
            

       
 
 

YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE...  REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE 

 

 How the άBlue Boxέ Began 
+ Insights for Creating Change 

 

By Eric Hellman 
September 2021 

 
Many people have ŀǎƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ άWƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ .ƭǳŜ .ƻȄ ǎƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΚέ On the 40th 
anniversary of its launch, and as someone who helped create it, LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ share the story of how 
it got started, what contributed to its success, and what we might learn from it τabout how to 
create more positive change in our world. 
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Introduction 
Before the Blue Box began in September 1981, many other curbside collection programs 
existed across Canada and the United States. Some handled only newspapers, while others 
collected cans and glass as well. A few even used specialized collection containers to improve 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƻ ǿƘȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ άōƭǳŜ ōƻȄέ become the model for recycling programs across 
Ontario, Canada and up to 150 countries (according to Stewardship Ontario[1]), and even a 
symbol for recycling itself? 
 
For me, its success was more than just about a colourful container, a catchy marketing slogan, 
or a well-designed collection program. It was the outcome of some significant shifts in thinking 
and values; a desire to ΨŜƳǇƻǿŜǊΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ convince or pressure them to take part; 
and an unusual collaboration among business, non-profits and government ς all of which led to 
what it has become today. 
 
In the Beginning 
The two men who can truly be called the άfathers of the Blue Boxέ were Jack McGinnis and Nyle 
Ludolph.  
 
Founder of a non-profit group called the Is Five Foundation, Jack McGinnis was passionate 
about educating and empowering people on the environment. He was also committed to 
recycling. Motivated by these desires, and using his own pick-up truck, he began collecting 
recyclable materials from households in the Beaches area of Toronto in 1974.  
 
Using this experience ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΣΩ Is Five then launched a multi-material curbside 
collection in the Borough of East York (now part of the City of Toronto). Jack hired Derek 
Stephenson to work on it.  And as their expertise grew, the two men decided to create 
Resource Integration Systems (RIS) Limited, to develop recycling on a more professional basis. 
RIS was then hired to create a multi-material program at Canadian Forces Base (CFB) Borden, 
Ontario ς where they used different coloured plastic milk crates for the collection of materials, 
and further tested their ideas about how to make recycling work. 
 
Nyle Ludolph came from a very different background. As Manager of Collections for Superior 
Sanitation, the garbage contractor for the City of Kitchener, Nyle had operated curbside 
newspaper collections for the company, and actively supported local non-profit recycling drives 
and depots during the 1970s.  
 
As fate or fortune would have it, I was given the opportunity to connect these three men ς and 
help them launch the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ first άblue boxέ program. 
 
Why Did It Start in Kitchener, Canada? 
As a student at the University of Toronto in 1973, I volunteered at the local office of Pollution 
Probe, one of the first environmental groups in the country.  There I met Peter Love, director of 
tǊƻōŜΩǎ DŀǊōŀƎŜ ¢ŜŀƳ, who introduced me ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǘƘǊŜŜ wǎέ of waste: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. 
 
Peter also shared another idea, ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ LΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ:  the power of 
a choice. It was the idea that every person could do something about garbage by making one 
fundamental decision: άDo I want to throw this item out? Or do I want to reduce, reuse or 
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recycle itΚέ The first of these choices leads to many negative consequences, such as the 
pollution caused by burying or burning it and the waste of resources and energy; while the 
latter creates a series of beneficial impacts, such as saving resources, improving the 
environment and creating jobs. 
 
Three years later, as an Environmental Studies student at the University of Waterloo, I started a 
group called Garbage Probe (an offshoot of the local Pollution Probe office). For the next 
several years, I actively promoted waste recycling and reduction across the twin cities of 
Kitchener and Waterloo. And it was during this time that I met Nyle Ludolph. While working 
together on the occasional project and exploring ways to expand recycling in the region, he and 
I became good friends.  
 
(Many years later, Nyle confided that he actually thought I was a bit weird back then, talking 
about the 3Rs as passionately as I did. Yet I never experienced this while we were together. 
Nyle Ludolph was one of the friendliest and kindest people I ever remember working with.) 
 
At the time, Garbage Probe was also a member of the Ontario Garbage Coalition ς a provincial 
network of people involved in reducing waste, growing recycling and opposing landfills. For the 
/ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ annual conference in 1977, I organized and hosted an event called Garbagefest Ψ77 
(named after the Octoberfest beer celebrations in Waterloo Region). Nyle and Jack McGinnis 
were both speakers at the event. And it later turned out that Nyle was very impressed as he 
listened to Jack talk about his East York and Beaches recycling programs... 
 
