Highlights from 2015 Market-Based Solutions for Used
Agricultural Plastics: Survey of Municipalities
A challenging issue
With the increasing usage of agricultural plastics, like grain
bags, twine, net wrap and silage bags, it is more important
than ever to properly manage used agricultural plastics.
Finding cost-effective, environmentally friendly ways to
manage used agricultural plastics remains a serious
challenge in Alberta.
Several Alberta studies and surveys have looked into
this issue. For example, a 2013 report entitled Alberta
Agricultural Waste Characterization Study: Final Report
estimated that between 6,600 and 14,000 tonnes of
agricultural plastic waste are generated in Alberta every
year. The report Agricultural Plastics Recycling: Agricultural
Producers Survey, Final Report detailed the results of a 2012
survey of 660 agricultural producers in Alberta. It found that
producers dealt with used plastics in various ways such as
burning them, sending them to a landfill, sending them for
recycling, burying them on-farm, and reusing them. The
surveyed producers said they used burning as a means of
dealing with various used plastics including: baling twine
(52% of respondents), silage pit or pile covers (42%), bale
wrap (27%), grain bags or tubes (20%), and silage bags or
tubes (15%).

6,600 tonnes of used agricultural plastic = total combined
weight of 77 fully loaded SuperBs with cabs

Burning of plastics can release highly toxic substances, like
dioxins, heavy metals and volatile organic compounds. These
substances have many potential health impacts ranging from
headaches and dizziness to lung disease, cancer and growth
defects. Burning of plastics can also leave toxic residues that

impair soil and water quality. Due to these serious health and
environmental impacts, burning of plastics is illegal under
Alberta’s Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act.
For proper disposal, agricultural plastics should be either
buried in a landfill or diverted from the waste stream into a
market. Examples of possible markets include recycling into
other plastic products, conversion into fuel, and conversion into
electricity. However, the 2012 producer survey results showed
that producers faced barriers for the proper disposal of their
used agricultural plastics. In addition, a 2012 report entitled
Agricultural Plastics Recycling: Municipal Waste Authorities
Survey, Final Report found that municipal waste authorities
in Alberta also encountered challenges in managing used
agricultural plastics.

About the 2015 survey
Alberta Agriculture and Forestry (AF) conducted the 2015
Market-Based Solutions for Used Agricultural Plastics
study to get a deeper understanding of the current practices
for disposal of used agricultural plastics. In this study, AF
conducted a survey of municipalities in Alberta through the
agricultural fieldmen and a similar survey followed for the
Alberta municipal waste authorities. The two surveys build on
the previous Alberta research. The goal is to use the survey
results as a springboard to move forward on this issue and
make progress toward solutions.
This summary highlights the key findings from the survey of
municipalities with agricultural fieldmen. Agricultural fieldmen
interact with agricultural producers, with municipal agencies,
and in some cases with plastic recyclers. So agricultural
fieldmen have valuable perspectives on the challenges involved
in managing used agricultural plastics.
Agricultural fieldmen from 61 out of Alberta’s 69 municipalities
participated in the survey. The survey was conducted by phone,
which allowed AF to provide greater context to the results.

Highlights of 2015 municipalities survey results
Various used agricultural plastics were accepted at
many municipal waste sites: Respondents were aware

of assorted types of used agricultural plastics that were
being accepted at their municipality’s waste site. Grain bags
or tubes and silage bags or tubes were the most commonly
identified type (after chemical containers, which are collected
in the CleanFARMS recycling program) (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Used Agricultural Plastics Accepted at Municipal Waste
Site (n=57)
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believed that one or more types of used agricultural plastic
were not being accepted at their municipal waste site. As
Figure 2 shows, the most commonly identified unaccepted
plastics were net wrap (53% of respondents), twine (50%),
grain bags or tubes (50%), silage bags or tubes (47%), and
silage pit or pile covers (43%). It is important to remember
that these responses reflect the perceptions of agricultural
fieldmen, and that some of the agricultural fieldmen said they
did not know if agricultural plastics were accepted at their
municipal waste site. However, if a municipal waste authority
does not accept certain types of agricultural plastics, then
that would be a critical barrier for local producers wanting to
properly dispose of their plastics.
Figure 2. Used Agricultural Plastics Not Accepted at Municipal Waste
Site (n=30)
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Used agricultural plastics were brought to landfills/
transfer stations mainly by producers: The respondents

