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LIST OF ACRONYMS  

COVID-19: Coronavirus disease 2019  

C&D: Construction and demolition 

CO2: Carbon dioxide  

DSO: Dalhousie Sustainability Office  

HRM: Halifax Regional Municipality  

NS: Nova Scotia  

PPE: Personal protective equipment 

STIN: Stop Trashing It Network  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Prior to the pandemic, Nova Scotia (NS) was a leader in waste diversion and generated the lowest 

amount of waste per capita nationally. However, the arrival of the coronavirus disease 2019 

(COVID-19) pandemic in the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) of Nova Scotia brought with it 

a new normal that influenced waste trends and habits. These influences and changes are 

highlighted in this research report. 

This study found that during the pandemic, Canadians purchased more items in plastic 

packaging, as they were cheaper and considered as safer. The purchase, use, and disposal of 

single-use personal protective equipment (PPE) items, such as gloves and masks, bound for 

landfills increased, adding stress to existing hazardous waste management streams. Waste 

stakeholder interviewees also reported increased disposal of single-use plastics, bottles, 

cardboard, and construction and demolition (C&D) materials, and increases in litter, especially at 

the beginning of the pandemic. The interviewees also confirmed observing increases in 

residential and curbside waste tonnage and decreases in commercial/institutional waste. Several 

waste stakeholders confirmed that the pandemic affected waste programming initiatives. 

Interviewees confirmed that their organizations released educational messaging to counter some 

of the negative waste impacts brought on by the pandemic. Messaging was successful in some 

instances, as desired behavior changes were achieved. For example, Halifax Water asked the 

public to stop flushing gloves and wipes and observed a decrease in clogged impellers after their 

messaging. Surveys completed by 89 respondents demonstrated strong pro-environmental 

attitudes, which may help to explain the receptiveness to messaging.  

Interviewees highlighted that reducing PPE litter and waste and reflecting health and 

safety in waste messaging are priorities moving forward. Research findings suggest that 

stakeholders should research strategies, such as feedstock recycling or improve current plastic 

waste-handling strategies to divert pandemic-related waste from landfills. Other 

recommendations include making PPE items out of bioplastics and creating messaging that 

advocates for behavioral changes by providing accessible and factual information. 



 

October 2020  5 

INTRODUCTION  

Waste production and plastic pollution are two alarming environmental issues facing humanity 

on a global scale (National Geographic & Parker, 2019). Furthermore, expanding ocean garbage 

patches caused strong understanding of the detrimental impacts of litter and plastic on wildlife 

and the environment, and has resulted in widespread global attention. A recent study indicated 

that Canadians generate approximately 31 million tonnes of garbage annually, making Canada 

the country with the highest garbage disposal per capita (CRC, 2018). Thus, Canada has a large 

role to play in solving these issues. In Nova Scotia, a report released last year by AECOM 

determined that Nova Scotia currently has too many landfills, with inefficient and outdated waste 

systems (CBC News, 2019). This attention resulted in national and provincial policy measures to 

mitigate further impacts caused by waste disposal habits and plastic pollution. Specifically, the 

Government of Nova Scotia banned plastic bags as of October 30th, 2020 (Government of NS, 

2020), and the Government of Canada is phasing out the use of grocery bags, straws, stir sticks, 

six-pack rings, plastic cutlery, and take-out containers made of hard-to-recycle plastics by 2021 

(CBC News, 2020). On March 15th, 2020, Nova Scotia government officials announced the first 

cases of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) in the province (Government of NS, 2020b). The 

pandemic created a ‘new normal’ and Nova Scotians were encouraged to wear masks, gloves, 

and other forms of personal protective equipment that would enable locals to follow hygiene 

and social distancing guidelines.  

This research report has determined how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted waste 

and plastic habits, waste reduction and education programs, such as primary school waste 

education led by Halifax Waste, and policies within the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM). This 

report also presents findings from stakeholder interviews in the HRM’s waste industry. 

Recommendations are presented addressing areas of solid waste management and pandemic 

waste education that require attention moving forward. Note that information present in this 

report details findings from the beginning of the pandemic until mid-October 2020. Therefore, 

information, such as the amount of global COVID-19 cases, may be out of date.    

https://aecom.com/
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METHODOLOGY   

In order to determine how COVID-19 impacted waste habits in the HRM, a literature review was 

conducted combined with an online public survey and stakeholder interviews. The online 

literature review consisted of reports, books, and peer-reviewed articles. Online websites were 

also consulted to gather research on the HRM’s performance in the waste diversion and 

management domain. The online survey was open to residents of the HRM aged 18+ from August 

6th until August 31st, 2020, collecting a total of 89 responses that were compiled and analyzed 

using Opinio, an online survey platform, where incomplete survey responses were discarded. 

