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ON THE MORNING of May 3, 2016, at the
Canada Fibers plant on Arrow Road in
northwest Toronto, a worker spotted something abnormal and quickly sounded the
alarm. The cavernous echoing facility is the
separation site for the 800 tonnes of “recyclables” that Toronto’s waste management
department collects daily from blue bags
and bins around the city. As the impressive
tonnage rattles and roars through the
plant, high-tech machinery winnows steel
cans from aluminum cans, from glass,
from paper, from cardboard, from
Styrofoam, from numerous other kinds of
plastic. The mountains of separated detritus are then compressed into bales the size
of pianos and are shipped off to buyers ...
who break them down and sell them to
manufacturers ... who build them up again
and sell them to consumers ... who break
them down again, and put them in recycle
bins, from which they are picked up by one
of the 800 curbside collection trucks used
by the city, and the whole surreal process
begins again ... and then begins again.
But all of this went kerflooey on May 3,
when the machinery at Arrow Road failed
to recognize and “sort” what police later
described as “a human body part.” Within
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minutes, the rumbling of the plant came to
a halt, and the site was summarily shut
down. And remained so for some 24 hours.
For Derek Angove, the city’s amiable
and devoted director of solid waste management, the problem was not so much the
macabre presence of the body part (decidedly a matter for the police) but rather that
for an indefinite period of time the plant
would be out of commission, and there
would be no place to unload or winnow the
never-ending avalanche of recyclables that
pours into the facility at a rate of about two
tonnes a minute, aboard 18-wheelers that
pick up the goods from any of seven
municipal transfer stations across the city.
Within minutes of the shutdown,
Angove was on the phone securing alternative sorting sites in nearby Burlington and
other parts of southern Ontario. “My job,”
he said an hour later, “is to make sure that
every item of waste we collect — from
kitchen scraps to Christmas trees to mattresses to old carpeting and toilets — keeps
moving. If for any reason the stream
begins to back up, the transfer stations
are full before you know it, the collection
trucks can’t unload, and we’re in big
trouble fast.”

IN A WORLD increasingly inclined toward
“suicide by garbage,” as the late American
novelist Jim Harrison phrased it, Toronto
might seem to be a mere whistle stop on
the road to global self-destruction.
“Toronto is deceptive,” says Myra Hird,
who teaches at the Queen’s University
school of environmental studies in
Kingston, Ont., where she is a specialist
in waste management. “It tends to deal
with its municipal waste so efficiently that
the average person doesn’t see how much
of it there is or where it goes. Out of sight,
out of mind, sort of thing.”
The last time Torontonians glimpsed
the realities of their garbage habit was during the five-week municipal workers’ strike
in 2009, when many of the city’s parks and
outdoor rinks (devoid of ice in July) were
buried up to four metres deep in stinking
refuse. The previous glimpse came after
9/11, when U.S. border authorities temporarily stopped shipments of about a thousand tonnes per day of Toronto’s garbage
to the Carleton Farms landfill in Michigan.
At the time, another 4,000 tonnes of the
city’s trash was being deposited daily in
the Keele Valley landfill, Canada’s largest
garbage dump, just north of Toronto in
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Lesson Overview:
Students will use the article “Trash Nation” and its photos to dive deeper into how we manage our garbage.

Grade levels:
7-12

Materials:
•

Image Analysis BLM (1 per student)

•

Copies of the article “Trash Nation” (May/June 2017 issue)

•

Article Analysis BLM (1 per student)

Lesson Activity:
1.

To introduce the topic, display the images from the article on a whiteboard or give students one of the images from
the article to look at. Have them analyze the image using the Image Analysis BLM. As a followup, one of the boxes in
the analysis will have them discuss how the image connects to the article.

2.

Have students read the article independently and analyze it using the attached Article Analysis BLM. Students can
pair up and share their thoughts before opening the discussion to the whole class about how garbage is managed
in Toronto. Questions to start the discussion: What is the main issue? How are we currently handling this issue? Go
over the students’ responses from the Article Analysis BLM. Record ideas using the whiteboard/poster paper. Another
option is to have the teacher or student type the responses and to display them on the screen in the classroom. This
way, students can add to their own answers.

cangeoeducation.ca

GARBAGE

NATION
Canada leads the developed world in per capita
production of garbage. An exclusive investigation
into the nation’s dirtiest secret.

CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC

BY CHARLES WILKINS
W I T H I L L U S T R AT I O N S B Y G U Y P A R S O N S

O

ON THE MORNING of May 3, 2016, at the
Canada Fibers plant on Arrow Road in
northwest Toronto, a worker spotted something abnormal and quickly sounded the
alarm. The cavernous echoing facility is the
separation site for the 800 tonnes of “recyclables” that Toronto’s waste management
department collects daily from blue bags
and bins around the city. As the impressive
tonnage rattles and roars through the
plant, high-tech machinery winnows steel
cans from aluminum cans, from glass,
from paper, from cardboard, from
Styrofoam, from numerous other kinds of
plastic. The mountains of separated detritus are then compressed into bales the size
of pianos and are shipped off to buyers ...
who break them down and sell them to
manufacturers ... who build them up again
and sell them to consumers ... who break
them down again, and put them in recycle
bins, from which they are picked up by one
of the 800 curbside collection trucks used
by the city, and the whole surreal process
begins again ... and then begins again.
But all of this went kerflooey on May 3,
when the machinery at Arrow Road failed
to recognize and “sort” what police later
described as “a human body part.” Within

