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UPDATE ON THE REVIEW OF THE PROPOSED GUIDELINE FOR COMPOSTING 
FACILITIES AND COMPOST USE IN ONTARIO 

 
The Environmental Services Committee recommends the adoption of the 
recommendation contained in the following report dated February 16, 2010, from 
the Commissioner of Environmental Services. 

 
 

1. RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that:  
1. Regional Council endorse York Region staff comments on the proposed Guidelines 

for Composting Facilities and Compost Use and the Regional Clerk notify the 
Minister of the Environment and the Association of Municipalities of Ontario. 

 
 

2. PURPOSE 
 
York Region staff prepared comments as input to the current Provincial review of the 
proposed Guidelines for Composting Facilities and Compost Use. This report documents 
the outcome of the review and requests that Council endorse staff comments. 
 
 

3. BACKGROUND  
 
Ministry of the Environment released for consultation the Guideline for 
Compost Facility Operation and Compost Use 
 
The “Guideline for Composting Facilities and Compost Use in Ontario: Draft for 
Consultation” (hereafter referred to as “Compost Guideline”) was released by the 
Province of Ontario in November 2009. This is the proposed replacement for the “Interim 
Guidelines for the Production and Use of Aerobic Compost in Ontario” last revised in 
2004 to harmonize the metals criteria with that of the Canadian Council of the Ministeres 
of the Environment (CCME) guidelines.  
 
The proposed Compost Guideline proposes three categories of finished compost: AA, A, 
or B with AA being the highest grade and B being the lowest. The proposed category AA 
compost is very similar to category A compost in the current guideline. The York-
Dufferin SSO RFP will require the proposed facility to produce AA compost. 
 
The proposed Compost Guideline will become the new guiding document for obtaining a 
Certificate of Approval for compost facilities in Ontario. Stakeholders were invited to 
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comment on the proposed changes; York Region staff submitted comments preceding the 
January 23, 2010 deadline.  
 
 

4. ANALYSIS AND OPTIONS 
 
York Region’s leading-edge diversion experience will be of benefit to the 
Province by providing feedback on the proposed Composting Guideline 
 
In 2008, York Region ranked first in diversion performance in WDO’s category of Large 
Urban Municipalities for the second year in a row, and second overall in Ontario with its 
diversion rate of 53%. In addition, York Region waste diversion initiatives received three 
Gold level Waste Minimization awards in 2008 from the Recycling Council of Ontario 
(RCO). As an established leader in diversion in Ontario, York Region is greatly 
interested in the proposed Compost Guideline as it has the potential to affect the York 
Region Source Separated Organics (SSO) and Yard Waste programs and associated 
composting facilities. Our leading edge experience in waste diversion will be of benefit to 
the Province in shaping and implementing the new proposed Compost Guideline. The 
response was developed and submitted to the Ministry within the required timeframes. 
However, the required deadlines necessitated submitting comments in advance, with 
follow-up Council review and endorsement. 
 
Waste Management staff consulted with the Health Protection Division and 
the Capital Planning and Delivery Branch 
 
Waste Management staff met with representatives from the Health Protection Division of 
the Community and Health Services Department and affected branches in Environmental 
Services to obtain input on the York Region response to the proposed Compost 
Guideline. Their recommendations were incorporated into the response and all affected 
groups have approved the final response. Staff also solicited comments from all nine 
local municipalities on the proposed Compost Guideline.  
 
Staff commented on nine key areas of the proposed Compost Guideline: 
 
1. Diapers, Sanitary Products, and Animal Waste 
2. Plastic Bags 
3. Storage of Feedstock 
4. Odour & Enforcement 
5. Standards for Compost  
6. Determining Compost Category 
7. Sewage (Wastewater) Management 
8. Health and Safety 
9. Support for Innovation 
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Future composting facilities should be permitted to accept diapers, 
sanitary products, and animal waste  
 
The proposed Compost Guideline identifies diapers, sanitary products, and animal waste 
as materials that present challenges for processing. In the staff response it was 
acknowledged that these materials can present challenges, however, if a composting 
facility is operating properly, these materials can still create the high quality compost. It 
is the opinion of staff that if materials can be composted in a process that creates high 
quality compost, then composting should always be the preferred option to landfill. 
 
