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1.0 Executive Summary
The Gros Morne region is found in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador and 
found on the western portion of the island. It encompasses a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site, a national park, and a dozen communities - eight of which are located within the 
national park. The population of the region is just under 4000 people, and welcomes 
an addition 200,000 visitors during a typical tourism season, from May to September. 
All waste from the region is currently divided into two streams: garbage and 
recyclables, as per the province’s waste management strategy. 

Atlantic Healthy Oceans Initiative (AHOI) created the first Plastic Waste Reduction 
Summit to work with the region to improve waste management by reducing the 
amount of unnecessary single-use plastics (SUP) being used and making its way into 
the landfill, river and ocean systems. It invited residents, municipalities, business 
operators, organizations, plastic pollution experts, as well as the Federal and Provincial 
governments, to share, learn, and work together to get closer to this overarching goal.

The event introduced plastic waste reducing initiatives happening at the local, national 
and international level, provided information to the participants and gathered public 
opinions about these initiatives while discussing ways to create them or others right 
here in Gros Morne. Plastic pollution experts and champion business owners who 
already reduce their plastic also shared their knowledge and experience transitioning 
away from plastics. Participants had the opportunity to identify and discuss hurdles to 
their own plastic waste reduction plans while also discovering new ways to create 
possible solutions to this global problem.

2.0 Purpose of Summit
The 2021 Plastic Waste Reduction Summit provided an opportunity to gather and share 
information from a variety of sources and stakeholders and helped the business sector 
and other interested members of the public understand the impacts of plastic pollution 
and the amount being generated in the region. The summit was designed to first
highlight the issue of plastic waste and the challenges local businesses and members 
of the public face when trying to reduce it, and secondly to learn about what others are 
successfully doing and identify potential waste-reduction solutions for the region. 

The summit took place virtually via Zoom, where participants could ask plastic experts 
and business owners about plastic waste and their waste-reduction observations and 
projects, and share their thoughts with each other during breakout sessions. Notes 
were taken throughout the summit proceedings and the information gathered will 
be used to develop a community-based strategy to combat plastic waste in the Gros 
Morne region.
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3.0 Who We Heard From

4.0 Key Points From Keynotes
4.1 Jennifer Constable, Co-Founder of Plastic Free Lunenburg.

Lunenburg, Nova Scotia has many similarities to the Gros Morne region: it is a small 
coastal community with strong ties to the sea, it is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and it 
is a popular tourist destination. Plastic Free Lunenburg (PFL), a non-government, 
environmental organization, wanted to add another accolade to its town: to be 
single-use plastic (SUP) free. PFL has helped Lunenburg make many strides in that 
direction and provided a keynote address at the 2021 Plastic Waste Reduction Summit, 
to help the Gros Morne region do the same.

PFL aims to reduce, and eventually eliminate, common SUP items such as plastic bags, 
coffee cups, cutlery, and single-use plastic water bottles to name a few. According to 
Constable, the use of SUP is a result of people’s habits, gaps in knowledge about waste 
management systems, the perceived inconvenience of reusable alternatives, and the 
perception that single-use items are a necessity that cannot be replaced. PFL engaged 
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with politicians, town staff, business owners, residents, students, tourists and seasonal 
residents.

PFL developed a three-pronged approach:

1. Environmental stewardship
2. Good town management
3. Enhancing Tourism

PFL developed various programs and initiatives in the community, such as:

• Research on microplastics with environmental groups.
• Beach and town cleanups.
• Boomerang Bags.
• Blue W Program.
• Lobbied for an increase in, and better-labeled, garbage stations around 

town.  
• Increased awareness among the Lunenburg business community, which 

helped many ditch plastic.  
• Increased education about the need to focus on reducing before recycling. 
• Held a series of public consultations to engage with residents and other 

groups about plastic use.
• Spoke at various events and festivals and to various groups. 
• Included initiatives in the local tourist guide book and map, to inform        

visitors. 

The response was positive. The public consultations attracted the biggest turnout 
on a single issue in the town’s history: more than 400 residents turned up. They voted 
overwhelmingly in favour of banning single-use plastics in their town. 

Businesses worked with PFL to audit their own plastic usage, which helped identify 
reusable and environmentally-friendly alternatives that they could use instead. SUP 
alternatives soon spread through the town, which reduced the amount of plastic waste 
generated annually. Within six months there was a huge difference: both customers 
and staff were asking businesses to switch to alternatives; nearly all businesses in town 
said they wanted to switch; and some businesses already had.

