
            

       
 
 

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

 

 How the “Blue Box” Began 
+ Insights for Creating Change 

 

By Eric Hellman 
September 2021 

 
Many people have asked over the years, “What made the Blue Box so successful?” On the 40th 
anniversary of its launch, and as someone who helped create it, I’d like to share the story of how 
it got started, what contributed to its success, and what we might learn from it —about 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 
participation. So why did the “blue box” 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 ‘empower’ people rather than convince or pressure them to take part; 
and an unusual collaboration among business, non-profits and government – all of which led to 
what it has become today. 
 
In the Beginning 
The two men who can truly be called the “fathers of the Blue Box” 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 of ‘what worked,’ 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 – 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 – and 
help them launch the world’s first “blue box” 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 
Probe’s Garbage Team, who introduced me to the “three Rs” of waste: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. 
 
Peter also shared another idea, one of the most powerful I’ve ever come across:  the power of 
a choice. It was the idea that every person could do something about garbage by making one 
fundamental decision: “Do I want to throw this item out? Or do I want to reduce, reuse or 
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recycle it?” 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 – a provincial 
network of people involved in reducing waste, growing recycling and opposing landfills. For the 
Coalition’s annual conference in 1977, I organized and hosted an event called Garbagefest ‘77 
(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... 
 
‘Are You Serious?’ 
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. 
 
One winter’s day, Nyle and I unexpectedly met over lunch at a solid waste management 
conference. And somewhere between dinner rolls and dessert, he told me a surprising story – 
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 words: “Wouldn’t it be great if we could do this city-wide?” 
 
I could barely believe my ears. Here I was, a recycling consultant, listening to a garbage 
collection manager tell me he’d like to start a recycling program. Trying hard to hold down my 
excitement, I turned to him and said, “If you are serious, I’ll send you a proposal!” He 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. Despite Nyle’s 
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 said, “We make a lot of money from 
garbage. But I’ve never thought that that made a lot of sense – for a city to spend all this money 
on something that essentially has no value.” 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 issue. Superior’s garbage collection contract with 
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. 
 
’We Don’t Believe People will Recycle’ 
It’s important to 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 ‘cycle of problems’ holding back recycling as a whole. It had four parts:  
 
1) Manufacturers didn’t believe it was possible to get a steady stream of good quality recyclable 
materials from municipalities and the public. As a result, they didn’t invest in 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 weren’t 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 didn’t believe 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 as ‘people aren’t 
telling the truth, or serious about recycling.’ 
 
4) Finally, the public believed that government and industry didn’t 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 ‘negative feedback loop’ – 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 – but weren’t doing so because local programs were neither convenient nor consistent. 
We further believed that we could break this ‘negative loop or cycle’ 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 business as ‘the opposition.’ 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 Ron Murray’s perspective on waste, and the 
company’s willingness to go beyond just profit – 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 were ‘in our mouths’ that night, wondering 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, “Why Superior? Couldn’t 
other garbage collection companies do this just as well?”  
 
Not quite sure what to say, I remember fumbling with the question. “Because other companies 
don’t believe in it, and Superior does,” 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 – which had recently become part of Laidlaw Waste 
Management Inc. – 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 wasn’t 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 – for both city-wide collection, and programs in other municipalities as well – 
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 ‘collection box’ 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.  
 
The question is often asked “Why blue?” 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 a ‘marketing slogan,’ our desire was to find 
something that spoke to people’s hearts 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 – such as 
the decline of the whales and pollution in the Great Lakes (at the time) – 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 “make a difference” by reducing, reusing and recycling their waste. 
 
This wasn’t a 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 
“You can make a difference” became the foundational idea behind the test program – 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 the program’s 
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 what’s 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 ‘blue 
boxes on the street’ 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 day’s end, we were ‘blown away.’ 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 peoples’ 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 
didn’t want to stop there. So in our next newsletter, we shared the good news with residents – 
while encouraging people who weren’t 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 
wasn’t something that would make Laidlaw/Superior any money – 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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Growing an ‘Environment’ of Awareness and Support 
Our 1100-home demonstration area was a very small part of Kitchener-Waterloo, which at the 
time had a combined population of roughly 100,000 people. Yet we believed that if we could 
create an environment of support throughout the entire community, this would help boost 
participation in our test neighbourhood. Therefore, as the program continued, we added other 
initiatives to grow awareness and interest in recycling and waste reduction across the City. This 
included: 

 - ongoing contact with city officials, ratepayers groups and local media 
 - education sessions to start office paper recycling programs at two City buildings 
 - media releases and interviews, plus other events to grow interest in the community 
 - continuing education for residents and feedback on progress of the program, and 
 - giving away 25 composters (without charge) to residents in the demonstration area. 
 
