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Toronto 3Rs Ambassador Program

Type

Community involvement

Best Practice Strategies

 — 2.12 Develop education and awareness programs

 — 3.09 Incorporate community into collection operations 

Summary

New York and Toronto have a lot in common, including the complexity 

of reducing waste generated in multifamily buildings. Almost half of 

Torontonians live in apartments, and this group recycles and composts 

in significantly lower numbers than those in single-family homes. 

Communication is particularly challenging because a third of residents 

are immigrants and numerous languages are spoken. In 2009, Toronto 

launched a program inviting interested residents of multifamily buildings  

to become 3Rs (Reuse, reduce, recycle) ambassadors.38 

The city reached out to the public directly, sending letters to every 

apartment as well as resident recruitment cards to 3,000 property owners. 

Interested residents and property managers attend mandatory training 

sessions, receive access to waste management services staff, invitations 

to events, ongoing training and volunteer credit. There are currently  

370 trained ambassadors in the city.39 Buildings with ambassadors  

report an average savings of 15% on their waste bills (Toronto initiated  

a save as you throw program in 2008), and waste management staff  

report anecdotally of reduced contamination in ambassador buildings.40  

Lobby display for resident education

A Cascadia study cited lessons learned: the importance of initial  

training sessions, coordination with property managers (residents  

are urged to get buy-in and support from management from the start), 

time spent (ten hours a month is suggested) and ongoing training 

and communication. Eventually, the city hopes to have at least one 

ambassador in every multifamily building. 

Seattle and Boulder have similar programs. In New Orleans and several 

California cities, the nonprofit Global Green runs an “eco-ambassadors” 

sustainability programs, which although not solely focused on waste 

share many features. Global Green has found that in addition to training, 
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A citywide program for private residential buildings could help property 

managers and residents join forces to take advantage of opportunities 

to reduce waste and improve recycling in all multifamily buildings.  

Case studies resulting from a residential waste challenge could bring  

an added human dimension to the DSNY communications. 

official city-led programs and programs that train participants in pairs  

or groups achieve the greatest success.41 

In 2016, drawing on the strength of the 3Rs program, Toronto launched 

the Mayor’s Towering Challenge. The yearlong program provided an 

opportunity for buildings to work directly with sanitation staff to take 

advantage of existing initiatives and respond to their own unique 

conditions to develop their own. Buildings track their progress and 

compete for recognition and prizes. Nearly 150 buildings representing 

22,000 apartments registered for the program. Case studies of the 

winning buildings are published on Toronto’s sanitation service website.42 

Challenges

Despite Toronto’s efforts to recruit young people, most of the 

ambassadors skew older and are often retired.43

Volunteers tend to burn out when they take on too much or fail to 

achieve results they hoped for. Toronto’s program manager has found  

it is helpful to expand “success measures” to include the number  

of people engaged and reduced contamination rather than focusing 

solely on diversion rate.44

Applicability to New York City

New York has its own Environmental Ambassadors program for  

New York City Housing Authority residents.45 The Mayor’s Office  

of Sustainability has organized the Mayor’s Zero Waste Challenge  

for businesses and institutions.46 DSNY also offers support and  

training sessions for residential building managers. 

Eco-ambassador food waste education in Santa Monica run by Global Green 


