
LET’S DISCUSS: WASTE MANAGEMENT  
Supporting Climate 2050 and Clean Air Plan

CLIMATE 2050 
SUMMARY

Waste Management and Our Low-Carbon, 
Resilient Future
Waste management facilities in the region handle the solid and liquid 
waste of half the population of BC—a multi-billion-dollar investment 
that protects people and the natural environment. As we advance our 
waste management practices in response to climate change, we will also 
reduce the vulnerability of waste management infrastructure to climate 
hazards and contribute to a more resilient economy.

Greenhouse gas emissions from solid waste are largely driven by the 
production, distribution and consumption of goods that cannot be 
reused or recycled. Air contaminant emissions from liquid waste will 
increase as the population grows. To increase our resilience, we need to 
accelerate our climate actions to reduce consumption-related emissions, 
support public health, and achieve carbon neutral waste management.

We’re creating a road map to help us reach a low-carbon, resilient 
future. By 2050, we can manage solid waste to prioritize waste reduction 
and diversion and promote a circular economy of reuse, repair and 
remanufacturing. We can manage liquid waste to reduce odours and 
recover biosolids for carbon storage and methane conversion. Both solid 
and liquid waste can generate clean, renewable energy for the region.

Waste management will 

help shape our low-carbon 

future by reducing and 

diverting waste, promoting 

a circular economy, and 

generating low-carbon 

energy. 

AIR QUALITY & CLIMATE CHANGE



PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
We must take action to reduce emissions from waste 
management and ensure it is resilient to a changing climate, 
and we need your help to figure out the best way forward.

Climate 2050 is an overarching long-term strategy that 
will guide our region’s policies and collective actions to 
transition to a carbon neutral and resilient region over the 
next 30 years. The Clean Air Plan is the near-term action 
plan that will set Metro Vancouver’s direction for air quality 
and greenhouse gas management for the next 10 years. 
Waste Management is an important part of both plans. 

Climate change and poor air quality affect some 
neighbourhoods, households and individuals more than 
others. Also, some people are better able to prepare 
for and protect themselves from climate change and air 
quality impacts. 

We know it’s important to include the voices and needs of 
many communities when we design policies and programs 
to ensure that these support an equitable distribution of 
benefits and costs, such as affordable housing, more diverse 
transportation options, and more economic opportunities in 
a low-emission and carbon neutral economy.

THE FUTURE OF SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT
Reducing Emissions

GOALS

Solid waste management

 1. The regional solid waste management system is 
carbon neutral.

 2. Air contaminant emissions from solid waste 
management do not impact public health, quality of 
life and the environment.

 3. Businesses, governments and residents follow 
circular economy business models, policies and 
lifestyles, which significantly reduce consumption-
related emissions.

Liquid waste management

 4.  The regional liquid waste management system is 
better than carbon neutral and is a net provider of 
energy.

 5.  Air contaminant emissions from liquid waste 
management do not impact public health, quality of 
life and the environment.



CURRENT ACTIONS

We need to accelerate action to reduce emissions and 
clean the air, but we’re not starting from scratch. These  
are a few of the actions currently underway:

Solid waste management

• Preventing and diverting waste with disposal bans, 
extended producer responsibility, food recovery, and 
partnerships

• Reducing embodied emissions with demolition 
recycling, carbon price policy, consumption-based 
emissions inventories, and sharing platforms (cars, 
tools)

• Recovering and generating energy with landfill biogas 
capture and biofuel facilities

• Controlling emissions at waste facilities and from open-
air burning

Liquid waste management

• Recovering waste heat from sewage pipes (district 
energy)

• Capturing biogas from wastewater treatment to use as 
energy

• Controlling odour from sewers and treatment plants

• Using biosolids in land reclamation and to cover 
decommissioned landfills

BIG IDEAS

BIG IDEA 1: Prioritize climate solutions when 
updating and implementing the region’s solid 
waste and liquid waste management plans

How does it help?

