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Soils Management

Properly handling and managing 
the movement of excess con-
struction soils or “clean” dirt 
has been a concern over the 

past 20-25 years in Ontario. Given the 
increased scrutiny on this subject over 
the past few years, the requirements and 
approaches involved in moving excess 
soil, in particular, are rapidly changing 
for the better. 

To understand where we are in On-
tario with respect to clean soil, it is im-
portant to understand some historical 
perspectives. The old adage, if you don’t 
learn from history, you are doomed to 
repeat it, certainly applies.

Some of the current issues or prob-
lems in handling excess soils in Ontar-
io go back to the late 1980s and early 
1990s. During this period, the emerging 
focus was shifting from health and safety 
driven concerns to broader, longer-term 
environmental concerns with respect to 
soil, air and water contamination. 

With respect to soil there were no 
recognized “standards” or rules, beyond 
accepted past practices typically used 

-
nated properties, the Ontario Ministry of 
the Environment worked with industry 
and other jurisdictions to develop prac-
tices to address contamination levels. 
For soils, this initially involved adopt-
ing the original Dutch ABC criteria and 
a focus on hydrocarbon contamination, 
the most pervasive one.

In the mid-1990s, the MOE intro-
duced the “Guidelines for Contaminated 
Sites in Ontario”, along with other pro-
tocols and approval processes for deal-
ing with impacted soils. As knowledge, 
understanding and technical capabilities 
improved, industry and government re-
alised there was a need to move away 
from a focus on “contamination” to one 
of encouraging site cleanups, property 
remediation and reuse. The practice of 

this new way of thinking.
Through the efforts of the National 

Roundtable on the Environment and the 
Economy (NRTEE) and, at the provin-

cial level, through industry, government 
and stakeholder consultation, mean-

-
tion emerged in the early 2000s. These 
approaches fundamentally recognized 
the need for technically sound, sci-
ence-based soil quality standards to be 
matched with protocols and incentives 
to encourage the responsible redevelop-

In Ontario, this evolution resulted 
in the -

. In 2004, the adoption of 
the Records of Site Condition Regula-

tion (O.Reg.153/04) incorporated new, 
made-in-Ontario, soil quality reference 
tables with contaminant threshold levels 
based on future land use. 

sampling and testing protocols and the 
-

ment approaches. O.Reg.153/04, among 

report, attesting to the environmental 
quality of the soil and water at a reme-
diated property. During this period, there 
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Toronto’s Union Station expansion project has meant moving large volumes  
of soil.
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was a general reference made to “inert 

Envi-
ronmental Protection Act
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There has been growing recognition 

that both excess soils and marginally 

impacted soils should be seen as a 

resource and reused, not disposed of.
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It has become apparent that, because 
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become the framework for implementing 
the new Soil Management Best Manage-
ment Practices (BMPs). 

Another municipal area to be pur-
sued is the standardization and inclu-
sion of excess soil BMP requirements in 
the municipal procurement process, as a 
responsible soil handling approach and 
due diligence practice. 

Another application learned from the 
CL:AIRE approach is something called 
“soil matching” to facilitate the environ-
mentally responsible, safe and cost-ef-
fective movement of excess soils. This 
involves soil screening requirements, 
professional oversight, and the tracking 
of soil shipments. During a CL:AIRE / 
RCCAO workshop, held in Toronto in 
September 2012, it was clear there was 
overwhelming support for the concept.

In October 2013, RCCAO launched 
a new soil matching or soil dating web 
site and service called SOiiL – Support-
ing Ontario Infrastructure Investments 
and Lands (www.soiil.com). It allows 
those involved in soil handling projects 
to post excess soil disposal or receiving 
needs for potential matching with oth-

er entities. The electronic database is 
in the process of being populated with 
soil volume information and is intended 
to be a resource for excess soil related 
information, news and developments in 
Ontario and internationally. 

Going forward, there are a number of 
recent excess soil handling activities being 
launched. MOE has announced that it will 

-
icies in Ontario over the next 18 months. 
This will cross over into other ministries 
within the provincial government. 

In December 2013, the City of To-
ronto’s planning and growth manage-
ment committee adopted eight recom-
mendations involving the management 
of excess soil from large redevelopment 
and construction projects. Within the 
recommendations are strategies to en-
courage creation of soil banks and to 
examine requirements for QPs to pre-
pare soil management plans, including 
material management for city projects 
generating excess soil. 

positively impact the way we responsi-
bly manage excess soil in Ontario. What 

is required is strong leadership and re-
sponsible policy development, support-
ing sound, proven risk-based approach-

In the absence of clear soil policy, 
municipalities, and local communi-
ty groups, must all work together with 
industry and the appropriate provincial 
ministries involved, to implement in-
novative best management approaches. 
An overarching framework needs to be 

the different soil handling players and 
respective issues. Ongoing outreach and 
stakeholder appropriate training is fur-
ther required to communicate these new 
approaches and continuously share and 
improve developing practices.

If these conditions for success in 
dealing with clean excess soil can be 
implemented in a timely fashion, we 
can vastly improve on the more than 20 
years it took to put in place the practices 
and regulations we now have to handle 
impacted dirt. 

For more information, E-mail:  
adurand1590@rogers.com
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