Survey questions used a mix of qualitative and quantitative questions (Appendix). Quantitative 

questions gathered demographic information and established levels of waste concern and habit 

variance throughout the pandemic. Qualitative questions allowed respondents to provide 

context on their situation throughout the pandemic, indicated their employment status, and 

identified what the quantities and types of wasted produced during the pandemic.  

The survey was promoted online through the Stop Trashing It Network’s (STIN) and 

Dalhousie Student Union’s Instagram accounts, personal Instagram and Facebook accounts, 

emails sent through the School for Resource and Environmental Studies at Dalhousie University, 

and on the Caremongering-HFX COVID-19 Facebook group. Interviewees were selected through 

consultations with project supervisors and by contacting waste-stakeholder organizations in the 

HRM, where potential participants were contacted via email. The stakeholder interviews took 

place in August and September of 2020 and were conducted over Microsoft Teams or phone 

calls, in accordance with social distancing guidelines, and lasted between 15 and 45 minutes. At 

the end of each interview, participants were asked for interviewee recommendations to partake 

in the study. Transcribed interview question responses were sent to the participants for their 

approval. Once approved, responses were coded and analyzed through NVivo, a qualitative 

coding software, to determine common themes and topics. In order to understand how waste 

trends were impacted by the pandemic, the research report begins with an overview of Nova 

Scotia’s standing in the waste management and diversion domain over the last few years.  
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NOVA SCOTIA PRE-PANDEMIC: WASTE OVERVIEW 

In order to determine how the waste diversion and management domain performed in the HRM 

prior to the pandemic, online searches, and report reviews from organizations such as Divert 

Nova Scotia and Dalhousie University were conducted. In the HRM, waste is governed through 

the Municipal Government Act, the HRM by-law 600, and HRM by-law 200 (Dalhousie University, 

2015). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic arriving in Nova Scotia, the province was recognized as a 

leader in the waste industry. In 2012, Nova Scotia held the highest waste diversion rate among 

all Canadian provinces, with 41% of their waste stream diverted from the landfill, which is higher 

than the national average diversion rate of 25% (The Conference Board of Canada, 2016).  

Moreover, in 2012, Nova Scotia received an “A” grade for waste diversion and generated the 

lowest amount of waste per capita among all Canadian provinces (The Conference Board of 

Canada, 2016). The latest waste audit of the HRM’s Otter Lake Landfill, completed in 2016 by 

Divert NS, noted the most common types of waste disposed of by residents as: organics, plastics, 

others, and fibres, in that order (Table 1).  

Table 1. Common types of waste disposed of by HRM residents at the Otter Lake Landfill  (Divert NS, 2017). 

Category Description 

Organics Soiled paper, food, animal and pet waste, yard waste 

Plastic Rigid containers, durable goods, film bagging for food and waste, film for soiled and 

unsoiled grocery bags, film wrap 

Other Metals, glass, disposable cups, marine waste, regulated and non-regulated paint, 

municipal hazardous or special waste, regulated and non-regulated tires, regulated and 

non-regulated electronics, bulky items, and dairy and non-dairy deposit exempt items 

Fibres Cardboard, boxboard, newspaper, and flyers 

 

A waste audit conducted at Dalhousie University in 2013-2014 found that 40% of waste 

generated at the university was garbage, 30% were organics (including food waste), and 18% 

were fibers, including paper and cardboard (Dalhousie University, 2015). The garbage category 

included items, such as coffee cups, broken glass, Styrofoam, disposable gloves, aerosol cans, 
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and more (Dalhousie University, 2015). Based on this information, prior to the pandemic the 

province of Nova Scotia was a leader in the waste management and diversion field and shows 

that garbage and organics are the primary waste sources. This information can be used for 

comparison once quantitative data is released to indicate how waste production data and trends 

have altered throughout the pandemic, once available. The following section addresses waste 

changes caused by the pandemic that produced known impacts and analyzes how those impacts 

incited behavioral changes.  

HRM WASTE PRODUCTION DURING PANDEMIC  

BEHAVIORAL IMPACTS 

In terms of known environmental and waste-related impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, all did 

not have negative consequences. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic is predicted to cause the 

largest annual decrease in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions (Evans, 2020). However, the pandemic 

brought with it a new normal and an increased reliance on several plastic products that 

municipalities were phasing out. In order to respect COVID-19 health guidelines, coffee shops 

and fast-food chains no longer allowed customers purchase beverages in their own reusable 

mugs, take-out or bulk food could no longer be purchased in reusable containers, and grocery 

stores prohibited the use of reusable bags (O’Brien, 2020). A report conducted by the Agri-Food 

Analytics Lab at Dalhousie University determined that on a nationwide scale, Canadians produced 

