OTTAWA WINDOW PROS

Environmental Impact

Recycling old windows, embodied carbon, and
greener choices

5 Expert Answers from Construction Brain
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Can vinyl windows be recycled when they eventually need replacing?

Vinyl windows can be recycled, but the reality is more nuanced than a simple yes — the infrastructure for doing so

isn't as widely available as recycling for materials like glass or aluminum.

What's actually recyclable in a vinyl window? The main components are PVC (polyvinyl chloride) frames, glass
panes, and hardware. The glass is the easiest part — it can typically be recycled through standard glass recycling
streams. The PVC frames are technically recyclable, but require specialized facilities that accept rigid PVC, which

aren't as common across Canada.

The PVC recycling challenge is that vinyl window frames are often a mix of PVC with additives, reinforcing
materials, and sometimes aluminum inserts, which makes separation and processing more complex. Some
manufacturers have take-back or recycling programs for their own products, so it's worth asking your window
supplier whether they participate in any end-of-life programs when you're purchasing. A few larger vinyl window

manufacturers in Canada have made commitments to improving recyclability.

On the positive side, vinyl windows have a long lifespan — typically 30 to 40 years with proper maintenance —
which means the environmental footprint per year of use is quite reasonable. In Ottawa's harsh climate, a well-

installed, high-quality vinyl window will serve you for decades before recycling even becomes a question.

When the time does come for replacement, ask your installer about responsible disposal options. A reputable
local contractor will be familiar with disposal and recycling options in the Ottawa area, and can advise on

manufacturers whose products have better end-of-life programs.

If sustainability across the full product lifecycle is a priority for you, fiberglass frames are worth considering — they
tend to have a better recyclability profile and are extremely durable. Happy to walk you through how the different

frame materials compare if that's helpful.

What actually happens to my old windows after they haul them away?

Great question — most homeowners never think about this, and the answer is more interesting than you'd expect.

The short answer is: it depends on the material, condition, and which company removes them. There's no

single universal process, but here's what typically happens to the different components.
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Vinyl windows (the most common type replaced in Ottawa) are technically recyclable, but the reality is mixed.
Vinyl (PVC) can be ground down and reprocessed into new products like fencing, decking, or lower-grade window
profiles. However, not every recycling facility in Ottawa accepts mixed PVC window frames, so some contractors
end up sending them to landfill. If this matters to you, it's worth asking your installer directly whether they have a

recycling arrangement with a facility that accepts vinyl.

Glass is where it gets complicated. Window glass is not the same as bottle glass — it has coatings (like Low-E),
gas fills (argon), and laminated or tempered layers that make it difficult to recycle through standard streams. Most
old window glass, especially double or triple-pane sealed units, ends up in landfill. Some specialty glass recyclers

exist, but they're not widely used in the residential replacement market.

Aluminum and wood frames have better recycling outcomes. Aluminum is highly recyclable and retains value as
scrap metal, so aluminum-framed windows are often stripped and sold to metal recyclers. Old wood windows, if
they're in decent shape, sometimes get salvaged — architectural salvage shops in the Ottawa area occasionally
take them, and some homeowners donate them through platforms like Facebook Marketplace before replacement
day.

In Ottawa specifically, some installers partner with waste haulers who sort materials at a transfer station rather
than sending everything to a single bin. If environmental disposal is important to you, ask your installer upfront

about their waste handling process — a reputable company should be able to give you a straight answer.

If you want to ensure your old windows are handled responsibly, you can also ask to keep them for a day or two
before removal to list usable ones for salvage pickup. For a free consultation on your window replacement project,
feel free to reach out to Ottawa Window Pros — we're happy to walk you through the full process from removal to
installation.

Which window frame material is actually the most environmentally friendly?

Fiberglass window frames are generally considered the most environmentally friendly option, followed
closely by wood frames from sustainably managed forests. The environmental impact depends on several factors

including manufacturing energy, longevity, and end-of-life disposal.

Fiberglass frames offer the best combination of environmental benefits. They're made from abundant silica sand
and recycled glass, require less energy to manufacture than vinyl or aluminum, and last 50+ years with minimal

maintenance. Their superior insulation properties (similar to wood) mean lower energy consumption for heating and
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cooling over decades. When they eventually need replacement, fiberglass can be recycled into new products.

