
U
nder its Environmental Management Act, the
Provincial government established the objective of
shifting the costs and responsibility for recycling used

packaging to the companies that created the packaging.
Interestingly, a group of companies that produce packaging

then created a non-profit agency, Multi-Materials BC, to take
over responsibility for ‘stewardship’ of a broad range of
recyclables throughout the province. Multi-Materials BC
(MMBC) is a child of bungled legislation. It gives it an effective
monopoly on a complex task previously carried out by
numerous local governments and NGOs. 

MMBC is unable to raise sufficient finance, has set unrealistic
prices for recyclables, failed to communicate adequately with
both local governments and producers of recyclables, and is
rushing to organize operations all over BC to meet an arbitrary
provincial government deadline next year. 

It is no surprise that MMBC has accumulated significant
opposition from business, local government, and the numerous
small local societies that operate recycling throughout the
province. Several of these are on the Gulf Islands.

MMBC’s Stewardship Plan
The BC Recycling Regulation under the Environmental
Management Actrequires that, as of May 2014, every ‘producer’
of packaging and printed paper (PPP) that wishes to sell, offer
for sale, or distribute their products to residents in British
Columbia must operate, or be a member of, an approved plan
concerning the end-of-life management of their products. 

MMBC’s plan is based on the residential packaging and
printed paper category that is already being recovered
(estimated 50%–75%) by local government, not-for-profit, and
private sector initiatives. It is intended to build on existing
recycling initiatives ‘through development of commercial
partnerships with existing economic players’.

MMBC has been established under the British Columbia
Society Act, and will use a wide variety of producers, and
through a wide variety of (generally existing) operations to
recycle packaging, ranging from urban ‘blue box’ systems to
rural depots.

MMBC draws its funding from producers of printed paper
and packaging, and from the sale of recycled materials to

processors. MMBC’s business plan may include sufficient
funding to support the established urban recycling systems, but
does not appear to establish payments sufficient to cover the
costs of rural depot operations. Their business plan has not been
made public.

The management of MMBC consists of a board comprised of
senior executives from Unilever Canada, Loblaws, Walmart,
Tim Hortons, CocaCola, Procter & Gamble (all in Toronto); and
a Managing Director, Allen Langdon, from the Retail Council of
Canada (also from Toronto).

Opposition to MMBC
It is now clear that MMBC’s original plan did not provide for
recyclable prices that would sustain rural recycling depots. Not
only that, the plan has failed to attract producers who were
expected to make significant financial contributions, even
though they were listed in MMBC’s ‘Stewardship Plan’. MMBC
has also run into opposition from a number of local and regional
governments.

Corporate Opposition
Members of a number of producer associations are actively
opposing MMBC’s program. They include: BC Agriculture
Council,  BC Landscape & Nursery Association, BC Bottle and
Recycling Depot Association, BC Printing and Imaging
Association, BC Yukon Community Newspapers Association,
Canadian Federation of Independent Business, and
Newspapers Canada.

As a result, MMBC has a budget shortfall of at least $30
million, out of a total budget estimated to be at least $100
million. 

The Costs Of Rural Recycling
Over the past year, the Recycling Regulations, and subsequently
MMBC, were created by the provincial government after a brief
study that ignored island recycling depots, and, indeed, most
existing rural operations. The result was a plan that fails to
allocate sufficient finance to rural depots, and which also fails
to provide for many types of waste which they traditionally
handled.

The recycling waste stream is, of course, enormously
complex in both its sources and its disposition. This means that
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some items can be handled at a profit, others can only be
handled below cost recovery. 

MMBC sets the fixed prices for the recyclables they are
prepared to accept. MMBC, it seems, has been deliberately
created to cherry-pick profitable waste and reject the rest,
leaving the task of sorting waste which is below cost recovery
(even assisted by volunteers) to the remnants of what used to
be viable community organizations.  

To make matters worse, MMBC’s objectives are set as 75% of
recyclable packaging, province-wide, measured by the ton. This
creates an incentive to maximize the pickup of certain waste
streams, while ignoring the other two ‘R’s that go with Recycle:
Reduce and Re-use. The tonnage incentive also means that
MMBC concentrates on urban areas, and ignores rural ones.

Recycling On The Islands In Trouble
Recycling has a long history on the Gulf Islands; for example,
Southern Islands organizations go back more than a quarter
century. 

On the Gulf Islands, recycling depots are operated by
independent, not-for-profit societies which offer many

additional services, such as re-use free stores, to their
commmunities. They have become cultural drivers.

These recycling operations have historically been financed
by the sale of recycled materials, together with grants from the
Capital Regional District. Recycled materials are sorted and
delivered, by truck via ferry, to a wide variety of processors, who
then market the material to end-markets both in and outside of
BC.

The MMBC proposal has the potential to destroy these
operations, by assuming responsibility for their funding from
the Regional District, and then by setting and enforcing major
recyclables prices too low to cover the collection, sorting, and
shipping costs incurred by island depots. It appears that MMBC
seems to expect local governments to make up the difference.

The Capital Regional District, having been presented with
the MMBC proposition at very short notice, agreed to continue
financing the southern islands recycling depots until May of
2015. 

It’s a short time frame to find solutions to a huge problem
for this invaluable service and islands’ economic driver. 0
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