13.5% more food waste during the pandemic (Charlebois et al., 2020). It is hypothesized that the 

pandemic also resulted in household behavioral changes. A trend observed in several areas 

worldwide demonstrated perceived increased stress on rural waste management due to 

individuals travelling to their secondary place of residence (Dente & Hashimoto, 2020). Aside 

from these occurrences and actions, research was conducted in order to establish whether the 

pandemic had impacts on perceptions and attitudes towards waste production and disposal. 
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WASTE AND PLASTIC PERCEPTIONS  

Research on the topics of waste production and disposal perceptions demonstrated that the 

pandemic did impact existing opinions and attitudes. A survey conducted by the Agri-Food 

Analytics Lab at Dalhousie University by Kitz et al. (2020) determined that 29% of Canadians 

surveyed bought more plastic packaged food items during the pandemic than they did prior. 

Furthermore, seeing as the pandemic affected many individuals financially, 50% of survey 

respondents became more conscious of pricing during these times, and were less likely to 

purchase items sold in environmental packaging due to the higher cost. The survey identified that 

food safety also became a priority concern in the Atlantic provinces, which altered waste habits. 

In order to ensure food safety, more individuals purchased food items wrapped in plastic 

packaging, as this packaging would ensure that food had not been touched and/or contaminated 

by other shoppers. Furthermore, 40% of Canadian respondents considered new safety concerns 

brought on by the pandemic to be a very or extremely important consideration in relation to 

their decision to purchase products packaged in plastic. There was also an observable increase in 

the purchase of disinfecting wipes and hand sanitizer, which is usually sold in plastic packaging.  

Interestingly, 90% of cleansing wipes themselves contain plastic (NatraCare, 2020). Most 

are made of materials such as polyester, polypropylene, cotton, wood pulp, and rayon fibres 

(FDA, 2020). Although the plastic ban is moving forward in Nova Scotia (Halifax Today, 2020), 

other locations that pause plastic bans are expected to observe a difference in consumer 

perceptions and negative impacts on long term ambitions to shift towards a circular economy 

and a more sustainable society (Vanapalli et al., 2020). The research conducted by the Agri-Food 

Analytics Lab appears to have confirmed this theory. In 2020, support among Canadians for 

stronger plastic regulations decreased by 11%, and approval for a plastic ban decreased by 12% 

from the previous year (Kitz et al., 2020). Furthermore, 52% of survey respondents claimed that 

new plastic regulations should not be implemented until the pandemic is resolved (Kitz et al., 

2020). This illustrates the importance for NS and the HRM to continue with environmental 

initiatives, as delays affect social license, and the pandemic has shifted priorities among 

Canadians, deprioritizing the ban of plastic materials. The following section analyzes the personal 
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protective equipment (PPE) needs that have been brought on by the pandemic and the 

environmental repercussions of these materials. 

PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT (PPE)  

The pandemic has increased the usage of personal protective equipment (PPE), as it is the most 

reliable protector against the virus (Vanapalli et al., 2020). This equipment is made principally 

from plastic materials, and includes items such as latex gloves, shoe covers, gowns, face masks 

and shields, etc. The increase in PPE disposal has resulted in additional stress on hazardous waste 

management systems worldwide (Dente & Hashimoto, 2020). It was estimated by the World 

Health Organization that in order to satisfy the demand for medical masks required to slow the 

spread of the virus, approximately 89 million medical masks were produced each month during 

the first wave of the pandemic. China increased their medical mask production to 14.8 million 

per day in the month of February and as of April 2020, over 600 million face mask orders were 

placed per month (Fadare & Okoffo, 2020). Seeing as coronavirus cases have surpassed 40 

million, the current number of cases are steadily increasing, and several provinces and countries 

are entering their second wave of the virus, the amount of face masks produced can be expected 

to continue to increase (Worldometer, 2020).  

Medical face masks are produced with varying polymeric materials, such as 

polypropylene, polyurethane, polyacrylonitrile, polystyrene, polycarbonate, polyethylene, and 

polyester (Fadare & Okoffo, 2020). Single-use masks have low recyclability, as they are composed 

of layers of plastics mixed with other sorts of materials,  (Vanapalli et al., 2020). Disposable gloves 

are usually made of latex, vinyl, or nitrile (PAC, 2020). Although latex is a natural biodegradable 

material, chemicals are usually added to gloves, which add decades to their degradation process 

(Clarify Green, 2020). In the HRM, disposable gloves are categorized as having to be sent to a 

landfill (Divert NS, 2020 a). This demonstrates that several forms of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) that citizens are encouraged to wear or use as a result of the pandemic must be 

sent directly to the landfill, as they are mainly made of plastic or are categorized as hazardous 

waste.  
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Environmentally friendly alternatives to these items do exist. For example, reusable 

masks and gloves can be bought or made from old clothing items and washed after usage. 

