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M a r i n e R e c yc l e r s

New Uses for
Old Fibreglass
Boats
This Ontario company is leading the way in boat recycling in
Canada, but there are many obstacles on the road ahead
>
>

by Peter A. Robson

Photos by Tom Kjaersgaard

You don’t have to look far to find

them—draped with ripped tarps, filled with leaves in backyards, growing barnacles and long tentacles of seaweed at
marinas, and abandoned at boatyards and dumps. They’re
fibreglass boats that have outlived their usefulness. We’ve
been building them since the 1960s and eventually every
boat expires. The problem is they don’t rust, they don’t rot

Above

Stripped of its hardware, the boat is picked
up by a backhoe, ready
for recycling.
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and they don’t go away. Until recently,
the only way to get rid of an old boat was
to take it to a landfill where it would be
buried along with the rest of our garbage.
However, in 2006, Ontario-based
Marine Recyclers made a bold move and
took up the challenge of recycling old
fibreglass boats. Their idea was to salvage
any usable parts and metal, and grind the
hulls into fibreglass chips. To date, the
company has disposed of several hundred
boats, and in 2008, their efforts were
recognized by the Canadian Safe Boating Council’s “Safeguarding the Environment” award.
Despite this and other business
awards, provincial, federal and local
bureaucracies have shown little support for recycling boats. As such, Marine
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[1] The backhoe drops the boat into
the grinder at Nad-Core Environmental
Shredding in Barrie, Ontario. [2] The
grinder spews out shredded fibreglass.
[3] What was a boat a few minutes earlier
is now fibreglass chips ready for a new
environmentally-friendly future.
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tow truck and a winch. Most owners will
be charged a pick-up and disposal fee of
about $300–500. The boats are transported to the recycling yard where metal
fittings, engines, tanks and most wood
are removed—mostly by hand. Any old
fuel is used for industrial heating. Parts
that can be resold are stockpiled while
stainless, aluminum, copper, brass and
bronze are collected for their scrap value.
However, the reality is that anything of
value has usually already been removed
from the boat or is rusted out. All told,
Ford says he is lucky to recover $30 or so
from each boat through salvage, which
unfortunately, doesn’t do much to offset the labour to remove the parts. Currently, Ford has a large stockpile of used
parts, which, once inventoried, he hopes
to sell primarily through the Internet.
Once a boat has been stripped down to
the bare hull, Ford is left with about 10
percent (by volume) of non-recyclables
such as old cushions and upholstery,
headliner, side panels, carpet and rotten
wood debris. These must be transported
to the landfill and a disposal fee paid.
Once stripped, the boat is delivered
to a nearby site that specializes in the
disposal of materials from demolished
houses and reno projects. Key is a massive grinding machine designed to handle
everything from old concrete and rebar
to tree stumps. An excavator drops the
boat into the grinder and it is reduced to
whatever size of chip is specified.

Utilizing the Chips Ford has
gone to great lengths to find uses for his
fibreglass chips. He started out with fibreglass/concrete mixes, using patio block
molds. He found that by adding 30 to 50
percent fibre by volume to concrete, the
patio blocks were four to five times as
strong as regular concrete and up to half
the weight. He also found that the fibreglass mix made the concrete much more
flexible. “The blocks will bend before they
break and if you hit them with a hammer,
they’ll dent instead of cracking.” While
Ford doesn’t believe the patio block business is workable, experimenting with
them revealed some important answers.
The company recently partnered with
the concrete testing laboratory at Ryerson
University.
“They took samples, and their engineers concluded that recycled fibreglass makes an excellent aggregate for

Canadian Distributor
Marine Parts
Supply of Canada
(866) 845-8372

WHEN THE JOB DEMANDS A REAL WORKHORSE,
GET ONE FROM THE TOP BREED.