Ψ!ǊŜ ¸ƻǳ {ŜǊƛƻǳǎΚΩ 
Fast forward several years to early 1980. Now living in Toronto, I had become co-founder and 
Executive Director of the Recycling Council of Ontario. I was also working with Jack and Derek at 
RIS Limited. 
 
hƴŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀȅΣ bȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ L unexpectedly met over lunch at a solid waste management 
conference. And somewhere between dinner rolls and dessert, he told me a surprising story ς 
about how he and his family had been separating recyclable materials from their garbage and 
collecting them in their garage, since the previous summer. Astounded by how much they had 
collected, Nyle then uttered these ǿƻǊŘǎΥ ά²ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƛǘ ōŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛŦ ǿŜ could do this city-ǿƛŘŜΚέ 
 
I could barely believe my ears. Here I was, a recycling consultant, listening to a garbage 
ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ƘŜΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ. Trying hard to hold down my 
excitement, I turned to him ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLŦ ȅƻǳ aǊŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΣ LΩƭƭ ǎŜƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΗέ IŜ assured 
me he was. So later that day, I returned to my office and drafted a $50,000 proposal for a 
demonstration program in the City of Kitchener. 
 
Working with Jack and Derek to refine it, we designed a six-month project to test the 
effectiveness of multi-material curbside collection in a small area of the city. The program 
would include a major educational campaign, as well as several different collection options, 
both with-and-without the use of a household container. Expanding the proposal to $72,000, to 
allow for more waste research, public education and waste reduction initiatives, RIS then 
submitted it to Nyle. He liked what he saw, and asked me to come to Kitchener and meet with 
Ron Murray, President of Superior Sanitation, to sell him on it.  
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I had strong feelings of fear and trepidation as I drove to Kitchener that day. 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ bȅƭŜΩǎ 
enthusiasm, I really wondered whether the President of a garbage company (and a former 
banker) would decide to pay for such a recycling program. However, Ron Murray threw me a 
curve in our meeting. To paraphrase his words, he ǎŀƛŘΣ ά²Ŝ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅ from 
ƎŀǊōŀƎŜΦ .ǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ that that made a lot of sense ς for a city to spend all this money 
on something that essentially Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ǾŀƭǳŜΦέ Ron thought that making money from recycling 
would make a whole lot more sense. And he gave me his tentative go-ahead. 
 
Final approval, however, rested on one key issueΦ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ƎŀǊōŀƎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
the City of Kitchener was scheduled to end soon. They would ask the City to extend the 
contract, so Superior could implement the test program. And if staff and Council agreed, we 
would get permission to proceed. 
 
Ω²Ŝ 5ƻƴΩǘ .ŜƭƛŜǾŜ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ wŜŎȅŎƭŜΩ 
LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ step back for a moment and consider the state of recycling in 1981. Across 
Ontario, there were only a few dozen local recycling programs. Most were drop-off depots for 
glass, metal and newspapers, with some curbside newspaper collections as well. Programs 
continually grew, then declined, because of unstable markets for recyclable materials. And this 
was part of a systemic Ψcycle of problemsΩ holding back recycling as a whole. It had four parts:  
 
1) Manufacturers ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ it was possible to get a steady stream of good quality recyclable 
materials from municipalities and the public. As a result, ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ƛƴ large scale 
recycling plants, and only paid good prices when they needed to supplement their supplies of 
virgin materials. 
 
2) Without steady markets, cities and collection companies ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ assured of sustainable 
revenues for recyclable materials. Thus programs started and stopped as market prices rose 
and fell. As a result, most recycling collections were operated by non-profit, community groups. 
 
3) Higher-level governments ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ that most people would actively participate in 
curbside programs. Why? Only about 5% were using local depots, while 80-90% said in public 
opinion surveys that they wanted to participate. Governments interpreted this ŀǎ Ψpeople ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
telling the truth, or serious about recycling.Ω 
 
4) Finally, the public believed that government and industry ŘƛŘƴΩǘ really care about recycling, 
because of the start-and-stop nature of municipal programs. This led to growing public 
frustration & resentment, and reduced participation when new programs started up.  
 
In ecological terms, this cycle is called a ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƭƻƻǇΩ ς one in which each step 
negatively reinforces the next. And in this particular situation, everyone was waiting for 
someone else to change. 
 
