Lubricating Public Policy

By Guy Crittenden

We’ve all heard of environmental programs that sound good, then turn out to be little more than PR exercises for politicians or polluters. A new used-oil “product stewardship” proposal from proxies for Canada’s oil companies may set a new benchmark for cynicism. The proposal was crafted by the Ontario Used-Oil Management Association (OUOMA) in response to a government request last year that industry devise a plan to divert used automotive lubricating oil (plus associated containers and filters) from improper disposal.

Analysis of OUOMA’s draft “Used Oil Material Program Plan -- released on February 16th -- suggests that it will actually harm, not help, the environment and disrupt a (rare) market-driven recycling system that already collects used oil and re-refines it into a good-as-new product, while imposing on consumers upwards of $30 million in needless “environmental” fees. Gallingly, the plan provides a green fig leaf to oil companies even as they distance themselves from the downstream fate of their products and deprive oil re-refiners (their competitors) of essential feedstock.

So much for “stewardship.”

It all began last year after Ontario’s previous Conservative government formed an agency called the Waste Diversion Organization (WDO) with a mandate to administer a complex industry-funding scheme to underwrite losses from municipal blue box recycling programs. The formula for who pays what for waste fibre, plastic, metal and glass has been highly contentious, but many people are unaware that the province plans to eventually “designate” other waste materials as well for diversion from landfill. Since kitchen scraps, tires, spent batteries and used oil aren’t collected in the blue box, a separate plan is required for each.

OUOMA was set up by the Canadian Petroleum Producer’s Institute (CPPI) -- an association of major oil companies -- to respond to the used-oil policy request in March 2003. OUOMA’s policy submission is basically a rehash of schemes already put in place by OUOMA’s sister organizations in the western provinces. So-called “return incentives” are paid to companies that collect used oil (from service stations, etc.) and deliver it to various end-users. The return incentives are funded through an environmental handling charge that consumers pay when they get their oil changed. In Alberta there are, for instance, 53 Eco-Centres and 587 other municipal and commercial collection depots. The literature of the western associations notes that the depots are self-financing and “collector/transporters are free to establish market prices for materials.” The industry says recovery rates for used lube oil rose to 73 per cent in 2003 from just 56 per cent in 1996. Oil filter recovery has gone from 17 to 89 per cent, and containers from 7 to 45 per cent.
Says CPPI’s Gail Bolubash, “We want to introduce into Ontario the kind of efficient used-oil stewardship program that’s a proven success in the west.”
So, what’s not to like?

First there’s the environment and health concern. Used crankcase oil may contain arsenic, benzene, cadmium and chromium, plus acidic, sulfidic and soluble inorganic nickel, and PAHs and lead. The last thing you want to do is burn it, especially in equipment without pollution controls. Yet that’s exactly what’s happening with Alberta’s used oil.
According to Usman Valiante, a consultant who studied the system for client Safety-Kleen (a large used-oil recycler), Alberta’s return incentives have caused collectors to deliver used oil to greenhouse space heaters, asphalt kilns, heating furnaces and boilers or diesel engines that lack pollution controls and which release toxins.
“This is not what a ‘stewardship program’ is supposed to encourage,” says Valiante.
If Ontario adopts the Alberta model, consumers will pay an environmental handling fee on the assumption that it benefits the environment. Instead, more used oil will find its way to cheap destinations for uncontrolled burning. OUOMA is cagey in its description of the final destination of used oil. In preparing its Interim Consultation Report (November 20) OUOMA was asked if it would endorse or promote a recycling hierarchy. “No,” OUOMA answered, “we cannot promote any processing methods. However, only government-approved methods will be acceptable under the program.” In the end, if it’s legal somewhere to burn contaminant-laced used oil, that’s fine with OUOMA.
But OUOMA’s plan fails for its economic shortcomings as much as its environmental ones. It turns out that in Ontario used-oil stewardship is mostly a solution in search of a problem.

The best fate for used oil is to re-refine it into new lubricating oil – something that several companies do successfully in Canada without government subsidies, fees or other intervention. The biggest re-refiner in the west is Newalta. In Ontario, Safety-Kleen is the largest. Newalta experienced a decline in shipments of used oil after B.C. adopted a “product stewardship” plan similar to that of Alberta. This could happen in Ontario.
According to Craig Wilkie, a vice president with Newalta, the oil companies have used management associations to distance themselves from their former accountability for the downstream fate of their products.
“The companies used to send people to audit our plants,” says Wilkie. “They don’t come around anymore.”

OUOMA’s plan does more than externalize the liabilities of oil companies to an unaccountable agency. OUOMA itself estimates that 239 million litres of lube oil are sold in Ontario annually. Some of this is consumed in use, but if a high amount of the spent product is collected and reused, does that benefit the companies that make money extracting oil straight from the ground? Of course not. Safety-Kleen re-refines more than 152 million litres of used oil a year in its Breslau, Ontario plant. The recycled product is a house brand in Walmart and other retail outlets. Other customers include the Toronto Transit Commission and various police forces. That’s serious competition for purveyors of the virgin product. How convenient it would be for them if more of the used-oil feedstock for Safety-Kleen and other re-refiners were to go instead for burning!
OUOMA’s plan calls for Ontario to capture 75 per cent of used oil five years from now, in 2009. Great idea, but there’s a catch. Last year OUOMA hired consultant Peter Klaassen & Associates to study Ontario’s extensive waste generator manifest system and other sources to figure out how much used oil is already captured in the system. Klaassen’s study (completed February 10, 2004) concluded that the system is already taking care of 78.8 per cent of the used oil! Oops! OUOMA’s goal has already been achieved by the free market, five years ahead of schedule!
Yet OUOMA doesn’t mention the inconvenient Klaassen study in its policy submission to the province, but instead quotes a lower 65 per cent capture rate. I wonder why?
Do Klaassen’s findings mean there’s no room for improvement? Of course not. Perhaps some kind of deposit-refund system for the oil containers could boost Ontario’s low recovery rates for that waste stream. And more could be done to recover used oil in the North, from farm operations and do-it-yourself oil changers. But OUOMA, for suspect reasons, has focused on an area where no problem exists and its draft plan deserves to be sent, like Alberta used oil, up in smoke.
Guy Crittenden is editor of Solid Waste & Recycling magazine in Toronto, Ontario.
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