said agricultural producers were the main agents bringing
used agricultural plastics to landfills/transfer stations.
Drop-off sites organized by municipalities and pickups by 4-H
groups played a role in getting the plastics to the waste sites.
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Some municipalities accessed markets for used
agricultural plastics: In this survey, “markets” are

businesses that obtain used agricultural plastics for purposes
such as recycling or energy production opportunities.
The only market type identified by the respondents was
recycling. About 30% (18 municipalities) said they were
sending used agricultural plastics to recycling companies.

Grain bags or tubes were the most popular used
agricultural plastics for recycling: In a follow-up

question, the 18 municipalities identified 11 types of used
agricultural plastics that were going to recyclers (Figure 3).
According to the survey responses, the following recycling
companies were being accessed:
• Blue Planet Recycling
• Capital Paper
• Crowfoot Plastics
• Everclean
These results suggest that, for at least some producers,
the distance to a landfill/transfer station was not an
insurmountable barrier to taking their used plastics for
proper disposal.

• Meridian Wealth Management Inc.
• Merlin Plastics
• SWA Developing Company Ltd.
• Vikoz Enterprises

Figure 3. Used Agricultural Plastics Entering Market by Type (n=18)
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recycling program.

The intent of sharing the survey results is to communicate
and not to endorse one company over another. Municipalities
interested in accessing markets for used agricultural plastics
would need to contact the individual companies to find out
what types of used agricultural plastics are being accepted.

Used agricultural plastics had to meet a variety
of requirements to be accepted for the recycling
market: The requirements most commonly identified by

the respondents related to proper preparation, cleanliness,
shipping weight, and quality control/consistency of the
plastics.

• Preparation: Respondents defined “properly

prepared” in various ways, but generally it meant the
plastic has to be baled, bundled or rolled for easy
handling, transportation and storage.

• Cleanliness: Most respondents said the plastic has

to be clean. However, there were different definitions
of “clean” such as “less than 5% contamination” or
“less than 10% contamination.” Used agricultural
plastics should contain only minimal amounts of dirt,
plant matter and other materials because biological
contaminants above a certain amount can negatively
affect the recycled process.

• Weight: Responses about weight requirements

ranged from 30,000 pounds to 33 tonnes. Weight and
volume affect transportation costs. For instance,
a recycling company or municipality may not want
to transport used agricultural plastics until a full
truckload is ready if transporting partial loads is not
cost-effective. Similarly, a recycling company that ships
used agricultural plastics overseas may need to fill a
shipping container to a certain minimum weight to be
profitable.

• Quality control/consistency: Respondents noted

that prolonged sun exposure can negatively impact the
quality of the plastic.

Some respondents indicated that their municipal waste
authority accepted used agricultural plastics but the plastics

Most municipalities that were sending used agricultural
plastics to a market did not have a formal written
agreement with a company: Of the respondents who

said their municipality was sending agricultural plastics
for recycling, most (63%) said their municipality did not
have an established agreement with the recycling company.
Nineteen percent had verbal agreements, and 13% had written
agreements. Not having a formal agreement can be risky for
payment or delivery logistics.

Most municipalities were not making money from
marketing used agricultural plastics: Respondents

reported various prices for the plastics. For many
municipalities, the inability to recover costs for handling and
transporting used agricultural plastics was a significant barrier
to recycling these plastics. Municipalities would need to contact
the individual companies to find out their current prices.

Handling of used agricultural plastics required
equipment, space and manpower: Respondents identified
various types of equipment used by their municipality for
handling used agricultural plastics such as grain bag rollers,
vertical balers, ramps, forklifts and skid steers. A total of 23
types of equipment were identified, indicating that there is no
particular “right” way of handling used agricultural plastics.
In a follow-up question, respondents identified assorted
challenges with this equipment such as troubles with old
equipment and difficulties with twine getting tangled in the
equipment. They also identified the need for space for the
equipment and labour to operate it.

