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My name is Mary Delaney and I’m chair of Land Over Landings. We’re pleased to be able to address 

Council this evening on the motion concerning the Federal Lands. We’re hoping it receives unanimous 

approval. It’s important that we get answers from Ottawa on this issue.  

It’s also important for all of us to think very carefully about the ramifications of the federal government’s 

announcement of last June. 

Land Over Landings...  Our name pretty well sums us up. We aren’t against airports, but we are against 

airports that aren’t needed, and against putting airports (or any other kind of development, for that matter) 

on Class 1 agricultural land – the land that feeds us. 

In Durham Region’s current “Agricultural Strategy” we read that: 

The agricultural and agri-food industry in Durham Region is very productive and  

diverse and is vital to Durham’s economic health. It must not only be preserved,  

but enhanced […]   It is the mission of the Region to be one of the leading agricultural  

and agri-food areas in Ontario. 

And Regional Chair Roger Anderson has recently stated that:  

Agriculture was the foundation and is still the No. 1 employer in Durham Region.  

Those are important observations, and they deserve attention. We, in Pickering, are part of a mostly rural 

Region blessed with the best (and rarest) agricultural soil in the country. The Federal Lands are made up 

almost entirely of Class 1 soil. We should be doing everything in our power to protect this priceless, non-

renewable asset – not destroy it. 

In 1972, the Pickering airport plan was no more than a cynical political gesture. The documentation exists 

to prove this. No airport was needed here. The federal government simply decided that, if Montreal was to 

get Mirabel (which was to be the biggest airport in the world), then – to keep the peace – Toronto would 

have to get a big new airport too. Justification for choosing the Pickering site was manufactured after the 

fact. Again, the documentation exists.  



Fast forward to June 2013. We don’t pretend to know what spurred Finance Minister Flaherty to resurrect 

the long-dormant airport plan. But we do know there’s no more need for a Pickering airport now than there 

was in the ’70s. In fact, the arguments against it are stronger now than they were then. As for his plan for 

“economic development” in the area between the new Rouge Park and the proposed airport site, he 

categorically ruled out agriculture – even though the land is all prime farmland, and even though the City of 

Pickering will soon have extensive employment lands available in a big new town just across the road. The 

federal “economic development” plan – if there is an actual plan – would compete head-on with the City’s 

development plans for Seaton.     

Mr Flaherty cited the GTAA’s Needs Assessment Study Report as the basis for his airport announcement. 

But only by using Transport Canada’s inflated traffic forecasts could the Study show that another airport 

would be needed within the 25-year period under review. And it used a catchment-area model that skewed 

results to favour an airport east of Toronto. The economic meltdown of 2008 took place while the Study 

was underway. Air traffic volumes plummeted and are still in recovery. Yet the Study ignored the facts, 

stuck with the inflated forecasts, and based its findings and recommendations on them. Transport Canada 

has never acknowledged any of this.    

The whole Pickering airport issue is driven by the need to have an option in place by the time Pearson 

reaches capacity. But no one knows when that might be. Nor do we know what aviation will look like in the 

coming decades, as the world struggles to deal with the causes and grave consequences of rapid climate 

change. The International Civil Aviation Organization, representing 200 countries, has just agreed to enact 

a plan by 2020 to level off, or reduce, emissions. The only viable way to do so, at this point, is to tax airlines 

so heavily for their greenhouse gas emissions that further air traffic growth will be discouraged.   

Back to the Needs Assessment Study’s conclusions. The best the Study could do was suggest a “most 

likely” period – 2027 to 2037 – in which a Pickering airport might be needed. And it cautioned that those 

“most likely” dates were based on Transport Canada’s forecasts – and that different forecasts would 

produce different dates. Since 2007, when the Needs Study was launched, actual passenger volumes have 

been lower than those forecasts every single year. At the moment, they’re down about 5 million. Pearson 

International is running at just a little over half its stated capacity. Hamilton International is at just 3%. 

Waterloo International is at 2%! The next global crisis – and there tends to be one every few years – will 

cause air traffic volumes to drop once again. Clearly, no new airport is needed in the foreseeable future for 

the Greater Toronto & Hamilton Area. An unneeded airport here will harm our Region, not help it. 



Unneeded airports fail. Mirabel failed. Spain, India, the US: all have costly failed airports or are propping up 

failing airports with massive subsidies – in other words, with tax money. They’re called ghost airports. Is 

this what we want here? 

The motion to be voted on this evening rightly demands transparency and undertakings from Ottawa on its 

plans for the Federal Lands. We need to know what those plans are so that we in this City, this Region, the 

GTA, the Province can make informed decisions of our own on the matter. But because Mr Flaherty has 

ruled out agriculture, we already know that his plans won’t be in our best interests. If implemented, they 

would destroy Durham Region’s greatest asset – a non-renewable resource of critical importance that could 

be used to benefit every one of us. Mr Flaherty’s plan of commercial and industrial development, and an 

airport, would benefit only a very tiny number.  

Farmland isn’t just empty land waiting to be developed. It’s the land that feeds us. It’s more precious than 

oil or gold. With the Federal Lands as the foundation, Durham Region could be a powerhouse of food 

growing, food processing, food distribution and export, and everything food-related, generating revenue at 

every stage. Jobs from farming to retail to research could multiply and thrive here. They would be 

sustainable jobs, in a sustainable and rapidly growing industry with a huge and guaranteed market – the 

GTA and beyond. This market won’t shrink or disappear. We all need food. We will always all need food. 

And we won’t be able to count on importing it. There will be 2 billion more people on this planet within the 

next 30 years or so – causing a global food crisis of unprecedented proportions, in a world that can’t even 

feed its population today. We must protect farmland as if our lives depended on it – which they do. If a 

comprehensive agri-business plan were put in place here, Durham Region, as one of the GTA’s largest 

local food sources, could become one of Ontario’s most important and most successful regions. We 

already have the essential ingredient – the one ingredient that we humans can neither manufacture from 

scratch nor recreate at will: our priceless Class 1 soil.   

One of Land Over Landings’ objectives is to expose Ottawa’s plans for the Federal Lands for what they are: 

short-sighted, wasteful, and irresponsible. No Pickering airport, no new residential or industrial 

subdivisions, could ever guarantee long-term job creation and prosperity for the City of Pickering or for 

Durham Region. But a comprehensive agri-business plan would. As an agri-food hub, the City and the 

Region could create large numbers of healthy, varied, stable jobs, within an industry whose size and 

importance is growing and will continue to do so. These would be good, reliable, important jobs with a real 

future, offering lasting benefits.  Isn’t this what we all want?     Thank you. 


