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Canada discovered 
how to recycle in a 
big way during the 
Second World War.

Not long into the war, the Canadian government realized there was a danger 
it would run out of the materials it needed to make supplies. That was 
partly because there weren’t enough people to produce things like metal, 
cardboard and more. In 1941, the government set up the National Salvage 
Campaign to encourage Canadians to save, scrounge and donate all kinds of 
things. Later that year, when Japan attacked the United States, that meant 
further shortages of rubber, vegetable oil and other essential products. 
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Salvage (SAL-vej): 
saving something 

valuable from being 
thrown away

Women who used 
to wear stockings 
made from silk or 

nylon had to go 
without because the 
material was needed 
for parachutes and 
other war supplies. 
Some women faked 

the look by drawing 
a black line up the 

back of their legs to 
look like the seam on 

stockings.

Ordinary Canadians all over 
the country volunteered 
for the salvage effort right 
away. Girl Guides and Boy 
Scouts, like the Halifax group 
at left, religious groups, 
clubs, women’s groups, the 
Canadian Legion and many 
others also took part. By 
March 1942, there were 1,750 
volunteer salvage groups in 
Canada. The Department of 
National War Services told 
them what to gather and ran 
ads encouraging people to 
get involved. The volunteers 
divided cities into sections, 
each with a leader. Items for 
salvage were picked up the 
way our recycling is picked up 
today. In smaller communities, 
people brought their salvage 
items to a depot.
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It took a LOT of metal to build all those airplanes, tanks and ships. By 1942, the government had made 
it illegal for a business to have more than about 225 kilograms of iron or steel — the rest had to go to 
the war effort. Farmers in western Canada were asked to donate old equipment. Kids scoured the streets 
for scraps of metal, and their mothers gave up some of their cookware. Even old cannons sitting in 
cenotaphs and public parks were hauled away and melted down.

For a time, children could get into a matinee 
movie free if they brought some aluminum for 
salvage. One theatre in Sydney Mines, N.S., 
collected about 1,500 old pots and pans from 
kids keen to see a movie.

The war also brought a sudden need 
for thousands of uniforms. To save 

fabric, companies that made clothing 
couldn’t put cuffs on pants or flaps 

on pockets. And a dress was only 
allowed to have nine buttons.
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 With so many lumberjacks off at war, 
there weren’t enough people to cut down 
trees or work in pulp and paper mills. 
Canadian kids and others got to work 
salvaging paper. By December 1943, 
National War Services was asking for more 
than 17,000 tonnes of waste paper every 
month. The military used it for things like 
boxes, containers and paper parachutes.
 Japanese blockades meant oil was in 
short supply by 1942. So the government 
pushed Canadians to save bacon grease 
and other fats to be used in soaps and 
even explosives. It also asked for donations 
of bones from cooking to make glue. As 
you can imagine, collecting grease was 
a lot messier than bundling newspapers 
together, so these efforts weren’t as 
successful.
 After peace was declared in 1945, the 
government’s wartime salvage office closed 
for good.

Imagine the number of tires 
the military needed to keep 
its vehicles rolling. The 
government used the best 
rubber for those and strictly 
limited how many tires 
people could have back home. 
Canadians donated worn-out 
tires as well as old hoses and 
even bathing caps. That scrap 
rubber was used to help make 
tires for cars, tractors and 
other vehicles here. Some kids 
in Ontario apparently got a 
bit carried away and ripped 
rubber bumpers off cottage 
docks to donate.

Boys collecting 
rubber for salvage in 
Montreal, 1942.
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