Wood frames from certified sustainable forests are also environmentally excellent, as wood is a renewable
resource that stores carbon. However, they require more maintenance with stains and sealers over time, and the
manufacturing of these treatments adds to their environmental footprint. Quality wood frames can last 30-50 years

with proper care.

Vinyl frames are less environmentally friendly despite being recyclable. PVC production is energy-intensive and
releases harmful chemicals during manufacturing. While vinyl windows last 20-30 years and some components can

be recycled, the recycling infrastructure isn't widely available in Canada.

Aluminum frames have the highest manufacturing energy footprint, though they're highly recyclable. Their poor

insulation properties mean higher energy consumption unless they include thermal breaks.

In Ottawa's climate, the energy performance over the window's lifetime often outweighs manufacturing
concerns. A high-performance fiberglass or wood window that reduces heating costs for 40+ years typically has a

lower total environmental impact than a cheaper, less efficient option that needs earlier replacement.

For the most eco-friendly choice, consider fiberglass frames with triple-pane glass and look for ENERGY STAR

certification to maximize long-term energy savings.
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Are there window manufacturers using recycled materials?

Yes, several major window manufacturers are incorporating recycled materials into their products,
particularly in vinyl window frames and some aluminum components. This is becoming increasingly common as the

industry responds to environmental concerns and sustainability demands.

Vinyl window manufacturers are leading this trend by using post-consumer and post-industrial recycled PVC in
their frame profiles. Companies like JELD-WEN, Pella, and Milgard have developed processes to incorporate
recycled vinyl content while maintaining structural integrity and performance standards. The recycled content
typically ranges from 10-30% in quality vinyl windows, though some manufacturers are pushing these percentages
higher.

Aluminum window frames also commonly use recycled aluminum, which is one of the most recyclable materials
available. Aluminum can be recycled indefinitely without losing its properties, making it an excellent choice for
environmentally conscious homeowners. Many aluminum window manufacturers use 70-90% recycled aluminum

content in their products.

In Ottawa's climate, recycled-content windows still need to meet the same performance standards for energy
efficiency and durability. Look for windows with recycled content that still achieve ENERGY STAR certification (U-
factor 1.22 or lower for our Climate Zone 6). The recycled materials don't compromise thermal performance when

properly manufactured.

Fiberglass windows are another eco-friendly option, as fiberglass itself can be recycled, and some manufacturers
are beginning to incorporate recycled glass fibers. While less common than recycled vinyl or aluminum, this
technology is advancing.

When selecting windows with recycled content, ensure they still meet Ontario Building Code requirements and
carry proper warranties. For environmentally friendly window options, request a free quote through Ottawa Window

Pros and ask which manufacturers the installer works with on recycled content.

My old windows have lead paint - how do | dispose of them safely?

Lead paint on old windows requires special handling and disposal procedures to protect your family and

the environment. In Ontario, lead-painted materials are classified as hazardous waste and cannot go in regular
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garbage or construction dumpsters.

Safe removal and disposal starts with proper containment during the window replacement process. Professional
installers should use plastic sheeting to contain debris, wear appropriate protective equipment, and avoid methods
that create dust like sanding or dry scraping. The old windows and any contaminated materials need to be carefully

wrapped and labeled before transport.

In Ottawa, you have several disposal options for lead-painted windows. The City of Ottawa's Hazardous Waste
Depot at Trail Road accepts residential quantities of lead-painted materials free of charge - just bring proof of
Ottawa residency. For larger quantities from whole-house projects, you'll need to use a licensed hazardous waste
disposal company. Some window replacement contractors also handle proper disposal as part of their service,

which can save you the hassle of transport.

Never attempt to dispose of lead-painted windows in regular waste, burn them, or take them to standard
recycling centers. Lead contamination is a serious environmental and health concern, especially around children.

The lead can leach into groundwater or create dangerous dust particles.

For your window replacement project, discuss lead paint disposal with your installer upfront. Professional
window companies experienced with older Ottawa homes typically include proper hazardous waste disposal in their
guotes. This ensures compliance with Ontario environmental regulations and protects your family during the

installation process.

For replacing lead-painted windows, request a free quote through Ottawa Window Pros and ask the installer how

they handle containment and disposal.

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Ottawa Window Pros. It does not constitute professional
advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any construction or
renovation project. Information is current as of October 11, 2026 and may change. Visit ottawawindowinstall.ca for the latest
answers.
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