To produce category AA compost, processing facilities cannot accept any feedstock 
materials that contain “sewage biosolids, pulp and paper biosolids, or septage” under the 
proposed Compost Guideline. Ministry staff confirmed during consultation that this does 
not include diapers, sanitary products, or pet waste. The proposed Compost Guideline 
outlines the requirements for three categories of finished compost AA, A, and B. All 
three must meet strict heavy metal requirements which cannot exceed the concentrations 
listed in Table 1 below.  
 

Table 1 
Maximum Heavy Metal Concentrations in the Current and Proposed Compost 

Guidelines 
 Current 

Guideline 
Proposed Guideline 

 
Parameter 

 
Maximum 

Concentration 
Category A 
Compost 

 
Maximum 

Concentration 
Category AA 

Compost 

 
Maximum 

Concentration 
Category A 
Compost 

 
Maximum 

Concentration 
Category B 
Compost  

 mg/kg dry weight 
Arsenic 13 13 13 75 
Cadmium 3 3 3 20 
Chromium 210 210 210 1060 
Cobalt 34 34 34 150 
Copper 100 100 400 760 
Lead 150 150 150 500 
Mercury 0.8 0.8 0.8 5 
Molybdenum 5 5 5 20 
Nickel 62 62 62 180 
Selenium 2 2 2 14 
Zinc 500 500 700 1850 
 
The proposed Compost Guideline includes restrictions on the use of the different 
categories of compost. Proposed Category AA is the only category that can be used 
without restrictions for both agricultural and residential purposes. Category A compost 
can be used without a Certificate of Approval, however the product must be labelled with 
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the maximum compost application rates, identification of any biosolids used as a 
feedstock, and a warning that the product should not be used on soils with elevated 
copper or zinc concentrations. In order to use or transport category B compost a 
Certificate of Approval or a Non-Agricultural Source Material (NASM) Plan will be 
required under the proposed Compost Guideline. 
 
Diapers, sanitary products, and pet waste contribute heavily to the diversion rate of York 
Region as these materials account for approximately 20% of the SSO materials stream 
based upon data collected from waste audits on pre-processed SSO materials. The SSO 
program accounts for roughly one third of the York Region diversion rate. Therefore if 
diapers, sanitary products, and pet waste materials were removed from the SSO program 
it would decrease the overall York Region diversion rate by an estimated 6%.  
 
York-Dufferin composting facility will be designed to comply with the 
proposed Compost Guideline and produce category AA compost  
 
The RFP for the York-Dufferin composting facility requires that the facility be ISO 
14001 compliant. This will require compliance with all regulations and guidelines 
including an updated version of the proposed Compost Guideline. In addition, the RFP 
states that the facility must be designed to produce compost that meets the requirements 
for category AA under the proposed Compost Guideline. 
 
Sharp object requirements in the proposed Compost Guideline are onerous 
and should be amended  
 
The staff response noted that that the sharp object requirements in the proposed Compost 
Guideline are onerous and require amendment. Currently, the proposed Compost 
Guideline states that if a load of finished compost contains one piece of sharp matter over 
3mm then the entire load could not be considered category AA compost. Staff stated that 
this is an unrealistic measure and advocated that specific measurable tolerances be 
developed.  
 
York Region continues to advance the SSO program by mandating certified 
compostable bags  
 
The proposed Compost Guideline indicates that plastic bags are not an optimum 
collection medium for source separated organic materials. York Region is addressing this 
concern by mandating compostable bags for use in the SSO program effective May 1, 
2011. This initiative will continue to advance the SSO program to ensure that York 
Region remains a waste diversion leader. However, it is recognized that plastic bags will 
continue to appear in the SSO for the foreseeable future and therefore the design of 
compost facilities must continue to include bag opening and screening equipment. A 
promotion and education strategy and implementation plan is currently being developed 
in conjunction with the nine local municipalities for roll-out in 2010 and to support the 
ban in the second quarter of 2011. 
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Feedstock storage times should be extended to allow facilities to operate 
effectively based on industry best practices 
 
The proposed Compost Guideline recommends that SSO materials be incorporated in the 
compost process “on the date of receipt” to reduce odour. However this is not always 
possible as many facilities operate in a Last In First Out (LIFO) manner. In addition this 
does not take into account weekends and other scheduled closures.  
 