IN THE CLASSROOM
Article ‘Trash Nation’
Issue May/June 2017

48

C A N A D I A N G E O G R A P H I C M AY / J U N E 2 0 1 7

minutes, the rumbling of the plant came to
a halt, and the site was summarily shut
down. And remained so for some 24 hours.
For Derek Angove, the city’s amiable
and devoted director of solid waste management, the problem was not so much the
macabre presence of the body part (decidedly a matter for the police) but rather that
for an indefinite period of time the plant
would be out of commission, and there
would be no place to unload or winnow the
never-ending avalanche of recyclables that
pours into the facility at a rate of about two
tonnes a minute, aboard 18-wheelers that
pick up the goods from any of seven
municipal transfer stations across the city.
Within minutes of the shutdown,
Angove was on the phone securing alternative sorting sites in nearby Burlington and
other parts of southern Ontario. “My job,”
he said an hour later, “is to make sure that
every item of waste we collect — from
kitchen scraps to Christmas trees to mattresses to old carpeting and toilets — keeps
moving. If for any reason the stream
begins to back up, the transfer stations
are full before you know it, the collection
trucks can’t unload, and we’re in big
trouble fast.”

IN A WORLD increasingly inclined toward
“suicide by garbage,” as the late American
novelist Jim Harrison phrased it, Toronto
might seem to be a mere whistle stop on
the road to global self-destruction.
“Toronto is deceptive,” says Myra Hird,
who teaches at the Queen’s University
school of environmental studies in
Kingston, Ont., where she is a specialist
in waste management. “It tends to deal
with its municipal waste so efficiently that
the average person doesn’t see how much
of it there is or where it goes. Out of sight,
out of mind, sort of thing.”
The last time Torontonians glimpsed
the realities of their garbage habit was during the five-week municipal workers’ strike
in 2009, when many of the city’s parks and
outdoor rinks (devoid of ice in July) were
buried up to four metres deep in stinking
refuse. The previous glimpse came after
9/11, when U.S. border authorities temporarily stopped shipments of about a thousand tonnes per day of Toronto’s garbage
to the Carleton Farms landfill in Michigan.
At the time, another 4,000 tonnes of the
city’s trash was being deposited daily in
the Keele Valley landfill, Canada’s largest
garbage dump, just north of Toronto in
CANADIAN GEOGRAPHIC

49

Extension Activities:
1.

Where does your garbage/recycling go? In the article, you learned about what Toronto does with its garbage and
recycling, but what about your own city? Do some research either online or by contacting your city officials. Present
your findings to your class/community/elected officials.

2.

How much garbage do you produce? Keep track of what you throw out in an hour/day/week. What are some ways
you can reduce what you throw out? How can you pass this advice on to others?

3.

The article refers to some housing as “tear-downs.” Can you find examples of this in your neighbourhood? Are there
certain areas of your city that have seen the effects of “tear-downs”? Construct a pro/con sheet or have a debate
about the effects of “tear-downs” on a city or neighbourhood.

4.

Document the trash/recycling in your school or neighbourhood. Using your devices, take pictures of classroom
garbage/recycling areas. Analyze these pictures over a couple of weeks. If possible (and safe), do a garbage analysis.
What ended up in the trash today? Could it have been recycled? How much did it weigh? If you notice a trend of more
items ending up in the trash rather than in the recycling containers, develop an awareness program in your school.
This could be done through the combination of announcements, videos, demonstrations, etc. Follow up on your
message. Was it successful? You might have to do another trash analysis to find out.

5.

Think about the history and future of garbage. The article talks about the capacity of some of the garbage dumps
in the area, as well as some of the changes that have taken place over time in the development of what we do with
garbage. Conduct an inquiry into how your city/town/area has dealt with waste over time and what they are planning
to do in the future.

6.

How are recycled products making their way back into retail consumption? Conduct an inquiry project to determine
how companies are using recycled products in the construction of new products. How successful has this been?
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ARTICLE ANALYSIS
Title:

Date, author, source:

Issue(s) discussed in the article:

Summarize the main point of the article in
one sentence.

Who is the intended audience for this topic/issue?

List five facts mentioned in this article.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What is the author’s opinion on the issue? Support this with evidence from the article.
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What is your opinion on the issue? Explain and support your opinion with specific details from the article.

Is this issue important to our society right now? Why or why not? Support your answer with details from
the article.

Can you relate this article to something you have studied in class? Explain.

Develop a followup question to this topic or article.
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IMAGE ANALYSIS
What type of image is it (e.g., cartoon, photo, drawing)?
When was the image produced?
Who produced the image?
Who is the intended audience? Provide detail(s) from the image to support this.

Briefly describe the image. What is happening?

How does the image connect to the article? Explain.

What is your response to the image? Did it shock you? Excite you? Make you think? Explain.
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