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Landfills 
 

1. Key Messages 

 

 Capital costs associated with landfills, including decommissioning and re-siting, 

are not given a high priority in municipal funding or spending 

 Northern municipalities and the government have a shared interest in solid waste 

management and environmental protection 

 

2. Key Issues 

 

 Capital costs for northern landfills are not factored into MOG distributions 

 Individual northern municipalities do not have sinking funds for landfill 

decommissioning and re-siting 

 Recommendations of the Northern Municipal Water, Wastewater and Landfill 

Committee have largely gone unaddressed 

 Government regulatory regimes continue to pose problems for northern 

communities 

 Many northern communities’ landfills will begin to reach capacity at around the 

same time 

 

3. Background 

 

In 2007, a working party called the Northern Municipal Water, Wastewater and Landfill 

Committee was established by New North in partnership with the Ministries of 

Environment and Municipal Affairs, to provide recommendations to government 

“pertaining to landfill, water, waste-water and landfill infrastructure.”  

 

Subsequently, a significant amount of research was undertaken by New North and 

Environment to take stock of the landfill and waste management situation in the north, 

including a feasibility study commissioned in 2008 to determine whether a regional 

approach to waste management was a workable goal.    The NMWWL committee’s 

report, “Recommendations Report on Drinking Water, Wastewater and Landfill 

Management in the NSAD,” was provided to the government in the summer of 2009.  A 

number of the recommendations in that report are still relevant. 

 

According to the most recent figures from the Ministry of Environment, it appears that 

most of the larger northern landfills still have significant life left in them.  For example, 

La Ronge/Air Ronge, Creighton, Sandy Bay, Denare Beach and Buffalo Narrows, have 

all at least 10-30 years of their “design life” remaining, and more if the landfills are 

compacted and waste diversion is employed. 

 

A number of landfills have reached, or are reaching, their capacity, and will soon require 

decommissioning, including Green Lake, Turnor Lake, and Pinehouse.  However, the 



ministry does not appear to have closure dispositions for Beauval, Ile a la Crosse and 

Cumberland House, at least that we know of. 

 

Estimates of landfill life do not include: 

1. The possibility of landfills reaching capacity quicker than expected because of 

upticks in population and consumption  

2. The move to regionalization, forcing the closure of landfills before their end of 

life 

3. The impacts of future environmental assessments, or disasters such as fires, on the 

sustainability of a landfill  

4. The effects of under-maintenance  

 

According to the ministry’s current data, most municipal landfills in the north operate in 

a more or less permanent state of “non-compliance” with the ministry’s landfill 

regulations.  In other words, for reasons that might include lack of proper fencing, the 

burning of waste, lack of supervision or blowing of debris, most northern municipalities 

are potentially subject to the ministry’s enforcement procedures, including fines. 

 

There appears that there is a strong correlation between a community’s overall socio-

economic well-being and its capacity to properly maintain its landfill.   

 

5. Discussion 

 

Decommissioning Costs 

 

The ministry’s closure regulations for landfills are intended to reduce the long-term 

liabilities associated with landfill decommissioning.  The cost of a closure depends 

largely upon the kind of activity that has taken place there.    

 

Nevertheless, the decommissioning of landfills is an expensive business.  In the case of 

Green Lake, the cost is cited as between $150,000 and $200,000.   

 

Municipal Operating Grants (MOGs) as Revenue Source for Landfills 

 

The 2009 NMWWLC report highlights that “financial resources available to support 

capital development, replacement, operation and maintenance of municipal infrastructure 

are inadequate resulting in poor compliance with government regulations.” 

 

Since then, the government has significantly increased its level of revenue sharing though 

the MOGs.   This is a double-edged sword.  On the one hand, the MOG has significantly 

increased municipalities’ financial capacity; on the other, it has enabled the government 

to take a “set and forget” attitude to administering regulatory responsibility.   

 

In the north, the MOG funding stream works like an equalization program, enabling 

northern communities to provide services which most other municipalities fund through 

their tax base or user fees.  To this end, the northern pool is buffed considerably to enable 



municipalities to cover-off costs that, for either a variety of socio-economic factors, or 

simply because municipalities cannot achieve sustainable economies of scale in their 

infrastructure, are not recoverable from user fees or taxes.  The problem, however, is that 

the distribution of the northern pool is mostly for operational, rather than capital costs.  

This is actually in contrast to the “provincial interest” in landfills, which is largely a 

capital interest.  Northern municipalities operating landfills and solid waste collection 

receive funding based upon their population size, with a base of $25,000 for communities 

of less than a 100, up to $160,000 for towns.   