“JIBYO” (Join In Bring Your Own) was a catch phrase that took off. This applied to 
coffee cups, water bottles and containers for take-out. PFL worked with coffee shops to 
encourage them to offer discounts for people who brought their own reusable cups. It 
also worked with municipalities to show them that less waste is good fiscal 
management by reducing the amount of waste they had to pay for disposal. Since less 
than 20% of plastics get recycled, the most important goal for PFL was reducing the 
amount of plastic people bring into their lives in the first place.
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Like Gros Morne, the town of Lunenburg has a short tourist season and many 
businesses rely heavily on tourism. Contrary to what some feared would be an 
inconvenience or discouragement to tourists, reusables were accepted and encouraged 
by them. Many tourists were already concerned for the environment and loved the idea 
of less plastic waste. Tourists staying for multiple days, said they saw PFL’s efforts as a 
reason to visit the town.  

4.2 Dr. Antonia Sappong, MD, CCFP, B.Sc., Member of the Canadian Association of 
Physicians for the Environment (CAPE), General Practitioner, Co-Founder of Plastic 
Free Toronto.

Presentation Title: Planet Plastic: SINGLE-USE PLASTICS vs. REUSABLES IN THE TIME OF 
COVID

We now know more about COVID-19, and Sappong said there is no strong evidence 
to suggest that it can be spread through contact with surfaces. Studies show that the 
estimated risk of infection from touching a contaminated surface is low (less than 5 in 
10,000), showing us that the increase in SUP use is unnecessary and unjustifiable. 
Furthermore, plastic is not a safe option as it has the highest risk for transmission 
among many common surfaces

Our use of plastic is astronomical; it is estimated that about 6 billion tonnes of plastics 
have been created since 1950. The International Solid Waste Association estimates that 
since the beginning pandemic, this use has increased by around 250-300%.

• An estimated 125 billion disposable face masks are used per month since the 
pandemic began.

• An estimated 165 billion disposable gloves are used per month since the    
pandemic began.

Coronavirus (COVID-19, SARS) lifespan on various surfaces:

• Plastic - 72 hours
• Stainless Steel - 48 hours
• Cardboard - 24 hours
• Copper - 4 hours

Studies also show that wearing gloves may be one of the most effective ways to spread 
pathogens, since wearers are less likely to wash their hands after touching several 
surfaces. Studies show that people wearing gloves wash their hands about 25% of the 
time they should be, compared to those not wearing gloves.
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There are also broader safety concerns to plastic: 

• We are on average ingesting a credit card’s worth of plastic per week.
• Wrapping food in plastic can result in chemicals from the plastic entering the 

food, particularly when the food is warm.
• When plastics are in our food, they enter our gut, pass through our intestinal 

wall and impact our health.
• Petrochemical plants used to create SUP products release toxins that         

contribute to adverse health effects of those adjacent to them, including:
• Higher cancer rates.
• Lower life expectancy.
• Higher rates of stillbirths and premature births.

Plastics also have negative social impacts:

• Plastics perpetuates environmental racism and health inequities that         
disproportionately affect already marginalized communities:

• In Canada, many of the petrochemical plants are located near first 
nations communities. 

• Globally, developed countries ship their waste to less-developed 
countries that do not have infrastructure to manage it, leading to 
heaps of waste accumulating in those countries, and impacting 
them. 

Dr. Sappong said oil companies and “big plastics” would like us to believe that plastics 
are necessary, and are pushing false narratives of disposable plastics being the best 
form of sanitation. They have no intention of reducing their plastic production:

• In response to public concerns about the increase of plastics, the oil              
industry —under the name Alliance to End Plastic Waste—committed to 
investing $1.5 billion in plastic-reduction initiatives. That number is dwarfed 
compared to the $400 billion it planned to spend on the expansion of plastic 
production.

We need to prioritize the planet and people over plastic. From a human health 
perspective and an environmental health perspective, we should be avoiding SUP and 
shift to reusable models as much as possible. 
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5.0 Important Notes From the Panel 
Discussion: Plastic Issue and Impacts
Panelists: Dr. Max Liboiron, Imari Walker, Susan Debreceni, Laura Markley

Issues that were discussed include the origins and effects of plastic packaging and                
pollution, and potential solutions to the plastic waste problem. 

5.1 Origins of Plastic Pollution

Most of the plastic pollution in Newfoundland and Labrador is from local or regional 
sources rather than global sources. Local fisheries are a major contributor to marine 
plastic pollution, with lost fishing gear making up about a third of ocean plastics 
collected by citizen cleaners. On the global scale, approximately 35% of plastic waste is 
a result of packaging. 