Biodegradable wipes or home-made hand sanitizer and soap recipes are also available to the 

public. However, it is unclear whether biodegradable options would be feasible in the health and 

medical domain, as it is unclear how biodegradable alternatives may impact officials who will be 

handling discarded waste. In terms of solutions to the increase in plastic use, researchers suggest 

investing in circular technologies, such as feedstock recycling, and improving the quality of 

existing techniques of handling plastic waste (Vanapalli et al., 2020). In 2018, 6.9 million metric 

tons of plastic waste was produced, where 42% of this waste was inefficiently treated by being 

littered or improperly disposed of (Silva et al., 2020). Since the pandemic is causing an increase 

in plastic disposal, inappropriate disposal will have also increased this year, prompting a need to 

address this issue. In order to specifically determine how the pandemic affected the waste 

industry in the HRM, the following section overviews findings from stakeholder interviews. 

INTERVIEW FINDINGS  

It is important to note that among the interviews conducted, most findings were anecdotal and 

observational, as this study was preemptive, making where the waste industry had not yet 

received official data on waste production throughout the pandemic.  

COVID-19 IMPACTS ON WASTE PROGRAMS  

Waste stakeholder interviewees confirmed that the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the waste 

industry’s programs, as well as waste trends in the Halifax Regional Municipality. For example, 

Dalhousie University’s Sustainability Office (DSO) had to cancel their annual Dump and Run event, 

which occurs annually in April. In the past, this event diverted waste from landfills by allowing 

students to drop off unwanted items for resale rather than discarding them. The Dump and Run 

is a very important engagement event that is usually attended by hundreds of individuals in the 

Dalhousie community (DSO Representative, pers. comm., August 14, 2020). However, the 
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department will be hosting their waste reduction week and their Green Labs initiative, which aim 

to improve solid waste diversion in laboratories on campus (Miller, 2014). On a municipal level, 

the HRM mostly continued with business-as-usual throughout the pandemic and kept operating 

the Otter Lake landfill. However, garbage depots collecting items like paint and electronics were 

temporarily closed, and the refrigerant gas removal program and weekly hazardous drop-offs for 

residents were temporarily suspended in March of 2020. However, alternative solutions were 

available to residents to replace these programs (HRM employee, pers. comm, August 6, 2020). 

This demonstrates one of the municipalities’ success in handling the COVID-19 pandemic, as 

municipal and provincial officials ensured that the public was still able to dispose of their 

materials properly.  

Charitable organizations throughout the municipality also stopped accepting donations 

in their bins. This occurrence coupled with the increase in household clean-ups resulted in 

instances where HRM residents would leave bags of clothing and other items near donation bins 

that were not being emptied. This presented an issue for the city at the beginning of the 

pandemic. HRM officials then released messaging which decreased the amount of donations. The 

donation bins have been reopened, resolving the issue.  

A Divert NS employee that works closely with the Adopt-a-Highway/Great Nova Scotia 

Pick-Me-Up confirmed that the organization was receiving reports of new items, such as masks, 

being littered on highways. Adopt-a Highway also delayed their programming by a few months 

and missed their peak season for clean-ups, signifing that less waste was picked up from roads in 

2020 (Divert NS Official, pers. comm., August 7, 2020). Divert NS was not able to host outreach 

events to educate the public, as these events were cancelled to respect social distancing 

guidelines year (Divert NS Official, pers. comm., August 7, 2020). Furthermore, educational staff 

are no longer visiting schools for one-on-one interactions for the unforeseeable future. As of 

August, Divert NS was working with different regions to adapt education initiatives so they could 

be provided virtually. However, the pandemic helped Divert NS establish an active online 

presence and provide more resources online year (Divert NS Official, pers. comm., August 7, 

2020). Divert NS also provides funding to individuals, industry, and students to carry out research 
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for the organization, where during the pandemic, a number of research projects were delayed 

due to closures of universities and other influencing factors. Divert NS also planned a program 

partnering with coffee shops, restaurants, and waste educators to help businesses reduce their 

plastic waste. Once the pandemic arrived in NS, the program was suspended, as organizations 

were facing a lot of changes and uncertainty year (Divert NS Official, pers. comm., August 7, 

2020). However, Divert NS is still moving forward with several of their initiatives and their 

mission. Aside from impacts on waste programming, interviewees observed how COVID-19 also 

influenced the waste habits of Haligonians, outlined in the following section. 

