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AFTER 50 YEARS, PRIME MINISTER TRUDEAU, IT’S TIME TO ...

... GROUND PICKERING AIRPORT FOR GOOD AND ADD THE
FEDERAL LANDS TO ROUGE NATIONAL URBAN PARK!
MARKING THE ANNIVERSARY

Phase #1: Op-ed, Globe and Mail, March 1

Fifty years ago today, in 1972, Justin Trudeau was a babe
in arms and his father, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott
Trudeau, was announcing the expropriation of a vast area
of North Pickering, Markham, and Uxbridge for an international airport that was never built and never will be.

It’s time to ground the Pickering airport
for good

Fifty years on, the world is a different place. That said,
some things don't change. 100% of us still need food. You
still can’t grow food on a runway. And North Pickering
has lived in the shadow of a threatened airport all those
years and for Justin Trudeau's entire life. Today we ask him
to remove the shadow, correct the historic wrong, and make
history – history we can celebrate – by cancelling the airport for good and transferring the rest of the Lands into
Rouge National Urban Park, to be protected for the benefit
of the generations that will follow us.
The pandemic has kept us from gathering as we have for
five decades to mark the fateful March 2 date. But the
50th milestone warrants particular attention, so we’ve
partnered with Wildlands League on a three-pronged
media campaign that calls on our Prime Minister to
cancel the airport and expand the Rouge.

Dr Yannick Beaudoin, David Suzuki Foundation; Cara Gregory,
Ontario Nature; Krista Long, National Farmers Union–Ontario

Excerpts: It’s hard to believe that half a century has passed
since Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s government
announced an international airport on Class 1 agricultural
land in North Pickering, Markham and Uxbridge – the second for the Toronto area after Pearson airport. Expropriating
the Pickering Lands for this purpose, however, came at a
devastating cost ... Even though the Pickering airport plan
was later thwarted by community and provincial opposition,
the federal government kept the land. Demolitions, and
subsequent limiting of leases to one-year terms ... left the
area paralyzed.
In response, for more than two generations, grassroots
groups ... have engaged in a protracted war of resistance
with Transport Canada .... Many others have joined the
fight, with groups like the National Farmers Union–Ontario
advocating for the protection of the prime farmland for current and new farmers, and Ontario Nature and Wildlands

League calling for the protection and restoration of
nature. The greatly reduced human presence over such a
long period has allowed flora and fauna to reclaim space
on the Pickering Lands, which are now an accidental
oasis in a vast sea of sprawl...
As the only national park to include farming, and the
founding pillars of nature, culture and agriculture, Rouge
National Urban Park is a potent example of the power
of protecting farmland and nature under law ... Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau has the opportunity to correct his
father’s decision and add the Pickering Lands to Rouge
National Urban Park. It’s time to do the right thing and
ground the Pickering airport for good.

Phase #2: Open Letter to the Prime Minister, March 2
The letter, developed by Land Over Landings and Wildlands
League, is signed by 58 individuals and organizations.
Abbreviated versions are appearing today as large ads (see
below) in the Toronto Star and the Ottawa Citizen.
Phase #3: Email Letter Campaign, March 2
Add your voice. Send a letter to the Prime Minister via
expandtherouge.org, telling him it’s time to protect the rest
of the Lands in Rouge National Urban Park. Copies will be
sent to Steven Guilbeault, Minister of Environment and
Climate Change, and Omar Alghabra, Minister of Transport.

WE WERE THERE: REFLECTIONS ON 50 YEARS
families with stay-at-home moms and 9-5 dads, from
Many of those who lived through the expropriations are
and back-to-the-land hippies to Bay Street business
artists
gone. Those who remain have one thing in common –
people
who commuted to homes in the country. Here are
they can’t believe it’s been 50 years. They were all kinds
just a few of the many who were affected.
of people, from multi-generational farmers to young

L-r: Charles Godfrey (centre) plans strategy with POP’s technical team; poses with
POP’s iconic sign; celebrates with POP members on Sept. 25, 1975; receives a
standing ovation after his speech at the 40th anniversary event in Brougham; and,
this year, makes a no-nonsense “No Pickering airport” video for the cause.

Charles “Doc” Godfrey, was a downtown Toronto physician whose North Pickering property was expropriated. He
became the charismatic leader of People or Planes, and an
elected politician. At the age of 94 he came to our 40th
anniversary event and passed on the torch to the little granddaughter of a POP activist as the crowd chanted “Foodlands forever, airport lands never!” “It’s the same enthusiasm

we had in our day,” he said. “It’s absolutely refreshing to see
there’s still people who get together and think they can
change what the government is going to do. That’s the
essence of democracy and it’s funny because it must be built
into the genes of people who live out here, they won’t lie
down.” Now 104, he’s still crystal clear on the issue: “It was
political baloney then and I say it’s still baloney!”