Metro Vancouver’s waste management plans identify the 
region’s zero waste and circular economy goals and drive 
action toward those goals. For example, in 2018, 64% of 
regional solid waste was diverted through reduction, reuse 
or recycling, guided by the solid waste plan. The liquid 
waste plan includes requirements to track greenhouse 
gas emissions from liquid waste services and to consider 
climate impacts on planning and services.

Updates to both plans will build on the strengths of 
current plans. The solid waste plan update will identify 
opportunities to accelerate waste reduction and diversion 
and promote a circular economy, and it will prioritize 
further reductions of greenhouse gases, generated by 
how we manage solid waste, in order to support the 
region’s target to be carbon neutral by 2050. The liquid 
waste plan update will also accelerate current climate 
change actions. 

How could we make it happen?

Metro Vancouver will work closely with other governments 
to ensure alignment with climate initiatives such as 
CleanBC, the provincial climate plan. The regulatory 
authority of the Environmental Management Act can 
be used to help implement the climate change actions 
approved by the BC Government.

WHAT IS A CIRCULAR ECONOMY? 

In a circular economy, products and systems are designed to not generate waste and pollution. Transitioning the 
region to a circular economy will help reduce local and global greenhouse gas emissions, preserve finite resources, 
and restore natural systems. Businesses are already testing new circular business models as they not only make 
environmental sense, but also make good business sense. 

Materials and products in a circular economy are kept in use through systems of sharing, reuse, repair, 
remanufacture and recycling—not disposed after first use. Resource extraction, manufacturing and the distribution 
of products in a global economy tend to use a lot of energy and rely on fossil fuel sources, so by reducing the 
amount of materials used in the economy, greenhouse gases decrease. Incorporating recycled content into 
products improves markets for recycling and reduces emissions from the extraction of virgin materials.

The liquid waste and organics generated by the food system are nutrient-rich and can be processed into compost 
and fertilizer that can be used in landscaping and restoration products and, if the quality is high,  
in agriculture. Converting organic waste into compost diverts it from landfill and reduces emissions, instead 
creating a low-carbon alternative to conventional fertilizers.



WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Metro Vancouver invites feedback from diverse 
viewpoints to help shape climate action in this region.  

Feedback is welcome by email at  
Climate2050@metrovancouver.org 

BIG IDEA 2: Create low-carbon energy  
from waste

How does it help?

Capturing waste products, such as heat and biofuel, from 
waste management operations allows Metro Vancouver to 
convert them to low-carbon energy. This reduces our use 
of fossil fuels for energy, which in turn reduces greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

How could we make it happen?

Metro Vancouver and its partners are exploring or

pursuing opportunities to create low-carbon energy from 
solid waste and liquid waste. If all were implemented, they 
could reduce regional emissions by over 100,000 tonnes 
each year.

Opportunities include:

• Alternative fuel and recyclables recovery centre

• Additional district energy systems

• Testing technologies to recover low-carbon fuels from 
liquid waste

• Facility to upgrade biogas recovered from wastewater 
treatment for use in natural gas distribution system

• Biomethane booster to increase generation of 
renewable natural gas from wastewater treatment 
facilities (developed with UBC)

Future directions include considering the potential for  
low-carbon energy generation in liquid waste operations 
and investing sooner in infrastructure to provide district 
energy from the liquid waste system.

Adapting to Climate Change

HAZARDS AND IMPACTS

Waste management facilities in the Metro Vancouver region 
include recycling depots, organics processors, recycling 
processors, transfer stations, landfills, wastewater treatment 
plants and liquid waste pump stations. Climate change will 
impact these facilities and other activities associated with 
waste management. The waste management system is 
susceptible to severe weather, sea-level rise, storm surges 
and floods, heat waves and wildfires. 

PLANNING FOR ADAPTATION

The region has existing protocols and plans to help 
protect waste management facilities from climate hazards 
and their impacts, such as how to manage a large influx of 
solid waste following a flood. As climate change impacts 
escalate, additional protocols and plans will be needed to 
ensure these facilities can keep operating. As well, climate 
change must be considered during the design and repair 
of existing waste management infrastructure to avoid 
creating vulnerabilities that make adaptation more difficult 
and expensive in the future.
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