‘What is in our Waste?’ 
Another important part of the test program was educating ourselves about what materials 
were actually in the local garbage. Understanding this is an essential step towards knowing how 
to reduce, reuse and recycle it. But it also takes ‘getting into it’! 
 
Thus one cold winter morning, we went to the streets and picked up samples of garbage from 
homes in the test area. We took them to Laidlaw’s works yard and then, piece by piece, sorted 
them by hand (thank heavens it was winter and things were largely frozen), to determine 
exactly what kinds of materials and volumes were being thrown away.  
 
This may sound a bit excessive for a project of 1100 homes.* But remember our larger goal:  
We wanted to learn what would work anywhere, so we would actually have the possibility of 
‘shaping the future of waste management’ across the country. 
 
 
*Note: Throughout this paper, you may notice references to 1000 homes and 1100 homes in the 
test area. The actual number was between the two, but closer to 1100. 
 
 
(See next two newsletters below.) 
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Second Newsletter after start-up 
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Third Newsletter after start-up 
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The Program Continues... but not without issues 
By early November, about 65% of residents had taken part, with over 28,000 kg. (nearly 63,000 
lbs.) of materials being collected for recycling. The program was going extremely well. Yet that 
didn’t mean there weren’t problems. Here are just a few that we experienced: 
 
1) Contamination of materials being put out for recycling  
One of the major problems in recycling programs is the contamination of materials collected. 
This reduces their value when sold to manufacturers. In our test program, some materials were 
not being fully sorted or set out separately. And some were contaminated by other wastes (e.g. 
not cleaned properly). We used our newsletters to communicate this to residents. 
 
2) “Paper pirates” were taking newspapers set out for our collections.  
This was a common problem for many municipal recycling programs at the time. When market 
prices were strong, these ‘entrepreneurs’ would drive the streets early on collection days and 
pick up newspapers which had been set out at the curb. This paper would then be sold to local 
recycling dealers – thereby reducing the income that would otherwise have been earned by the 
Laidlaw/Superior program.  
 
3) A slump in recycling markets 
Several months into our test, we faced our most serious challenge. Recycling markets and 
prices took a sharp decline. As described earlier, this was one of the key issues which often 
caused local collections to fail. Just as people get into the habit of recycling, programs would 
often be shut down due to their inability to sell materials they had collected. 
 
Knowing this could happen, Laidlaw/Superior were ready. First, they made a clear commitment 
to keep the program running. Second, with the help of Jack Rosen’s marketing expertise and 
using local storage space as needed, they were able to get through these market slumps and 
keep the program operating.   
 
The “Blue Box” was catching on... 
Month by month, the program continued to grow. By the end of 1981, almost 80% of homes 
had participated at least once. The amount collected per household was increasing. And 
positive feedback was coming in from residents across the test area (see previous newsletter). 
With financial help from the Ontario Waste Management Advisory Board, we expanded our 
education efforts by creating a community resource guide, designed to help people reduce and 
reuse more of their wastes. 
 
The “blue boxes” we had given to some residents were also catching on. In fact, this was quickly 
becoming the symbol of the program. Residents within the test area, who had not received a 
box, were now asking for one. People in neighbourhoods outside the test area began asking for 
a “blue box program” as well. Local government, the media and the city as a whole were 
getting excited by it. And the ideas of “reduce, reuse, recycle, and making a difference” were 
starting to grow across the City of Kitchener.  
 