The proposed Compost Guideline recommends that leaf and yard wastes be incorporated 
into the composting process within four days of receipt. Staff noted in the response that 
leaf and yard waste is a common bulking agent used in the composting process. Leaf and 
yard waste is not produced year-round and staff advocated for extended storage of these 
materials to be permitted. Recommended storage times for both SSO and leaf and yard 
waste materials should be based upon industry best practices.  
 
Odour compliance should be better defined 
 
Odour has been an issue for several composting facilities in Ontario and as a result odour 
is a key concern addressed in the proposed Compost Guideline. Staff recommended that 
odour issues be managed in an objective manner with specific and quantifiable 
definitions of what constitutes an odour event. Presently the proposed Compost Guideline 
does not include a definition of what constitutes an odour. If such standards were 
developed then the Ministry would be able to assess compliance more objectively.  
 
To address potential odour issues, the York-Dufferin composting facility RFP will 
contain requirements designed to minimize odour including: operating the facility under 
negative pressure, a double door air-lock system, a backup electricity generator, odour 
control technology and backup odour control measures. Other design requirements for 
odour control will meet or exceed those proposed in the Compost Guideline. 
 
Sewage/Wastewater Management 
 
The proposed Compost Guideline outlines minimum requirements for retention ponds to 
manage run-off and leachate. Staff advocated that retention pond sizing consider climate 
change impacts and the potential for more severe extreme weather events. 
 
Human and environmental health should be taken into account in all 
aspects of composting 
 
Staff have advocated that the proposed Compost Guideline take human and 
environmental health aspects into account whenever possible. Staff advocated that heavy 
metal tolerances be re-examined and requested toxicological data be provided to staff to 
ensure that compost will be beneficial to the environment. In addition, staff stressed the 
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need for appropriate occupational health and safety standards and the importance of 
educating workers on the proper use of personal protective equipment.  
 
The Ministry needs to administer the proposed Compost Guideline in a way 
that supports innovation in the composting industry 
 
The SSO composting industry is in its infancy in Ontario and requires support from 
regulatory bodies to support continued increases in diversion across the Province. It is 
expected that many of the issues that have affected composting facilities recently such as 
odour will be rectified through future technological development and operational 
enhancements. Staff recommended that the Ministry administer the proposed Compost 
Guideline in a way that promotes innovation and the development of new processes for 
this emerging field. Advancements in processing technologies will not have the chance to 
develop in Ontario without support from regulatory bodies. 
 
 

5. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
There are no immediate financial impacts on York Region that result directly from the 
review of the proposed Guidelines for Composting Facilities and Compost Use.  
 
There may be some costs associated with incorporating the design requirements outlined 
in the proposed guideline into the York-Dufferin SSO facility RFP. The RFP stipulates 
that proponents design facilities that meet or exceed the specifications outlined in the 
proposed Compost Guideline. Any costs associated with meeting this requirement will be 
known when final facility designs are submitted later this year.  
 
Staff will continue to monitor these situations for developments. 
 
 

6. LOCAL MUNICIPAL IMPACT 
 
Local municipalities are not directly affected by the proposed Compost Guideline as it 
focuses primarily on processing. Staff will continue to work with the local municipalities 
on the transition to compostable bags. 
 
 

7. CONCLUSION 
 
Waste Management Staff have consulted with the Health Protection Division of the 
Community and Health Services Department and other affected units in Environmental 
Services and submitted comments to the MOE. Staff request that council approve these 
comments and send a letter of endorsement to the Minister of the Environment and to the 
Association of Municipalities of Ontario. 
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For more information on this report, please contact Laura McDowell, Director of 
Environmental Promotion and Protection at (905) 830-4444 Ext. 5077. 
 
 
The Senior Management Group has reviewed this report. 

 
(The attachment referred to in this clause is attached to this report.) 
 
 