Due to its chemical structure, plastic cannot degrade easily into compounds that are 
biologically useful and are instead, broken down into smaller pieces of the same type of 
molecule. Some “bioplastics” are marketed as compostable, but without the necessary 
conditions for molecular breakdown to occur, such as within an industrial composter, 
the bioplastic will not be composted. In facilities that cannot process these 
compostable plastics, they will be treated as a regular plastic. Thus, compostable plastic 
can exacerbate the plastic waste problem in communities without industrial compost-
ing facilities.

Plastic can be found in even the most remote environments. Plastic pollution is making 
its way into the Arctic region with the help of ocean currents, which carry the plastic 
debris farther north each year. Wind can also mobilize lightweight plastic items, carrying 
them to remote locations, such as national parks. Although items like microbeads may 
be banned in certain areas, they can still be transported to those areas, explaining why 
local policy changes may not reduce the amount of pollution observed locally. 

5.2 Effects of Plastic Packaging and Pollution

Certain species of animals—seabirds in particular—are more susceptible to
encountering and being affected by plastic items. In addition to entangling animals, 
plastic pollution can also obstruct their gastrointestinal tracts when ingested. Plastic 
pollution, when ingested, can also cause toxins to be released into the animal. 
Chemical pollutants that were absorbed by the plastic may leach into the animal. If that 
animal is then eaten by another animal, the predator will accumulate the toxins from 
each of its meals. If humans ingest animals (like fish) from an upper level of the food 
chain (ie. Salmon), they risk absorbing some of the toxins which bioaccumulated up the 
food chain. These may be banned substances that have been sequestered in the plastics 
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(since the 50s), such as bisphenol A (BPA) and phthalates, which are known endocrine 
disruptors (hormone that impacts growth, reproduction, etc.) in humans.

5.3 Potential Solutions to Plastic Waste

Although recycling might seem like a good place to start, it does not reduce the need 
for raw materials, and it does not capture all plastic products. For instance, 
microplastics found in the environment, or recyclable plastics that haven’t been 
cleaned properly, cannot be recycled due to contamination issues. Business owners 
can start their plan to reduce waste by conducting an audit of all of the plastic items 
they purchase each year so they know how much waste they produce as a result. It was 
recommended that owners start with something small that they could easily manage, 
such as providing straws only upon request and making strawless beverages the norm. 
The resources for businesses to create these small starts should also be accessible so 
all customers are able to do something about their plastic footprint. Municipalities can 
contribute through policy implementation, such as banning unnecessary SUP items in 
business operations. 

6.0 Important Notes From Panel 
Discussion: Plastic Solutions
Panelists: 
Darlene Hynes, Special Events and Partnership Coordinator, Gros Morne Institute for Sus-
tainable Tourism, Rocky Harbour, NL
Sarah Johnston, Owner of No. 9 Coffee Bar, Lunenburg, NS
Rebecca Brushett, Co-Owner of Tour Gros Morne, Norris Point, NL

Individuals and organizations face challenges to ridding themselves of SUP waste. 

6.1 No. 9 Coffee Bar

Sarah Johnston, owner of No.9 Coffee Bar, shared her business’ journey from SUP to 
reusables and refillable containers. The biggest change was using mason jars instead 
of single-use coffee cups. Johnston said coffee cups are one of the most problematic 
single-use items; “16 billion disposable coffee cups are used each year worldwide, not 
to mention the plastic lids. Most are a combination of paper lined with plastic to make 
them waterproof, which makes them nearly impossible to recycle”. A motivator for her 
to make the change was learning about the problems with SUP, and about the waste 
her business created. She once met a resident from a neighbouring fishing community, 
who said “I find all your No. 9 cups in my garbage.,” and knew she did not want to be 
contributing to the problem.
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The cafe uses compostable containers, paper bags, wooden “sporks”, cardboard coffee 
cozies, and encourages people to bring their own cups. The mason jars are used for as 
many things as possible: drinks, soups, granola, etc., and fit in a car’s cup holder.  She 
uses the 16oz., wide-mouth jars as they are easy to drink and eat from. They are also 
affordable and easy to put a $1.00 deposit on in case they are not returned.

Challenges she encountered include storage, extra work for employees when it comes 
to educating customers and planning a menu that will work with the new to-go 
alternatives. A more recent challenge came with the pandemic: a mason jar shortage 
forced her to return to single-use cups, where customers did not bring their own. The 
biggest challenge was changing customers’ habits. She found if you give people the 
option, they will choose the easier disposable option, so she removed the option 
altogether. The response from customers was mostly positive. Most people were very 
supportive of what the cafe was trying to do especially tourists who seemed more open 
to the change than locals.

Some things that helped Cafe No. 9 make the switch and suggestions for increased 
success include:

• Talking to Plastic Free Lunenburg, or other environmental organizations 
about ways to reduce plastic.