(See next newsletter, below.) 
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Fourth Newsletter after start-up 
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Going City-Wide 
Five months after the launch of the demonstration program, I unexpectedly had to leave RIS 
and the field of recycling. It was a hard decision for me, to leave behind a project I was so 
passionate about just as it was taking off. However, I was feeling called to take my work to a 
deeper level, and needed to respond.[4] 
 
The same was not true for the rest of the team, however. And at the end of the six-month test 
period, the program was declared a resounding success. Ron Murray and Nyle Ludolph decided 
to keep it going, and they continued to work closely with Jack McGinnis and Derek Stephenson 
(and their new employee, Doug Hickman).  
 
In the following months, participation continued to grow. Research showed that homes with 
blue boxes were putting out more materials than those without, and more people were now 
requesting one. Numerous letters came in asking for the program to expand. And in the 
following year, Laidlaw/Superior agreed. The decision was made to implement it across all of 
Kitchener, with every (non-apartment) household to receive a Blue Box. To do this, the 
company had to invest over $500,000 to purchase 35,000 “professional” (i.e. better looking and 
more durable) boxes, as well as new trucks and equipment. And almost immediately after the 
City-wide program began, close to 85% of residents were taking part. [5]  
 
The new city-wide program was clearly a hit, and continued to be so as the months progressed. 
The old question of ‘whether or not people would recycle’ was no longer an issue. We had 
demonstrated they would. But the issue of whether the program itself would continue was very 
much in question... 
 
The Next City Garbage Collection Contract 
Kitchener’s garbage collection contract was once again up for renewal, and this time a call for 
tenders was sent out to the waste management industry.  
 
In a determined move to take the contract away from Laidlaw/Superior, Browning Ferris 
Industries underbid them by $400,000. The City of Kitchener was now faced with a big decision:  
Would they go ahead with Laidlaw and its wildly successful recycling program? Or would they 
go with BFI, in order to save almost half a million dollars for their next garbage contract? 
 
On the night of the showdown, the City Council meeting was packed. Here’s how it was 
described by Dianne N. Humphries in her excellent 1997 report, We Recycle: The Creators of the 
Blue Box Program[6]: 
 

Attendance at the meeting was outstanding, including presenters such Colin Isaacs, 
Executive Director of Pollution Probe, Paul Taylor of the RCO, Nyle Ludolph, members of the 
Chamber of Commerce and a group of children from Trillium Elementary School, all of whom 
were promoting the need for recycling. Emotions ran high… What ultimately swayed Council, 
however, was the performance of three grade four students from Trillium, who read a poem 
to everyone present about the need for recycling.  

{excerpt from poem on next page} 
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“The City of Kitchener has a really good thing going its way. 
Let’s keep thinking of tomorrow instead of today. 
In order that we can make our world a place to live in, 
We need to keep recycling, so vote for the Blue Bin…”  

 
At the end of the meeting, the contract was awarded to Laidlaw. The following day, Jack 
McGinnis received a phone call from Ron Murray, the President of Laidlaw, stating “I now 
know what recycling is worth – $400,000!” 

 
That was the story as it was reported in the media and to Dianne Humphries. It was an event 
that hit a deep emotional chord for those present, and allowed the first Blue Box program to 
continue. But perhaps it’s worth asking: Was that really all that happened? Could those three 
young people have been enough to convince City Council to spend $400,000 more on garbage 
collection... or did they represent something more, about what the program had become to the 
city?  
 
What Really ‘Made the Difference’? 
Looking behind Council’s decision, it’s worth considering all of the small seeds that had been 
planted in the three years before:  The decision by Ron Murray to see garbage differently and 
try something new. The foundation that was laid to create a successful demonstration program. 
The value of ongoing education for residents. Laidlaw/Superior’s decisions to help people 
compost, reuse and reduce waste; to keep the program going in difficult times; and to finance 
city-wide expansion. The earlier City Hall fine paper recycling program. The excellent relations 
that had been established with the City, Mayor, Aldermen, ratepayers and media from day one. 
And of course the visibility and popularity of the Blue Box itself, across the entire community. 
 
Before the Council meeting, the popularity of recycling in Kitchener had reached the point 
where 85% of people (non-apartment households) were taking part. Council and the media 
were behind it. No one else had a “blue box” program, and the City was getting recognition 
from other municipalities as well.  
 