COVID-19 IMPACTS ON WASTE HABITS  

All interviewees observed an increase in household/personal waste, and a decrease in 

commercial waste. This decrease was also observed at institutions, such as Dalhousie University, 

which can be attributed to the closure of the school in mid-March. It can be assumed that the 

same trend was observed at other academic institutions, as many other universities closed in 

March for the semester and remain closed to date. In relation to the increase in 

household/personal waste, Halifax Solid Waste noted an increase in residents dropping off their 

garbage at landfills, as well as increased tonnage of curbside garbage, recycling, and organics 

collected (HRM employee, pers. comm, August 6, 2020). These increases may be attributed to 

the fact that during the peak of the pandemic, many individuals were instructed to work from 

home, and their home became one of the only areas where they would produce and dispose of 

waste collected (HRM employee, pers. comm, August 6, 2020). Furthermore, due to the 

additional time spent at home, many residents were engaging in household clean-ups and 

disposing of old or unwanted items, undertaking household construction and home 

improvement projects, which resulted in an increase of construction and demolition waste. 

However, the HRM diverts much more of its C&D waste, such as asphalt, shingles, wood, and 

wallboard, than the rest of the province collected (NSE employee, pers. comm, August 13, 2020).  

This may help to reduce the environmental impact linked to the increase in disposal of these 

materials.  



 

October 2020  14 

The HRM observed an increase in litter with the onset of the pandemic in March and April, 

but the situation has since improved, and the HRM Solid Waste Resource Department has 

progressively been hearing less about the issue collected (HRM employee, pers. comm, August 

6, 2020). Two interviewees also noticed an increase in the disposal of single use items, such as 

masks, gloves, and wipes (HRM employee and Halifax Water employee, pers. comm, August 6 

and 12, 2020). Throughout the pandemic, gloves and wipes were flushed down toilets and found 

their way into wastewater treatment facilities. The improper disposal of these items contributed 

to the clogging of impellers at Halifax Water’s wastewater treatment facility (Fig. 1A-C). Once the 

impellers were clogged (Fig. 1B), maintenance crews had to unclog the system (Fig 1A) and 

dispose of the waste (Fig. 1 C) at the Otter Lake landfill or another approved site. Although an 

official from NS Environment identified that it is very difficult, and in some cases, impossible to 

divert waste from the health care sector, the interviewee claimed that PPE was being managed 

very well, with no occurrences of health issues with the disposal of this equipment, which is the 

primary concern (NSE employee, pers. comm, August 13, 2020).  

During the pandemic, there has been an observable increase in bottle disposal (Divert NS 

employee, pers. comm., August 7, 2020), which would explain the unprecedented sales that Nova 

Scotia Liquor Corporations (NSLC) has been experiencing (CBC News, 2020 b). Ready-to-drink 

products increased sales by 115.7%, craft beer sales increased by 0.1%, spirit sales augmented 

by 15.4%, and wine sales dropped 7.6% from April 1st to June 28th, 2020 (CBC News, 2020 b). 

A B C

Figure 1. Personal protective equipment clogs wastewater treatment impellers. A: Unclogging the impellers, B: 

Clogged impellers, and C: Disposed personal protective equipment removed from impellers  (Halifax Water, 

2020).  
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Officials also confirmed hearing reports that the municipality saw an increase in corrugated 

cardboard from meal-kit delivery services, like GoodFood and Hello Fresh, and packaging from 

online shopping (HRM employee and Divert NS employees, pers. comm, August 6 and 7, 2020). 

Takeout packaging through the popularization of delivery services, like Uber Eats and Skip the 

Dishes, has also contributed to the increase of disposed cardboard. These changes to waste 

trends have prompted inquiry to determine if HRM waste stakeholders have made changes to 

public messaging to reflect pandemic habits, where the findings have been addressed in the 

following section. 

MESSAGING  

Waste stakeholder organizations reported raising awareness on the impacts of the pandemic on 

the waste industry by changing their public messaging. For example, when Halifax Water was 

facing challenges with clogged impellers from improper disposal of gloves and wipes, Halifax 

Water prompted news articles less than a month after the issue arose urging the public not to 

flush wipes and gloves down their toilets (CBC News, 2020 a). While this was a significant issue 

in April and May of 2020, the situation has improved gradually since resulting from Halifax 

Water’s education campaign (Halifax Water employee, pers. comm, August 12, 2020). In addition 

to media interviews, Halifax Water confirmed that the organization also released information on 

their website and social media channels. Specifically, on Twitter, where several tweets went viral, 

demonstrating receptiveness to messaging and encouraging raising awareness on the issue. 

However, as of August 2020, although there was positive public reaction to the change in 

messaging which decreased the number of gloves and wipes flushed, levels have not yet return 

to the pre-COVID norm. This issue is exacerbated by wipe manufacturers claiming that their wipe 

brands are flushable. However, wipes do not break down in the HRM’s current system, and 

Halifax Water has released messaging to debunk this fact prior to the pandemic (Halifax Water 

employee, pers. comm., August 12, 2020).  