• Learning about what happens to SUP, the recycling systems, and the garbage 
your business is creating. 

• Researching items that come into your business and doing the best that you 
can for your business.

• Making small changes such as eliminating straws or plastic cutlery have a big 
impact. You don’t have to do it all at once. 

• Implementing changes from the government level.

Overall, the changes successfully reduced the waste generated by the cafe and also 
saved the business money by not having to buy SUP.  Johnston said there was a lot of 
hope involved from her part, but it was a positive experience that she recommends. The 
challenges are worth it and “we need to start somewhere”.

6.2 Gros Morne Institute for Sustainable Tourism (GMIST)

Darlene Hynes organizes many tourist events through the region that are indoors at 
lighthouses, or outdoor in the wilderness. Her “chefs in residence” program uses 
alternatives suited for either an indoor (reusables that are washed) or wilderness 
(compostable) venue, resulting in less plastic waste. At any event, their sustainability 
policy is always followed. Caterers are asked to use cloth napkins and reusable 
containers where possible. Where disposable food containers are needed, they source 
products made from bamboo or sugar cane that can biodegrade quickly in nature. 
Visitors from out of town are impressed by the sustainability value and do not mind 
paying a bit extra. Upon noticing how much this change by GMIST events was 
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appreciated by customers, other local businesses soon followed suit. If events can be 
done in the wilderness sustainably, they can be done in restaurants too! 

6.3 Tour Gros Morne

Rebecca Brushett, co-owner of the tourism company, Tour Gros Morne, described what 
she learned during ‘Best Practices Missions’ across the country with GMIST and how 
other tour operators could reduce their plastic footprints here. Tour Gros Morne is 
committed to bringing customers a cultural, culinary, adventure experience that is as 
sustainable as possible.

One of Tour Gros Morne’s policies require that during hiking adventures, all tour guides 
must remove 3 pieces of waste during each tour - which adds a nice conversation 
piece. To add to this lunches are packed in metal reusable bento boxes that the guest 
gives back at the end of their guided hike or tour. The menu design and produce for the 
lunches are also chosen and created based on what products have the least amount of 
packaging. People coming into the community to visit really value the emphasis on lo-
cal sourcing which makes the value of Tour Gros Morne highly recognized by customers 
and appreciated by it’s business partners.

7.0 Zoom Breakout Rooms
Day 1 Breakout

Participants mentioned some of the challenges to reducing their SUP waste. Below is a 
list of some that were mentioned;

• difficulty of accessing affordable alternatives
• lack of food without plastic or plastic-lined packaging
• COVID perpetuating the use of SUP equipment
• cost and convenience
• policies and their enforcement
• normalizing sustainable habits
• logistics, customer buy-in and end-of-life management

Challenges during the transition process were also mentioned, such as

• education and awareness
• community participation and buy-in, and supporting the community through 

the change. 

A council member declared she had encouraged residents to be “socially responsible” 
and participate in formal waste disposal. The conversation then shifted to the feasibility 
of public water fountains and the accidental release of lawn signs and plastic 
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tombstone decorations into the environment. One participant declared that there 
should be some differentiation between the accidental release of plastic and forgetting 
to clean up one’s shotgun shells. 

Day 2 Breakout

This day saw participants discuss potential solutions to plastic waste. Specific examples 
included;

• removing single serving sachets of condiments from restaurants, 
• installing public water fountains in convenient locations, 
• adding value to items made from recycled ocean plastic by tagging what the 

item’s origins are, 
• using bento boxes for school lunch programs, and having businesses split the 

cost of a bulk purchase.

Another issue that was brought up was the water boil advisory during tourist season, 
but even a solution was identified when a participant offered to let tourists use his Cow 
Head well water. The boil advisory applies to public fountains as well, and it would be 
necessary to identify the status of water sources in the Blue W program for liability 
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purposes. The conversation then turned to identifying businesses participating in         
certain programs with window stickers, and later to how composting organics reduced 
the amount of waste processed at a management center by over 35%.

 8.0 Research from AHOI
Rebecca Brushett, Executive Director of AHOI
Emily Walsh, Data Coordinator with AHOI and the Gros Morne Cooperating Association 
Aaron Hingston, Data Coordinator with AHOI and the Gros Morne Cooperating 
Association
Jackie Bauman, Plastics Program Coordinator with AHOI and intern through the Grenfell 
Campus of Memorial University of NL

The team at AHOI has conducted a lot of research throughout the Gros Morne Region 
to understand ways that communities can work together to reduce our plastic footprint 
and keep our oceans healthy. This has involved a combination of research to identify 
main sources of plastic waste, alternative take-out containers, and policy solutions.