So what really happened that night? The poem-and-costumes of those young people clearly 
‘tipped the scales’ in the hearts and minds of City councillors. But maybe THEY were already 
looking for a way to say “Yes,” even though the dollars didn’t justify it. Perhaps those 
passionate youngsters simply gave them permission to do so. No one will ever know for sure.  
 
Reflecting on What was to Come...  
The growth of the Blue Box – from a local program in Kitchener to the recycling standard across 
Ontario, and in many cities in Canada and around the world – is too long to possibly describe 
here (and not the purpose of this report). But here are just a few of the steps: 

- Aluminum cans for soft drink packaging were allowed into Ontario, thus helping recycling 
programs to significantly increase revenues for the materials they recovered. 
- Laidlaw started a Blue Box program in Mississauga, which was then the largest recycling 
program in North America. [7] 
- The aluminum, plastic and soft drink industries proposed a large-scale plan for funding 
recycling programs. 
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- Jack and Derek at RIS, Paul Taylor at the Recycling Council of Ontario and Collin Isaacs at 
Pollution Probe worked to help government, industry and NGOs find agreement on the 
plan. 
- The Ontario Government, through the support of Environment Minister Jim Bradley, 
decided to adopt the Blue Box program as the model for municipal recycling across the 
province. 
- Ontario Multi-Material Recycling Inc. (OMMRI) was created by the soft drink industry to 
help fund the new Blue Box system; and joint industry and government funding enabled 
the program to grow across Ontario. 
- Nyle Ludolph was ‘borrowed’ by OMMRI, from Laidlaw, to assist communities across 
Ontario to launch their own programs.  
- Derek Stephenson at RIS (with existing partner Art Mercer and new partner Geoff Love), 
and Jack McGinnis (now working independently), would eventually take the Blue Box 
program to cities across Canada, the U.S. and other parts of the globe. [8]  

 
As a result of these developments, “the Ontario Blue Box [became] the most comprehensive 
curbside recycling system in the world.”[9]  And in 1989, the United Nations Environment 
Programme gave the Ontario Government, Industry (OMMRI, Laidlaw, RIS, et al) and the 
Recycling Council of Ontario a joint award for “distinguished leadership” and “demonstrating 
cooperation in action” for the Blue Box program and their accomplishments in municipal 
recycling.  
 
(For a more comprehensive description of these and other steps which led to the growth of the 
Blue Box, please see Dianne Humphries’ report.) 
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A Sea Change in Recycling 
Looking back, each of these steps was significant in changing the state of recycling in Ontario 
and elsewhere. But perhaps the most important change was that the negative feedback loop, 
which had previously existed for municipal recycling, had now been turned around.  
 
Instead of blaming each other for inaction, government, industry and the public were now 
heading in the same, positive direction. Waste management companies and municipalities were 
creating new collection programs. Money was being made available to provide householders 
with boxes, bags or bins for collecting materials. Residents started participating consistently in 
local recycling programs, and in large numbers. Government and industry began cooperating to 
share the costs of managing wastes. Manufacturers, now able to get a reliable stream of good 
quality materials, started using larger quantities of recyclable materials. And new industrial 
facilities to recycle those materials were now being launched.  
 
Growing on the Blue Box, other people came along to start similar programs – such as the Grey 
Box for paper fibres, coloured bags for curbside collection, blue bags for apartment collections, 
and the Green Bin for compostable materials. Then came larger household Blue Bins, Green 
Bins and more. Every step was important in growing recycling and taking it in new directions. 
And without each one, the state of recycling would not be where it is today. 
 
It’s also important to recognize that not all developments were entirely positive or desirable. 
For example:  

- for those of us who wanted a refillable soft drink container & deposit system across 
Ontario, the replacement of refillables by single-use containers was a big disappointment. 
It may also have been a mistake, as recovery rates for containers in areas with deposit 
systems are now much higher. 
- The current lack of comprehensive plastics recycling, at a time when plastic has become 
the most pervasive element of the waste stream, suggests that this industry has not taken 
full responsibility for the wastes it generates.  
- The mixing (or co-mingling) of recyclable materials for collection – and the resulting 
contamination of recyclable materials in many municipalities today – has led to a 
significant problem, as markets are demanding cleaner materials. 
- The cost of collecting + sorting of recyclables has grown way more than expected. 