Seeing Things Differently 
At Resource Integration Systems and the Recycling Council of Ontario, we interpreted the signs 
and surveys differently. As recyclers ourselves, we believed that most people DID want to 
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recycle ς ōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ doing so because local programs were neither convenient nor consistent. 
We further believed that we could break this Ψnegative loop or cycleΩ by: 
 
1) demonstrating to municipalities and industry that people would participate in large numbers, 
if given better programs; 
 
2) growing public participation through: (a) educating residents on the value of recycling and 
the importance of their actions, and (b) providing a convenient & sustainable collection 
program on which they could depend;  
 
3) showing industrial manufacturers that municipalities could supply a dependable stream of 
recyclable materials that were worthy of good, stable prices; and 
 
4) making collection programs more financially viable to operate. 
 
At the time, we actually favoured a non-profit, community-based approach to recycling. In fact, 
many of us saw ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ opposition.Ω Most companies seemed more interested in 
making profits than keeping programs alive. They also tended to collect only the most 
profitable materials, rather than maximizing waste diversion from landfills and incineration.  
 
However, with Superior Sanitation, our thinking shifted. Some of this was due to my past 
friendship with Nyle. But it also came from wƻƴ aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ on waste, and the 
companyΩǎ willingness to go beyond just profit ς to create a program that would benefit the 
municipality, the public and the environment as well. 
 
Getting the Green Light 
As Ron had promised, Superior asked Kitchener for an extension on its garbage collection 
contract, contingent on launching the new recycling program. Nyle was given responsibility for 
presenting their request to a special meeting of City Council. And he asked me to present the 
recycling proposal, since I had both spearheaded it, and worked with Council on another 
project several years earlier. 
 
Our hearts ǿŜǊŜ Ψƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƳƻǳǘƘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ whether this vision of recycling would 
interest Council enough to give Superior a multi-million dollar contract extension. And they 
were by no means wholly supportive. One alderman even asked, άWƘȅ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΚ /ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
other garbage collection companies do this just as well?έ  
 
Not quite sure what to say, I remember fumbling with the question. άBecause other companies 
ŘƻƴΩǘ believe in it, and Superior does,έ I said, doing my best to explain. It seemed a bit simplistic 
at the time. Yet as I look back now, that actually was the key. Belief in and commitment to the 
project were essential to its success. Ron Murray and Nyle Ludolph both had that, while few 
others did. And this was what ultimately kept the project going during difficult times later on. 
 
After some deliberation, Council finally agreed. The contract extension and test project were 
approved. And we were ecstatic. 
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Setting Out the Vision 
In our agreement, RIS Ltd. had responsibility for project design, organization, communications 
and public education, while Superior ς which had recently become part of Laidlaw Waste 
Management Inc. ς would do the collection of recyclable materials through its new subsidiary, 
Total Recycling Systems. They would then work with Jack Rosen, a local pioneer in industrial 
waste recycling, to find markets for the materials collected.  
 
We began by writing up our vision. Our goal ǿŀǎƴΩǘ just to create a successful program in 
Kitchener, however; it was to re-shape the entire future of municipal waste management in 
Canada. (Yes, big thinkers...) We wanted to show that a well-designed and stable program could 
become the model for successful programs anywhere.  
 
After final approval from Ron and Nyle, our statement of intention was sent out to the city, 
provincial and federal governments, industry and the media, to give them a heads-up on what 
was to come.  
 
(Note: This statement of intention can be read, in full, in the next four pages.) 
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Program Introduction Newsletter (for government, industry and the media) 
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Designing the Program 
As Coordinator for the demonstration program, my next step was working with the City 
Planning Department to find an appropriate test area. Since our goal was to create a foundation 
for future success ς for both city-wide collection, and programs in other municipalities as well ς 
we wanted a neighbourhood that was demographically representative of the city as a whole. 
The area chosen was the Central Ottawa St. section of Centre Ward, an area of just under 1100 
homes. Once this was approved, I then met with the local Alderman, the president of the 
ratepayer association and other key people in the community, to tell them about our plans and 
invite their participation and support. 
 
Jack and Derek worked with Nyle to design the collection program itself. Jack also had the task 
of finding a Ψcollection ōƻȄΩ that would be suitable for in-home use. Most residents would be 
asked to use their own cardboard boxes or bags to set out materials at the curb. However, we 
wanted to see if a special container might increase participation. Jack eventually selected a 
corrugated plastic box (see below) for its low cost, ease of construction & distribution, and 
maximum durability. And the colour he chose was blue.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ά²Ƙȅ ōƭǳŜΚέ While no definitive answer is known, several 
explanations have been given. One is that it seemed the most attractive colour and was 
thought easiest to see, by recycling collectors, during all months of the year. [2] A second 
explanation was shared recently by Wendy Cook (who was with the Ontario Waste 
Management Advisory Board in 1981.) She recalls that during the CFB Borden program, Jack 
McGinnis told her that red was used for hazardous material collection, and green was being 
kept for household organics. Therefore blue was the colour left for general recyclables. [3] 
 

The First Blue Box 
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Public Education 
Our next step was a meeting with Nyle Ludolph to discuss how we would communicate the 
program to the public. Rather than simply creating ŀ ΨƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǎƭƻƎŀƴΣΩ our desire was to find 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘǎ and minds at a deeper level.  
 