 

The expenses to operate a landfill include supervision, maintenance, and testing—at a 

minimum, probably around $80,000 each year for an average landfill.  In addition, 

municipalities are required to perform garbage collection.  These costs will vary greatly 

from one community to the next.  In municipal budgets, landfills and garbage collection 

is found under “Environmental and Public Services”.  Revenues for garbage fees are also 

included.  As an example, the Northern Village of Green Lake spent $165,000 in this 

category in 2011, although presumably not exclusively on its solid waste.   Its allocation 

for landfills from the MOG would have been around $80,000 for that year.       

 

Northern Municipal Trust Account 

 

The 2012 Financial Statements of the NMTA states under the heading “Accrued Landfill 

Decommissioning”: 

 

As at December 31, 2011, NMTA has accrued an estimated amount of $250,000 

for decommissioning and post decommissioning care of 15 landfill sites in 

NSAD.  The estimated accrual is based on the total estimated landfill capacity and 

the accumulated capacity used [at that date].  Management estimates that the total 

cost to decommission landfill sites in NSAD will amount to $650,000 based on 

future cash flow discounted at three per cent. (10) 

 

This money is set aside for the settlements. 

 

The New Environment Code 

 

With respect to municipal landfills, the new Environment Code replaces the Municipal 

Refuse Management Regulations.  As far the actual operation of landfills goes, the Code 

does not present many challenges to municipalities—at least, ones that do not already 

exist.  Municipalities that struggle to be compliant now will also struggle to be compliant 

under the Code.   

 

However, the ministry has conceded that the Code will place a greater burden upon 

municipalities in relation to the costs of decommissioning and construction of new sites.    

Although the Code maintains that there is significant variability in how sites might be 

constructed, depending on the terrain and other factors, this variability appears in some 

cases to be simply a case of prescribing a number of choices among a series of increasing 

expensive alternatives.  In the Regulations, the sections relating to decommissioning and 



construction were largely left blank, to be filled in by policy; in the Code, the same 

sections are entirely prescriptive.  Where the ministry might once, at its discretion, have 

had separate policies for different sites, this is now not possible, for it is precisely the 

intention of the Code to erase discretionary layers in the policy.  Indeed, the very fact that 

the ministry maintains that the purpose of the Code is to produce “consistency” across the 

province implies that, previously, it was policy not to.  Any earlier inconsistencies in 

policy relate to the timing of the introduction of the Regulations in 1986, which did not 

apply to landfills constructed prior to their introduction.  As many northern municipalities 

did not incorporate until the early 80s, most municipal landfills of that time would not 

have been subject to the Regulations.   

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Two New North resolutions, from 2007 and 2010, sought to bring attention to the 

increasing costs associated with adhering to landfill regulations.  The next generation of 

landfills will be more costly yet, both to build and maintain, as well as close.  It is likely 

that there will continue to be a considerable disconnect between the “costs” that the 

Ministry of Environment places upon solid waste management, and the price that 

municipalities are willing, or able, to pay.  

 

The amount of funding provided to municipalities through the revenue sharing stream for 

landfills, in most cases, appears to represent the bare minimum municipalities need to 

keep their landfills operational and compliant.   In addition, it is reasonable to assume 

that, in communities that are particularly stressed, “landfill” money is being allocated to 

areas of higher priority. If a municipality is underfunding its landfill’s operational costs, 

it is reasonable to expect that it has no long term fund set up for its decommissioning and 

replacement. 

 

As with any infrastructure, the cost of “decommissioning” needs to be viewed in the 

context of the overall life-cycle of the landfill.  For example, a municipality that 

maintains its landfill in good order can not only extend the life of the asset, but reduce the 

cost of its decommissioning when the time comes.  That many communities appear to be 

struggling to maintain their landfills properly gestures towards deeper capacity issues that 

are not resolved by the MOGs or any of the capital and infrastructure programs currently 

available.   

 

Going forward, the municipalities and the government have two things on their side:  

time, and the NMTA.   An interventionist and paternalistic approach from the 

government to this issue is probably viewed as a last resort and undesirable.  However, if 

municipalities agreed, and at the risk of introducing a moral hazard, it would not be 

unreasonable for the NMTA to “hold back” from the MOG a small amount of money 

each year for the capital replacement and decommissioning of landfills, running a “bank” 

for this purpose similar to the way the Water and Sewer program operates, but over a 

longer time frame.  