Dealers:
Anchorage Marina
1520 Stewart Ave., Nanaimo
(250) 754-5585
Cove Yachts (1979) Ltd
6261 Genoa Bay Rd., Duncan
(250) 748-8136
Five Star Marine Repair
494 Holly St., Comox
(250) 339-2238
Gartside Marine Engines
2202 Harbour Rd., Sidney
(250) 655-4543
Inlet Marine Repairs Inc
850 Barnett Highway, Port Moody
(604) 936-4602

Westerbeke Engines & Generators:

 Proven reliability since 1937
 Easy servicing
 Tough to wear out

Marine Systems Inc
419 W Esplanade Ave., North Van
(604) 985 5326
Olympic Drives + Equip
120 6751 Graybar Rd., Richmond
(604) 207-8444
Stem to Stern Marine Service
1733 Powell St., Vancouver
(604) 254-7221

SHRINK WRAP BOAT COVERS
LONGTERM STORAGE • SHIPPING/TRUCKING

• Complete protection for your boat
• UV Protection
• Limits Moisture Buildup
• Access doors available

• Boat arrives clean
• Prevents damage from road grit/insects
• Prevents exhaust damage
• All boat types and sizes

CALL
Y You’ll be surprised how inexpensive it is!
TODA “Corrosion Intercept” Shrinkwrap - New Technology
EPC ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION COVERS

604-669-5666 • epcenviro@telus.net • www.epcshrinkwrapping.com

Feathercraft BayLee
> Stows in a stuff sack
> Tough and durable
> Sizes for 2 or 3
> Models from under 10 lbs
www.feathercraft.com 1 888 681 8437
Located on Granville Island, Vancouver, BC
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concrete,” says Ford. “They also suggest
that government and industry support its
use and get involved financially for further
testing.”
Marine Recyclers has also been trying
to get support from the National Research
Council, but at this point, the company is
still waiting and hoping the NRC will lend
its support.
Currently Ford is working on a project
to use fibreglass chips as an aggregate in
concrete for radiant heat flooring. Ford also
believes the chips alone have value as an
insulating layer between gravel and concrete foundations. “Fibreglass chips have a
high R-value, are easier to place and make
a better insulating material than standard
high-density foam board commonly used
today.”
The only problem is that despite its
benefits, the use of fibreglass aggregate in
structural concrete has not been approved
Left Adding shredded fibreglass material to cement reduces the weight of patio
stones and increases their flexibility.
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by building inspectors. One objection is
that the chips are not 100 percent pure.
When grinding fibreglass, it is impossible to
remove all the wood coring material sandwiched between layers of glass. The fear is
that the high ph value of concrete could
degrade the wood, creating voids that could
potentially affect the structural integrity of
the concrete. Currently, there is no costeffective way to remove the impurities.

Roadblocks

“Everybody likes what
we’re trying to do,” stresses Ford, “but getting approval from the government and
the building inspectors is like running up
against a brick wall. So far, the government seems to be more concerned about
our financial statements than the value of
recycling fibreglass.”
Toronto currently trucks its garbage
five hours south to a landfill in Michigan
State. “They spend a lot of money, use a
lot of fossil fuel and generate tons of harmful emissions. Certainly whatever they
can do to support any form of recycling—
including fibreglass—would result in

a win-win situation.”
Currently, Ford estimates it costs about
him about $300 to recycle a fibreglass boat
and that is about equal to the fee he can
charge clients. There is no profit in it yet,
but if he could sell the fibreglass chips, it
could benefit us all.

R egardless of the

challenges, recycling fibreglass is
clearly something that our governments
should support—instead of leaving Marine
Recycling to do all the legwork.
“I don’t understand why government isn’t
getting on side and helping us,” says Ford. “I
know the chips work for a number of products—we’ve proven it—but I can’t do it all on
my own. I simply don’t have the resources or
the financial backing.”
Mankind has found ways to recycle
everything from plastic bottles to electronics and if we’re really serious about wanting to reduce our environmental footprint,
we should put our heads together to make
a viable enterprise out of recycling our old
fibreglass boats.

Marine Recycling and Don Ford can be
reached by email at: marinerecyclers@
live.com, or by phone: 416-659-8336.
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June 4 thru 6, 2010
Fri: noon–7pm
Sat: 10am–6pm Sun: 10am–4pm
Nanaimo Boat Basin
Downtown Nanaimo, BC
See new and previously owned boats on 3500 feet
of dock space in this dynamic harbour setting.
Vancouver Island and Mainland
Yacht Brokers and Marine Suppliers.
Charter Activities, Entertainment,
Coast Guard Auxiliary and Power Squadron.

www.vancouverislandboatshow.com
For more information, or to register, contact:
Wharfinger’s Office at 250.754.5053
e-mail: dmailloux@npa.ca or www.npa.ca

Ask about our Ferry Shuttle Services & Overnight Accommodation Packages.
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