HRM Solid Waste confirmed that their messaging throughout the pandemic was reactive 

to issues previously mentioned, like increased litter. However, during the pandemic, HRM Solid 
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Waste was in the middle of a campaign promoting the use of reusable alternatives over single-

use items. This campaign was paused due to coffee shops, grocery stores, retail companies, and 

restaurants no longer accepting reusable mugs, containers, and bags. Once this campaign was 

paused, the HRM shifted their focus to distribute messaging regarding waste management and 

proper disposal practices. The majority messaging was disseminated through social media 

channels and with officials who led press conferences, which was then shared in the media, some 

of which was also shared at a provincial level by Premier McNeil and Dr. Strang (HRM employee, 

pers. comm., August 6, 2020). However, province focused more on messaging about health than 

the environment and waste during the pandemic (NSE employee, pers. comm., August 13). 

Prior to the pandemic, Divert NS was releasing waste reduction messaging, especially in 

relation to reducing food and disposable cup waste. During the pandemic, this messaging was 

paused momentarily to allow Divert NS to inform the public about available waste disposal 

services during the pandemic. From March until May 2020, Divert NS’s social media messaging 

focused on the availability of their services, as residents were not as perceptive to regular 

messaging (Divert NS employee, pers. comm., August 7, 2020). Since then, Divert NS has 

gradually returned to regular messaging. Understanding differences in waste habits, combined 

with changes to messaging campaigns provides an understanding of priorities that require 

attention moving forward, which have been identified in the proceeding section. 

PRIORITIES MOVING FORWARD  

Future priorities for the HRM include reducing the amount of PPE waste sent to landfill, especially 

since Halifax Solid Waste has identified an interest in returning to waste reduction regular 

messaging (HRM employee, pers. comm., August 6, 2020). Halifax Solid Waste would also like to 

reflect health and safety in their messaging, by instructing individuals to disinfect their reusable 

bags after usage. This is positive news for the environment, as it demonstrates how the 

municipality is encouraging the gradual return of reusable products and providing the population 

with tools and knowledge needed to remain safe while doing so, which will help make these 

initiatives more sustainable. Furthermore, a main issue with PPE is litter, and while it may be 
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challenging to find more sustainable alternatives to certain PPE items, the municipality can focus 

on litter reduction, which should be prioritized. In order to address these priorities, it is crucial 

for HRM waste stakeholders to understand public perceptions surrounding waste production in 

the HRM. 

WASTE PERCEPTIONS  

Haligonians have a good reputation for sorting their waste, and residents take pride in their good 

habits (HRM employee, pers. comm., August 6, 2020). Prior to the pandemic, opinions on waste 

diversion and recycling were very high in the province, with strong public participation (Divert NS 

employee, pers. comm., August 7, 2020). This shows that HRM residents, and Nova Scotians in 

general, are very receptive to waste messaging, care about the environment, and are willing to 

do their part to help. This is useful when it comes to implementing waste measures as a result of 

the pandemic, since waste stakeholders can expect social acceptance of initiatives. Surveys were 

carried out among HRM residents to assess the accuracy of these waste habits and perceptions, 

where the findings presented in the following section. 

SURVEY FINDINGS  

DEMOGRAPHICS  

The online survey was completed by 89 HRM residents, where 81 respondents were female, 6 

were male, and 2 were non-binary. Of the responses, 67 reported living in Halifax, 10 in 

Dartmouth, 5 in Bedford Sackville, and 7 in other HRM areas. The highest percentage of 

respondents were in the 25-30 age group (34%), followed by 21-24 (24%), and 31-44 (21%).  

 

 

 



 

October 2020  18 

PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL VIEWS  

The survey findings demonstrated extremely pro-environmental views and behavior, which 

coincide with the province’s high waste diversion rates and receptiveness to environmental 

initiatives, as previously mentioned. Illustrating this point, 49 respondents (55%) indicated that 

they never wore disposable single-use face masks during the pandemic. This corresponds with 

the 43 (48%) respondents that claimed to have worn reusable masks several times a week, and 

the 29 (33%) that identified wearing these masks every day during the pandemic. This 

demonstrates that when residents are presented with sustainable and feasible alternatives, 

there appears to be buy-in. Furthermore, when participants were asked how concerned they 

were about the pandemic’s impacts on their waste habits, the majority of participants (62%) 

identified concern around their waste production. It is encouraging that throughout the 

pandemic, individuals may have other valid and competing concerns that would not make waste 

production a priority, however they still care about their environmental impacts. These 

individuals are also likely to be receptive to messaging surrounding waste diversion and reduction 

initiatives if waste production is a significant concern to them. However, the pandemic still had 

impacts on the waste habits of these individuals. 

WASTE HABIT CHANGES  

For additional context to respondent’s lifestyle habits throughout the pandemic, respondents 

were asked if they were unemployed, employed, a student, or a mix throughout the pandemic. 

