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Residents sound alarm as Toronto’s dirt 

dumped in Wellington County 

 

Under construction  

Carlos Osorio,News services  
Construction workers are seen working on a Toronto condo building in April. A community 

group based in the Erin area is alerting municipal officials and residents to the growing number 

of GTA fill dumping sites in their neck of the woods. 

By Rob O'Flanagan  

WELLINGTON COUNTY—When new buildings go up in the rapidly growing Toronto area, 

mountains of material called fill is generated. It has to be transported, stored or dumped 

somewhere.  
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Massive quantities of surplus soil, some compromised by petroleum products and industrial 

chemicals, are finding their way into hundreds of municipalities outside Toronto, including 

Wellington County.  

Those who move the dirt say they are looking further from Toronto for dumping sites, as 

municipalities within and on the fringes of the Greater Toronto Area put up bylaw roadblocks to 

outside fill.  

A community group based in the Erin area is alerting municipal officials and residents to the 

growing number of GTA fill dumping sites in their neck of the woods. Thousands of truckloads 

of the stuff are arriving as Toronto's building boom continues.  

Those in the know say the business surrounding the management of such material is unregulated, 

and that Ontario urgently needs a single set of rules to govern it. Fill haulers say fill fears are 

blown out of proportion.  

Anna Spiteri is the spokesperson for Citizens Against Fill Dumping. Just over a year ago, she 

said, an ever-increasing number of dump trucks started rolling across Wellington Road 50 near 

Rockwood, making their way up 3rd Line.  

"And this year we just kept getting more and more trucks," Spiteri said, adding that upon 

investigating the issue further the group found the 3rd Line dumping site was just one of many in 

the vicinity.  

A map on the group's website at www.stopfilldumping.ca shows the location of a dozen sites 

where GTA fill is being deposited in large quantities. Most of the sites are a few kilometres 

southwest of Erin. Some are farms where landowners are paid anywhere from $20 to $75 per 

load — some making a lot of money by receiving hundreds, even thousands of loads.  

Spiteri said Erin town council held a public information session on fill in December, in which the 

damage to roads and bridges from increased truck traffic was identified as a major concern.  

"The issue has mushroomed from one particular site, to many," Spiteri said. "It has increased 

exponentially within the last three and a half months."  

She said the problem stems mostly from the provincial government's urban intensification 

policies, an effort to curtail urban sprawl by encouraging residential projects within existing 

development. More than ever, former industrial sites are being repurposed for residential use, 

and there are vast quantities of soil to move in the process.  

At the same time, there is major Toronto subway extension work underway, condominium 

highrises going up at a rapid rate, and work is ongoing on Pier 27, the site of the Pan Am Games. 

All of this construction creates surplus soil that has to be relocated.  

"Our major concern is that some of this fill might be contaminated," Spiteri added. "We are not 

against fill per se, but we are definitely against unregulated fill."  

http://www.stopfilldumping.ca/


Gord Miller is the environmental commissioner of Ontario. He said the shipment of material 

excavated during construction in the GTA is a significant environmental concern. There are no 

regulations governing the activity, and the potential for abuse is ever present, he said.  

Only legitimately contaminated sites are overseen by the Ministry of the Environment because 

toxic substances have the potential to migrate and affect things such as drinking water, 

agricultural lands and wetlands, Miller said. When such sites are prepared for new construction 

the contaminated soil has to be removed and either processed to remove the contaminants or sent 

to a hazardous materials site.  

What is most commonly trucked out of the GTA and distributed throughout outlying 

municipalities, he said, is clean fill, but also substantial amounts of so-called compromised 

soil—soil that is acceptable on an industrial site but substandard for a residential site.  

While the soil may not be classified as contaminated, much of it is compromised because it 

contains petroleum products, chemicals or metals. It has to be removed from the site before 

residential buildings can go up.  

The easiest and cheapest way to deal with the dirt is through the "dig-and-dump" method — dig 

it out and find a place to get rid of it, Miller said. The most common place to dispose of the 

material is in former gravel or quarry sites that are already zoned industrial. Hosts are paid to 

receive the material.  