8.1 Beach Waste Audits

Part of AHOI’s research has involved a series of waste audits during beach clean-ups in 
the region. During the summer 2020 season Emily Walsh and Aaron Hingston audited 
several beaches throughout the Gros Morne region to identify target leakage points and 
key products contributing to plastic pollution. Emily and Aaron weighed a grand total of 
867lbs of beach waste and of this total, 67% were plastic items - that is 578lbs of plastic 
out of the ocean! From the results, it became clear that items most commonly collected 
were dependent on the community activities and type of environment where clean-ups 
occur. In some locations, fishing rope made up more than half of the weight, whereas 
other locations found shotgun shells, lobster tags, or beverage and food packaging to 
be the most common. Overall, take-out containers and food related packaging stood 
out in most beach clean ups as a common source of pollution. This includes straws, 
wrappers, bags, beverage containers, and Styrofoam. In fact, such items accounted for 
42% of all waste collected. AHOI’s team along with all the amazing volunteers removed 
a lot of waste from our coastlines – 39, 397 items to be exact! This hard work continues 
to inform AHOI and the Gros Morne region on where we can target our waste diversion 
efforts.

8.2 Sustainable Take-Out Alternatives

As we’ve learned, a common source of single-use plastics comes from take-out 
containers, to-go coffee, and disposable packaging relating to food services. Since this 
was identified as a target leakage point in beach waste audits, AHOI has investigated 
the potential to switch between plastic and Styrofoam take-out containers to 

11



alternatives that are either 100% backyard compostable or reusable. As a business 
operator, Rebecca Brushett has taken notice across the country to see how businesses 
in Tofino can work together to make sustainable take-out containers more accessible 
and more affordable to bring into their operations. As the executive director of AHOI, 
she has taken lessons from places like Tofino to see how a bulk order of take-out 
containers is an approach that can make it easier to reduce plastic waste in 
businesses throughout Gros Morne. AHOI interns Mercedes Farn and Jackie Bauman 
have researched numerous companies that offer compostable or reusable containers 
to find the best value. AHOI is pursuing a pilot project with businesses to order and test 
sustainable containers in bulk as a collective region. AHOI is continuing to research 
examples of business models designed with closed loop waste systems that may apply 
in the Gros Morne region. While compostable take-out containers are better than 
plastic, reusable container systems are ideal.

8.3 Policy Development

Given the public’s perceptions and experts’ observations, the Gros Morne region seems 
eager to reduce its plastic waste, but somewhat hesitant to change some plastic-relat-
ed habits. AHOI has been in contact with community members throughout the region 
to get a sense of what local policy may look like for the region. Based on preliminary 
results from community surveys, most community members have voiced their general 
support for a potential SUP ban. AHOI has been in search of ‘Golden Eggs’ across the 
country to learn from places that have developed local policy to ban SUP. Throughout 
this research, the Town of Lunenburg stands out as they are like Gros Morne 
communities with the importance of natural heritage with an emphasis on the tourism 
sector. The process PFL used to successfully implement a SUP ban has informed the 
proposed policy development for Gros Morne communities by AHOI. Throughout her 
research, Jackie Bauman of AHOI has developed a bylaw that is available for review and 
can be adopted by town councils. Community consultations are ongoing to make sure 
any proposed local policy stays relevant and that residents understand the purpose. 
AHOI will work with said councils to develop an implementation plan that best suits 
their local needs.
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9.0 AHOI Moving Forward
Any movement forward depends on the collaboration between residents, businesses, 
and town councils to agree on what solutions are best for the community. Throughout 
the discussions on challenges and solutions to plastic waste, many misconceptions 
were resolved, hidden impacts of plastic pollution were revealed, and AHOI received 
great feedback on some ideas to initiate plastic waste reduction. Local businesses and 
municipalities express some uncertainty if community members will be involved in 
each initiative presented by AHOI, especially with some concerns raised involving a 
system of reusables or having the human capacity for managing and regulating new 
systems. However, the engagement from various local businesses, town councils, 
students, and interested residents created productive discussions throughout the event 
with insight on how we can address concerns and progress with this movement 
towards zero plastic waste. 

In the future, another Plastic Waste Reduction Summit will be held to demonstrate the 
actions taken to reduce plastic waste in the region to interested members of both the 
business and public sectors, and to aid them in developing best practices to continue 
the region’s movement towards a circular economy. AHOI shall use the information 
gathered at each summit to formulate an inclusive plastic reduction plan for the region 
that can be customized to suit the needs of individual institutions. When everyone can 
work together as a collective region, we can make a bigger impact! 
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