Paula Lishman and her late husband Bill had young kids
and were living a less traditional lifestyle as artists. They
were two of the driving forces behind many of POP’s
stunts, including the powerful 1972 funeral march on
Queen’s Park, the mourners bearing coffins of the
threatened communities and Mother Nature. Paula remembers the expropriation as trauma but is thrilled that “some
of the best arable land in the country has not been developed... What an opportunity!! This land could feed Greater
Toronto, or be a wonderful playground for urban folk to
enjoy the pleasures offered by a National Park.”

Janet and Jessica Robertson, mother and daughter, have
different memories but the same message. At the 40th event,
Janet said: “the suffering and the destruction are things we
cannot forget and yet we are not focussed on the past. We
now have an opportunity to stand as models for the entire
world in how to right a wrong.” Jessica reflects on her “hippie parents,” including her father, “Mike the Kite,” who
landed a hang glider on Parliament Hill. She calls it “a story
that is a historical wonder, a story of peaceful protest that is
as alive and relevant today – to Torontonians and Montrealers like me, wanting food security – as it was 40 years ago.”

“I hope that opposition to
this affront against common
sense eventually will be
nationwide, the largest
single protest movement in
Canadian history. It should
be. It can be.”
~ Scott Young, Canadian
journalist, 1972

On March 3, 1972, the evening
after the airport announcement,
dozens of residents crowd into
Melody Farm (aka Ever Green
Villa) on Brock Road, North
Pickering, to plan their response.

Local farmer Hugh Miller (right)
addresses the crowd. In front of
him, in the white sweater, is Bill
Lishman and, behind Bill, hands
clasped, is Jane Buckles. The
meeting will result in the formation
of People or Planes. And the rest,
as they say, is history.

It was.

Jane and Brian Buckles were stunned to see in the paper
that their house was being expropriated. Her parents were
in disbelief – first, at the fact that the government would
do this and, secondly, that Jane and Brian would dare to
fight back. But they did, with Brian going on to be a key
member of the POP technical team, and Jane creating a
book of her pen-and-ink drawings of heritage houses
(most of which have since been demolished) as a fundraiser for POP. At the time, they were newcomers to the
area and not close to their rural neighbours, who may even
have resented their arrival. “But we all became friends. In
many cases, life-long friends. We became a community
overnight.” She remembers the first meeting on March 3,
but says after that it’s a blur. “It was fun. And scary.”

Gord McGregor, our Honourary Chair, and his wife,
Myrna, were raising a family in 1972. Gord was a young
teacher and had just built an addition to his house. They
still live in the house but have done so as Transport
Canada tenants for almost half a century. Gord says he’s
“flabbergasted” that some politicians “still just don’t get it.
We have to keep these lands out of the hands of developers. It’s been long enough – too long.” He’s encouraged
that so many young people are taking up the torch, adding,
“I’ve always been hopeful.”

Land Over Landings

Because food is a
GROWING concern!

Jim Miller was at university in ’72. On March 3, the day
after the announcement, his father, Hugh, told a crowd of
more than 100 area residents packed into a neighbouring
farmhouse, that expropriation was just “a legal way of stealing ... It never was and never will be anything else.” Hugh
and his wife Elsie fought for six years to save their property
from expropriation, all the way to the Supreme Court – and
won! Today, Jim, our Research head, lives on Thistle Ha’
Farm, now a National Historic site. He is clear-eyed in his
assessment of the current situation: “Given the climate crisis
and the prolonged slump in the global aviation sector caused
by the pandemic, the rationale for any airport in Pickering is
gone. Ottawa decision-makers have little concept of the
economic and social devastation that their decisions have
inflicted on the local rural community over the past 50 years.
If they actually toured the Pickering Lands, retrocession of
the Lands to restore a prosperous farming community would
happen quickly.”

Dave Foote was farming his parents’ dairy herd, in Markham
Township, when that farm and his uncle’s were expropriated.
“I thought I’d live on that farm for the rest of my life.” Like
many farmers, he wasn’t involved with POP. “We were too
busy farming, and the POP folks were doing a great job, so
we left it to them.” Plus, like all the expropriated farmers,
they had to do the impossible – try to buy another farm with
equivalent soil, water, and access to markets. In retirement,
Dave visited Holland, where the government has set aside
land for young farmers who can’t afford to buy. “If they’d
done that here, I wouldn’t have felt so bad. I think I could
live with that.” He added that, if he won the lottery, he’d
“buy all that land back and turn it into a farm.”
So would we, Dave. So would we. What you’ve described
is so close to our hopes for the future of the Lands, once in
the Park. We’ve called our vision North Pickering Farms.
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