Municipalities faced significant barriers when
attempting to access markets for used agricultural
plastics: Respondents were asked several questions regarding
barriers to accessing markets for used agricultural plastics.
Table 1 lists examples of the identified barriers.

Table 1. Examples of identified barriers to participating in markets for used agricultural plastics

Government and/or
programming barriers
• Lack of an organized
program

Equipment, facility,
manpower and cost
barriers

Barriers related to
marketing and/or
companies

• Costs associated with
getting the plastic to
market

• Difficulty in getting
company’s confirmation to
accept the plastics

• Lack of support/ direction
from municipality’s council • Poor rate of return; costs
or managers
are higher than payment
• Not a priority for waste
management authority
• Lack of coordinated
information on dealing
with these plastics

• Need to close the gap
between overhead and
capital expense
• Need to move the plastic
to market before winter

• Lack of leadership

• Site logistics

• View this issue as the
responsibility of Alberta
Environment

• Insufficient manpower,
insufficient storage space,
insufficient funding for
manpower and storage

• View this issue as the
responsibility of vendors
• Lack of legislation
• No regulatory body
• No public demand; no
push from ratepayers
• No demand from
producers

• Additional equipment
needed for plastic
handling
• Difficulties in handling the
plastics
• Preparation required
for the plastics to go to
recycler
• Poor location or
insufficient number of
transfer stations

Barriers related to
agricultural producers

• Problems with reliability
of company to accept the
plastics on a yearly basis
• Distance to market
• No market contact
• Requirements for
agricultural plastics from
companies

• Need to raise producer
awareness of the issue
• Need to educate producers
on how to properly clean
and prepare the plastics
• Time, effort and expense
involved for producers to
clean, bundle and deliver
their plastics to waste site
• No financial incentive for
producers to clean, bundle
and deliver their plastics

• Difficulty in getting the
right information to enter
market
• No certain market
opportunities
• Limited markets for
specific agricultural
plastics
• Difficulty in getting enough
volume/weight to make a
load
• Difficulty in getting enough
supply of quality material
• No market opportunity for
smaller quantities of the
plastics
• Shipping or transportation
issues
• Need for clean plastics

Many respondents were considering entering markets for
used agricultural plastics in the future: The respondents
were asked several questions about potential markets they
were aware of. Then they were asked if they were considering
entering these markets in the future. Seventy-six percent
said yes (Figure 4). In many cases, future participation was
conditional on removal of some key barriers. Nevertheless,
the strong “yes” response indicates a significant interest
among agricultural fieldmen in participating in markets for
used agricultural plastics.

Figure 4. Are You Considering Entering into Used Agricultural Plastic
Markets in the Future? (n=55)
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Conclusions and next steps
The survey results provide many examples of barriers to
proper disposal of used agricultural plastics. However,
the results also show that some municipalities are already
involved in recycling, and that most agricultural fieldmen are
interested in participation in recycling or other markets for
used agricultural plastics in the future. This indicates that the
agricultural fieldmen are focused on the long term. By finding
ways to sustainably deal with used agricultural plastics now,
they hope to be better prepared for any changes that may
occur around the issue of used agricultural plastics.

The next step for Alberta Agriculture and Forestry is to
complete the analysis and communicate the results from
the municipal waste authority’s survey. Combining the
results from the surveys of the agricultural fieldmen and the
municipal waste authorities will highlight the complexities
and the important issues by shedding more light on this
matter.
Alberta Agriculture and Forestry hopes the results from the
two surveys will open the door to increased communication
among stakeholders on this issue. Stakeholders include
producers, agricultural fieldmen, municipal waste
authorities, provincial government (Alberta Agriculture and
Forestry and Alberta Environment and Parks), recycling
companies, Recycling Council of Alberta, Alberta CARE,
Alberta Plastics Recycling Association, agricultural plastic
manufacturers and retailers and any other interested parties
that could play valuable roles in the sustainable management
of used agricultural plastics.
Alberta Agriculture and Forestry will be looking for
opportunities to help connect and build relationships among
stakeholders so people can share information and ideas,
and learn from others’ experiences. Alberta Agriculture
and Forestry looks forward to progressing together with
stakeholders and partners as we continue to seek better
ways to deal with used agricultural plastics.
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