Among the 85% of respondents that identified being employed or being a student during the 

pandemic, 58% were working/studying remotely, and 17% worked a mix of remote and in-

person. Among those employed or in school, 40% evaluated that their work/school waste habits 

remained neutral, 34% stated that their waste production increased, and 10% stated that it had 

decreased. When asked about personal waste habits, 60% reported that their personal waste 

increased throughout the pandemic, 31% reported they remained neutral, and 9% reported that 

their waste decreased. This coincides with interviewee claims that residential waste and curbside 
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pick-up tonnage increased.  

Participants were asked which categories of waste they most frequently disposed of prior 

to the pandemic and were instructed to select up to 3 categories. Food packaging was most 

common (33%) followed by miscellaneous packaging (23%), and food waste (22%). When asked 

if respondents produced more of anything during the pandemic, the most prominent responses 

were food and produce packaging, coffee and takeout containers, plastic packaging, cleaning 

supplies (including wipes and paper towels), and plastic bags, in that order. This increase 

demonstrates strong habit changes, as 70% of participants indicated always using their own 

reusable bags when grocery shopping prior to the pandemic. Masks are a popular form of PPE, 

whereas gloves are less popular and 70% of survey respondents indicated never wearing 

disposable latex gloves during the pandemic. When asked if respondents produced less of 

anything during the pandemic, 8 respondents indicated wasting less food and eating at home 

more, 3 indicated creating less waste from retail purchases with reduced shopping, and two 

claimed using less paper since working from home. Another observable change was that 61% of 

respondents indicated an increase in online shopping habits throughout the pandemic. 

Take-out habits were identified as area influenced by the pandemic in the survey. Prior 

to the pandemic, 42% of respondents ordered take-out once a week and 19% ate out several 

times a week, where during the pandemic, 44% of respondents ate out less, and 29% of residents 

ordered more take-out. Furthermore, during the pandemic, 5% of respondents began ordering 

from meal-kit delivery services. Although these numbers are minimal in comparison to habits 

identified during the stakeholder interviews, this difference may be attributed to the sample 

demographic. If a more representative survey sample was obtained, these results may vary to 

reflect the habits identified in the interviews.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS & CONCLUSION 

Based on survey results, combined with information from stakeholder interviews, there are 

several areas of improvement and recommendations moving forward that can continue to 

improve pandemic waste habits. While HRM waste stakeholders have been effective in 

addressing waste issues caused by the pandemic through reactive messaging and communication 

strategies. However, waste messaging can be improved by: 

• Releasing messaging encouraging the public to engage in pro-environmental actions 

when possible and explaining the negative environmental impacts that can arise from 

single-use plastic disposal; 

• Targeting consumer behavioral adjustments to influence environmentally positive habits; 

• Encouraging residents not to flush wipes and gloves, use reusable masks, and reduce 

litter; 

• Continue addressing contradictory statements, such manufacture claims that their wipes 

are flushable; 

• Addressing online shopping habits to reduce packaging waste. Waste stakeholders should 

release messaging and/or incentives to encourage residents to shop locally, which will 

also benefit local businesses and economy; 

• Make messaging more accessible to all demographics using a variety of communication 

tools, as the majority of messaging is currently disseminated through social media, 

organization’s websites, and press conferences. Digital media may not be accessible for 

individuals living in rural areas, or for older demographics that are not as technologically 

savvy; 

• Focus on preventative waste messaging to be prepared for a second wave or future 

pandemic, as messaging has mostly been reactive. 

Another prominent issue is the amount of PPE and plastic being disposed of resulting from 

the pandemic, putting additional stress on hazardous waste management streams. Waste 
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reduction efforts should prioritize:  

• Researching and implementing alternatives to select PPE items, and improve disposal 

methods. This aligns with the HRM Solid Waste Resources Department, Nova Scotia 

Environment, and Divert Nova Scotia’s missions to encourage waste diversion; 

• Utilizing feedstock recycling, also known as chemical recycling, to reduce plastic 

waste, as feedstock recycling of mixed plastic waste releases 50% less CO2 than 

incineration (Vanapalli et al., 2020); 

• Using PPE materials made of bioplastics when possible. More research is required on 

this topic in order to determine which options would be feasible and sustainable in 

the context of a pandemic; 

• Placing further emphasis on encouraging HRM residents to use reusable masks, 

gloves, or PPE; 

• Addressing waste diversion of pandemic related items produced as a result of COVID-

19 at Regional Council meetings by waste management stakeholders to determine 

and implement solutions or alternatives to these items. 