Steve Upson is the president of Ashgrove Enterprises, a big player in the removal and relocation 

of GTA fill. His company has several sites within and outside the GTA where it dumps fill, 

including in Orangeville. He said the material is being hauled consistently further from Toronto 

because municipalities are clamping down on the activity.  

Upson said contaminated soil was dumped at a site in the east end of the GTA and it threw 

townships into a panic.  

"A lot of municipalities in the area are turning down fill site operations," Upson said. "They're 

under the impression that the material that's coming out of the city is bad, dirty and 

contaminated, which it's not. It's clean material."  

The movement to stop fill dumping in the east GTA, Upson said, is spreading, and the options 

for dumping fill are narrowing.  

"And it's all based on fear," he said. Companies moving fill out of the GTA are looking outside 

these restrictive communities for dumping sites.  

The biggest problem affecting the transport of the material, Upson said, is most former quarry 

and gravel pit sites in the GTA refuse to take fill. "We have enough gravel pits in the Greater 

Toronto Area to handle the dirt from Toronto for the next 30 years," he said.  



But without that option, he said his company is already transporting to Barrie and has sites in 

Alliston, Cookstown and Baxter.  

Lou Maieron is the mayor of Erin. He agrees the transport of GTA surplus soil into the 

municipality has become much more prevalent. "And now it is going into Guelph-Eramosa and 

Puslinch," he said.  

The arrival of countless dump trucks disrupts the rural lifestyle, Maieron said, and a lot of 

infrastructure damage is done, costing a municipality untold amounts in repairs. "When you start 

running 50 trucks a week for two years it gets to be an issue," Maieron said.  

In 2010, excess construction materials from the GTA amounted to between 20 million and 24 

million cubic metres, Miller said. The average dump truck hauls roughly six to 10 cubic metres.  

Upson agrees there is a legitimate concern around excessive truck traffic and infrastructure 

damage in rural areas. Most of Ashgrove Enterprises' fill sites are required to put up $100,000 

bonds to offset possible road damage, he said.  

Upson said townships are starting to tighten bylaws and monitoring of the activity. Towns are 

also starting to generate revenue from it by charging permit fees and load fees.  

Adrian Foster is mayor of the Municipality of Clarington, east of Toronto. A couple of years ago, 

he said, a former quarry in the municipality was the site of a major GTA fill dump. The 

Ganaraska Region Conservation Authority approved the operation and there was nothing the 

municipality could do to prevent it.  

"You had a quiet country setting with people who had lived there for many years, waking up to 

hundreds and hundreds of dump trucks on a daily basis," Foster said. "The big challenge is in 

knowing what's going into the ground, and groundwater protection. And there is huge damage to 

the roads."  

Clarington eventually passed a bylaw requiring a municipal permit and fees for dumping fill. 

Unless it is a government contract, no fill from outside of Clarington will be accepted. Since 

passing the bylaw the activity has tailed off.  

Foster said the issue is one of the key topics of discussion within the Greater Toronto 

Countryside Mayors Association. The consistent plea made to the province is there needs to be a 

set of regulations governing the practice.  

"And if you can sneak in a couple of loads of contaminated fill, that is big money," Foster added. 

"Even non-contaminated fill is big money that these guys get for accepting it."  

Ted Arnott is the MPP for Wellington-Halton Hills. He said he has heard concerns about fill 

dumping from several constituents in the riding. He and others wrote a letter to Ontario 

Environment Minister Jim Bradley nearly two years ago, asking the minister to consider 



establishing an inter-ministerial committee to establish a provincial policy "for the effective 

regulation of the disposal of this fill," he said.  

A number of ministries, Arnott said, are involved in the issue, and all must be involved in 

crafting effective policy and regulation. Environment, municipal affairs and housing, transport, 

natural resources and agriculture ministries should be involved.  

Miller said the onus should be on the ones digging the holes to ensure their material is properly 

dealt with. It should not be on the back of a rural township to cope with the repercussions of 

trucking and dumping the material.  
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