 
Perhaps most of all, seeing the Blue Box as “the answer” to waste – rather than as a stepping 
stone towards larger solutions – has held back government, industry and the public from 
taking the next new bold steps that are needed. 
 
With that said, the Blue Box program has still led to a “sea change” in waste management over 
the past 40 years. It has contributed to millions of tonnes of materials being recovered and 
recycled; significant reductions in industrial energy and virgin material usage; and the creation 
of thousands of jobs. Recycling is now seen as an essential part of waste management in almost 
all municipalities. Industry is now sharing responsibility for the creation and recovery of wastes, 
through EPR (Extended Producer Responsibility) programs. And citizens across the country and 
worldwide now see recycling as an important part of what they can do to improve the 
environment.  
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All of this is still not enough to “solve” our waste problems. Many more steps, like the 
development of a circular economy, will be required.** Yet we have all taken a huge step in the 
right direction. The Blue Box (and the many subsequent programs) helped shift the prevailing 
public belief that ‘there’s nothing we can do to create change.’ Industries are now thinking into 
how to recycle and reduce the generation of waste. And the idea that each of us “can make a 
difference” is now firmly embedded in the thinking of people around the globe. 
 
(**More on the circular economy here:  EllenMacArthurfoundation.org, and Canada.ca.) 

______________________________ 
 

Insights from the Blue Box 
for the Future of Waste Management...  

and Societal Change 
 

[Note: The following personal comments come from having helped create that first test 
program, and as an active participant in creating change since then; but not in growing the Blue 
Box across its lifetime. I leave those insights to the people who were part of that!] 

- - - - - - - - - 
 
It’s great to share past successes and remember anniversaries. This is an important part of 
remembering the progress we’ve made. But the real reason for writing this is my hope – that 
something we learned will help others who want to create positive change in our world. 
 
As we look ahead... to reducing, reusing and recycling more wastes... growing stewardship, 
sustainability and the circular economy... and taking on other environmental and societal 
challenges... here are some core elements and learnings from the first Blue Box program that 
may be useful: 
 
1) From the outset, we tried to ‘initiate the change we wanted to see in the world’ (to 
paraphrase Gandhi’s language), rather than wait for others to do it. 
 
2) Our goal wasn’t to start just one recycling program. We wanted to create a model for 
sustainable recycling anywhere, and break the ‘cycle of inaction’ which was holding us all back. 
 
3) In creating the Blue Box, we needed to change some of our own core beliefs for the program 
to get off the ground and succeed. This included:  

- Nyle Ludolph’s willingness to shift his thinking about recycling (after hearing what Jack 
McGinnis had accomplished in Toronto); then trying it at home with his family, and 
wondering what might be possible on a municipal scale; 
- Ron Murray’s belief that his company should make money from ‘doing something more’ 
than just picking up garbage, and his willingness to fund the test program; and  
- our shift (at RIS) from seeing community-based recycling as the ‘right and only way’, and 
become willing to work with corporate waste collectors. 

 

https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/topics/circular-economy-introduction/overview
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/conservation/sustainability/circular-economy.html
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4) These shifts allowed us to work with people across all sectors – non-profit, business and 
government – and collaborate with non-traditional partners. Our shared goal became more 
important than our differences in belief and perspective. 
 
5) We also wanted to create a win-win-win – environmentally, economically, socially. And to 
grow a sustainable program + system for everyone involved: the public, the city, waste 
collectors, manufacturers, government at all levels, and our own company. 
 
6) In Kitchener, our approach wasn’t to push, convince, or force people to recycle. It was to: 
 - share what we loved and cared about; 
 - find others with shared values, and develop a common vision;  
 - invite people to take part by talking about what was important to them;  
 - engage + support them through useful information and feedback; and  
 - demonstrate that what we believed was actually possible. 
 
7) We believed that people wanted to do something to help the environment, but needed 
personal encouragement and practical ways to do that. Thus our communications program, 
based on “You can make a difference”, was about helping people believe in the power of their 
own choices and actions, and their ability to create a better world. Our hope was that they 
would turn this into action, through recycling in their community. 
 