Although the main priority during the pandemic is to protect public health, is should not take 

away from the urgency of climate change and the environmental consequences of plastic and 

waste. This study has shown that resulting from the pandemic, personal waste production of 

Haligonians has increased, whereas commercial waste has decreased. PPE, plastic disposal, C&D 

waste, cardboard, and bottles were more frequently disposed during the pandemic. 

Furthermore, although the pandemic caused some organizations to pause or alter their 

programming, solutions were found when possible, and important initiatives, like the provincial 

bag ban are continuing to advance. This is incredibly important, as straying from policy and 

programming can have a negative impact on waste and plastic perceptions. Moving forward, 

areas of focus should include finding alternative types of PPE that can be diverted from landfills, 

continuing to release accessible, factual, and preventative messaging, and encouraging positive 

behavioral changes. Based on this study, the waste industry has the opportunity work with a 
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responsive community that is willing to adapt their lifestyle and reduce personal waste 

production, which could allow the Halifax Regional Municipality to be an example to the rest of 

Canada. 
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 APPENDIX –  SURVEY QUESTIONS   

1. What age group are you in? 
o 18-20 
o 21-24 
o 25-30 
o 31-44 
o 45-59 
o 60-70 
o 70+ 

2. What is your gender? 
o Female 
o Male 
o Non-Binary 

3. What area of the Halifax Regional Municipality do you reside in? 
o Halifax 
o Dartmouth 
o Bedford-Sackville 
o Other 

4. Prior to the pandemic, what categories of waste did you dispose of the most? Choose up to 3. 
o Electronics 
o Single-use plastics (cutlery, water bottles, plastic bags, etc.) 
o Food packaging 
o Miscellaneous packaging 
o Hygiene and health product packaging 
o Clothing and textile waste 
o Food waste 
o Other  

5. How concerned have you been about the impacts that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on 
your waste generation? 

o Not concerned 
o Slightly concerned 
o Neutral 
o Concerned 
o Very concerned  

6. What was your employment status during the pandemic? 
o Employed full-time (30+ hours/week) 
o Employed part-time (30 hours or less/week) 
o Student 
o Employed and a student 
o Unemployed 

7. If you were employed during the pandemic, what was your work environment? (Ex: office, 
field, industrial, retail, other). If you were unemployed, please leave this section blank. If you 
are a student, please indicate your field of study. 
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8. If you were employed/in school during the pandemic, did you work/study remotely or in 
person? 

o Remotely 
o In-person 
o A mix of both 
o N/A 

9. During the pandemic, how was your waste production at work/school affected? 
o Neutral (about usual) 
o Increased (more than usual) 
o Decreased (less than usual) 
o N/A 

10. During the pandemic, how did you perceive your personal waste production? 
o Neutral (about usual) 
o Increased (more than usual) 
o Decreased (less than usual) 

11. If you personally produced more/less waste than usual, what did you dispose more/less of? 
12. Before the pandemic, would you use reusable bags at the grocery store? 

o Hardly 
o Sometimes 
o Often 
o Always  

13. During the pandemic, how often did you use and dispose of latex gloves? 
o Never 
o Once a month 
o Once a week 
o Several times a week 
o Every day 

14. During the pandemic, how often did you use and dispose of single-use face masks? 
o Never 
o Once a month 
o Once a week 
o Several times a week 
o Every day  

15. During the pandemic, how often did you use a reusable face mask? 
o Never 
o Once a month 
o Once a week 
o Several times a week 
o Every day  

16. During the pandemic, were there other forms of personal protective equipment you wore and 
disposed of and what were they? 

17. Before the pandemic, how many times a week would you eat out/order food 
delivery/takeout? 

o Never 
o Once a month 
o Once a week 
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o Several times a week 
18. During the pandemic, how often did you eat out/order food? 

o Neutral (about usual) 
o Increased (more than usual) 
o Decreased (less than usual) 

19. Prior to the pandemic, did you order from meal delivery services such as GoodFood, 
HelloFresh, and Miss Fresh? 

o Yes 
o No 

20. During the pandemic, did you order from meal delivery services, such as GoodFood, 
HelloFresh, and Miss Fresh? 

o Yes 
o No 

21. During the pandemic, did your online shopping habits (ex: Amazon) 
o Remain neutral 
o Increase (more online purchases than usual) 
o Decrease (less online purchases than usual) 

 


	List of Acronyms
	Executive Summary
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Nova Scotia Pre-Pandemic: Waste Overview
	HRM Waste Production During Pandemic
	Behavioral Impacts
	Waste and Plastic Perceptions
	Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)

	Interview Findings
	COVID-19 Impacts on Waste Programs
	COVID-19 Impacts on Waste Habits
	Messaging

	Priorities Moving Forward
	Waste Perceptions

	Survey Findings
	Demographics
	Pro-Environmental Views
	Waste Habit Changes

	Recommendations & Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References
	Appendix – Survey Questions