Standing by the Laidlaw/Superior works yard one day, we began talking about what recycling 
meant to us. Each one touched on a different reason: the ability to reduce waste, save 
materials, energy, taxes and so on. Jack said there were a lot of problems in the world ς such as 
the decline of the whales and pollution in the Great Lakes (at the time) ς which people felt they 
could do little or nothing about. Yet separating recyclable materials at home was one thing 
everyone could to do to contribute to society. In the end, it was this last idea that we all shared:  
the belief that people could άmake a differenceέ by reducing, reusing and recycling their waste. 
 
This ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ phrase we had heard from other programs. Rather, it was the language which 
surfaced that day to express what we believed, and felt that others would too. This was why 
ά¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ became the foundational idea behind the test program ς and our 
core message to residents and the City as a whole. 
 
 

 

(From the masthead of our newsletters) 
 
 
RIS felt strongly that ongoing education and communications were essential to ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ 
success. We wanted to involve residents, hear their ideas + feedback, and give them reasons to 
participate. But instead of trying to convince people to recycle, we took the opposite approach. 
We believed that if they received useful information about WHY recycling makes a difference 
and HOW to do it, most would willingly take part.  
 
Since the program was in only a small part of Kitchener, mass advertising could not be used. We 
therefore chose to create high quality newsletters, which were then hand delivered to each 
house in the test area. The first one, in early August, announced what was coming, with 
statements of support from the Mayor and the local alderman. The second, to be delivered 
shortly before program start-up, gave residents information on how to prepare materials. It 
also provided practical reasons about why their participation and recycling mattered. (This 
included as reducing landfill, saving resources & energy, and creating jobs). 
 
 
(These two newsletters can be found on the following pages.)   
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First Announcement Newsletter for Residents (prior to start-up) 
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Second Announcement Newsletter (just prior to start-up) 
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Wanting to Find What Works 
In order to learn whatΩǎ most effective for maximizing participation and materials recovery, we 
added some additional elements to the program: 
 - some residents received face-to-face visits prior to start-up, to introduce them to the 
program and answer questions; 
 - a six-month continuing education effort, with monthly newsletters to keep people 
informed and provide feedback on how the program was going; and 
 - an ongoing monitoring and research effort, to gather information on which households 
were participating, what materials people were putting out to the curb (and the level of 
contamination), and what factors appeared to have the greatest impact on people taking part. 
 
The Blue Box was also part of this effort. In fact, it had two primary purposes. One was to make 
it easy for people to collect their materials at home and carry them out to the street. The other 
was to raise awareness. We believed that if people saw others recycling, it would encourage 
them to do so as well. To test this, we distributed several hundred boxes, randomly across the 
test area, to see how these would affect participation. And it later turned out that seeing ΨōƭǳŜ 
ōƻȄŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΩ would play an important role in our success.  
 
The Test Program Begins 
With Labour Day over and people starting their Fall routines, September 17th was selected as 
our launch day. That morning, Laidlaw/Superior/Total began its first collection. Jack McGinnis 
and I went to take photos at the home of Peter McGough, president of the local Ratepayers 
Association. And we all waited... to see how many people would take part. 
 
By ŘŀȅΩǎ end, we were Ψōƭƻǿƴ away.Ω Across the demonstration area, hundreds of residents had 
put out their recyclables to the curb and blue boxes dotted the streets. The program also 
received good coverage from local newspapers and television stations. We knew we had 
created something that caught peoplesΩ imaginations. 
 
By the end of the third weekly collection, nearly 50% of households had participated at least 
once, with over 11,000 kg. (or 25,000 lb.) of materials being collected. That was great! But we 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ {ƻ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ next newsletter, we shared the good news with residents ς 
while encouraging people ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜƴΩt yet participating, and those who had set out only one or 
two materials (i.e. newspaper, mixed papers, cans or glass) to try for all four! 
 
In that newsletter, we added extensive information about home composting as well. This 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ would make Laidlaw/Superior any money ς in fact, it could actually cut 
their revenues, because less garbage would be collected for landfill. However, this was part of 
our overall mission to reduce waste as a whole. Our belief was that, if we created benefits for 
the City, this would in some way benefit Laidlaw over the longer term. 
 
 
(See this newsletter, following pages.) 
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First Newsletter after start-up 
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