Michael Prue and Mike Schreiner, asking them if they could answer up to five questions from our members as a follow-up.

In the end, four questions were sent to our panelists, three for all of them, one for the minister.

Here are the questions and the responses. These will be updated as we receive the answers from the panelists.

1) How soon after the next election will you or your party finalize the WDA review and enact amendments, if any?
The Ministry of the Environment began a review of the Waste Diversion Act, 2002 (WDA) in 2008.  Our review and public consultation has been extensive, and we received significant input and advice from consumers, businesses, industry associations and environmental groups. The ministry also undertook a 90 day review of the Municipal Hazardous or Special Wastes program which is a waste diversion program under the WDA.

John Wilkinson, Ontario Minister of the Environment - We value the feedback that we received from Ontarians during both of our reviews, and we are already taking action.  For example: 

§         We have asked industry funding organizations to include consumer representation on the boards; 

§         We have asked Waste Diversion Ontario to take steps to audit programs to verify their performance; 

§         We have asked Waste Diversion Ontario to refocus their board to make sure members reflect the skills and sectors needed to oversee waste diversion programs and avoid potential conflicts of interest;

§         We have deployed a special team to look into incorrect and misleading fees that retailers may charge; and,

§         We are continuing a consumer protection hotline that Ontarians can call to report unfair fees.

We are continuing to review the results of our consultations and are taking the time to get the next steps right. Our current waste diversion programs are diverting one million tonnes of waste from our landfills each and every year. We want to ensure our next steps will help cut down on the amount of waste going to landfills and give Ontarians greater opportunities to reduce, reuse and recycle. 

Toby Barrett, Ontario PC Environment critic - Our process will be straightforward.  If it works, leave it alone.  If it’s broken, fix it.  If it cannot justify its existence, it goes.  Waste Diversion Ontario and the Waste Diversion Act will be part of this review. 
Michael Prue, NDP- The Liberal government has delayed the WDA review more than two and a half years ago. That is far too long when it comes to protecting the environment. The NDP will move ahead expeditiously to conclude the review and implement changes to the Act while ensuring open consultation with key stakeholders.
Mike Schreiner, Leader,  Green Party of Ontario - The Green Party of Ontario would make completion of a review and revision of the Waste Diversion Act a priority to complete as soon as possible. The Green Party’s main concern with the WDA is that it fails to prioritize reducing and reusing over recycling.  The WDA  also needs to include a wider range of products and sectors.  The Green Party believes the most financially responsible way to address waste issues is to produce less waste in the first place and then to maximize diversion with the goal of achieving zero waste. 
We need to amend the Waste Diversion Act to outline a vision for moving to a zero waste future with sensible, long-term solutions to get us there.  We need to create new legislation that provides incentives for businesses and consumers to reduce and reuse.  That is why the GPO will introduce Extended Producer Responsibility legislation.  Extended Producer Responsibility legislation would begin to shift the financial burden of waste disposal from municipal property taxes to the businesses that generate waste in the first place.  Such an approach would provide incentives to businesses and entrepreneurs to build more sustainable products by factoring in the full costs of the products throughout their life cycle. 
This would create consumer ready products built in an environmentally and economically sustainable way. Your Green MPPs will advocate for full extension of Extended Producer Responsibility to the Blue Box Program, to packaging and production materials, and across a full range of materials and sectors.
2) In view of the July 2010 controversy associated with the MHSW program, does cost internalization as opposed to visible eco fees have merit in Ontario and is the approach being considered as part of the review and renewal of the Waste Diversion Act?  
John Wilkinson  - Just like there is no one-size-fits all approach to Waste Diversion Act diversion programs, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to extended producer responsibility more broadly.  The key is to remain flexible, encourage innovation, support producers and other key players like municipalities and the marketplace, and make it simple for consumers to do their part.
Within Ontario we have programs under the Waste Diversion Act that operate differently from each other.  Each has different parameters that the industry funding organizations put in place to reflect unique circumstances relating to the particular materials being managed while trying to achieve environmental goals and contributing to increased diversion in the province. 
Toby Barrett - A Tim Hudak government will eliminate eco taxes on everyday items like light bulbs and batteries.  We’ll also take them off iPods and laptops.  These costly and bureaucratic schemes don’t actually protect our environment.  We reject the assumption that the only way to pay for recycling programs is through new taxes.  
Michael Prue - Companies that produce waste should be responsible for the costs of its safe disposal. They shouldn’t be allowed to pass the buck to their customers or cash-strapped municipalities. Companies should have to internalize costs so that they have an incentive to reduce waste and packaging. The eco-fee fiasco is a direct result of the McGuinty government farming out oversight for waste reduction to industry and letting industry police themselves instead of providing strong government oversight.
Mike Schreiner - The Green Party of Ontario wants to shift the financial burden of waste disposal from municipal property taxes to the businesses that generate waste in the first place.  Internalizing these costs into product prices has merit, and we believe that government, industry, municipalities and other stakeholders must work together to develop the most cost effective and sensible solutions. We believe that it is essential for the province to partner with municipalities, industry and other stakeholders to deliver on a government-led Extended Producer Responsibility program that puts the public’s interest first.  
To move forward with Extended Producer Responsibility, we must engage the public in an open and transparent discussion about the true costs of waste management and provide the right incentives to industry and consumers to reduce waste and manage costs. 
3) How do we change people's view of waste from something not wanted to a resource?
John Wilkinson - By diverting waste, we recognize the value in its reuse.  It’s not so much a matter of changing people’s view but rather reminding them of a saying we all know, “one person’s trash is another’s person’s treasure.”    Through reuse and recycling, we can protect the environment and create jobs. In fact, for every thousand tonnes of waste diverted seven jobs are created. 

We can maximize the use of our valuable resources by recovering commodities such as steel, aluminum, copper, glass and plastic. They can be reused or recycled to drive and sustain innovative, greener industries. For example, recycled plastics can be used to manufacture new water pipes and recycled glass can be fabricated into fibreglass.  

We are also encouraging companies and institutions to manage their waste better.  For example: 

·         We are negotiating with Ontario corporations to implement company-wide recycling programs. 

·         We are working with school boards and the Ontario Hospital Association to encourage more diversion.

·         We have teamed up with the Recycling Council of Ontario to develop its “3Rs Certification Program” to independently verify and recognize waste diversion by businesses and encourage them to move beyond regulatory recycling requirements. 
Toby Barrett - The overwhelming success of Ontario's blue box program is a shining example of what can be achieved through effective communication and ease of customer access ensuring province-wide participation. 
Michael Prue - Waste can be certainly used effectively as a resource – such capturing waste heat for electricity. However, the NDP has opposed some uses of waste, such as incineration, due to health and environmental concerns. The use of waste as a resource should not be used to justify increasing amounts of waste being produced. Instead, there needs to be a greater emphasis the hierarchy of waste management, which gives priority to the reduction of waste first, reuse second, and then lastly recycling. 
Mike Schreiner - Waste is an issue that is far too important for our economy, our communities, and our health to neglect.  We can change the view of waste to a resource by identifying the benefits of reducing the waste we produce, educating the public and providing the right incentives to reduce waste in the first place.  Under an Extended Producer Responsibility program, the municipal taxpayers and communities would not bear the economic, environmental and health costs of poorly designed and packaged products. Time, money and valuable resources would no longer be wasted on unnecessary garbage. Rather, producers would take ownership of durable products that could be used, repaired and passed on to future generations. 