8) Finally, we saw others as partners in the whole process. Rather than trying to convince them 
how to act, our focus was on “thinking into” how we could serve their needs. Thus the test 
program was designed to meet the interests of the public, Laidlaw/Superior, the City of 
Kitchener, and other communities as well. 
 
So why do I share those particular points? Today we live in an age of polarization, when 
opposing groups and people are barely able to listen to one another, let alone find ways to 
cooperate and collaborate. We’re also seeing a huge backlash against regulation and ‘control’. 
People everywhere just don’t want to be told what to do. 
 
As a result, new approaches to change can’t just rely on having ‘good answers to problems’ and 
telling others to act on them. We need to demonstrate them first. Then implement them in 
ways that connect people, rather than divide. That speak to other people’s real needs, not just 
our own. And with sensitivity to their beliefs and values, as well as our own.  
 
Perhaps some of these approaches, used to create the Blue Box, can help us ‘move beyond’ 
some of our divides – because it’s now human willingness that is holding back change. 
  
And the Results... 
As described in the first section of this report, these kinds of steps helped create a foundation 
for success of the Blue Box program, which then led to: 
-  participation rates of over 85% in Kitchener, with both public + municipal support; 
-  why it was chosen as the model for municipal recycling across Ontario, and later recognized 
by the United Nations for environmental leadership and cross-sectoral collaboration; and 
-  its becoming a “blueprint for recycling programs in more than 150 countries” [10]. 
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Since then, the Blue Box has even become a symbol of recycling. It has influenced the colour & 
shape of recycling containers being sold by retailers, and those used in homes and offices which 
collect recyclable materials. And it is now frequently seen in TV, films and other media. 
 
What’s more, the idea of “you can make a difference” – that people can contribute to positive 
change through their choices and actions – grew with the Blue Box as it spread to other cities. 
And this type of thinking and language has now become part of our way of life.  
 
For me, it is the last of these points that is perhaps the most significant of all our outcomes. 
More than making the Blue Box a success, or even having recycling grow dramatically 
(regardless of whether people used blue containers), the program helped grow a 
‘consciousness of empowerment’ among people in many places. And that was the core premise 
behind our very first program. 
 
We believed that people had a deep desire to improve the environment and our world. 
Recycling was simply a starting point, one way of contributing to this change. And “You can 
make a difference” was the language we found to encourage and support that. 
 
Since 1981, this idea has grown even larger than the Blue Box or recycling. “We can make a 
difference” is now a statement of belief and action for thousands of groups, events, projects 
and programs around the globe. And millions of people – from health, social and environmental 
advocates to businesses, governments and Presidents of countries – have now used this 
language to express their desire to make the world a better place. 
 
We didn’t create that; we just helped catalyze it. By expressing our beliefs and values, and 
trusting others felt that way too, we helped support an often unspoken voice within all of us. 
And as that consciousness and voice continues to grow, it inspires people everywhere to make 
positive contributions in their own unique and powerful ways. 
 
Where that will lead us, no one knows... but I am deeply optimistic about the future. 
 
Eric Hellman 
September 2021 

____________________________________ 
Footnotes: 
[1] Stewardship Ontario website: https://stewardshipontario.ca/download/the-story-of-
ontarios-blue-box/. 
[2] We Recycle: The Creators of the Blue Box, by Dianne N. Humphries, for Pollution Probe, 
Toronto, July 1997. 
[3] Personal communication with Wendy Cook, 2019.  
[4] On why I left the RIS and recycling:  This ‘deeper’ work is about finding ways to be more 
effective in creating change; and creating a “consciousness shift” in society by shifting how we 
make change. More on this work here: www.consciouschange.info. 
[5][6][7][8][9] We Recycle: The Creators of the Blue Box, by Dianne N. Humphries (as above).   
(And personal knowledge of the author.) 
[10] Stewardship Ontario (see [1] ). 

https://stewardshipontario.ca/download/the-story-of-ontarios-blue-box/
https://stewardshipontario.ca/download/the-story-of-ontarios-blue-box/
http://www.consciouschange.info/

