
Entering Limbo

1976

• January – Because Transport Canada assumes that the shelving of the airport will be temporary, 
little effort is made to protect or preserve the buildings on the expropriated site. Public Works
Canada calls for tenders for the sale and removal of 18 homes and 57 other buildings deemed unsafe
and unfit for rental. This TC policy is the start of decades-long constraints on the farming community
and other tenants who remain on the Lands. It also leads to ongoing, relentless neglect and eventual
demolitions, punctuated by the department’s repeated attempts to revive the airport plan.

• The Pickering Fire Department complains that half the fires in Pickering in the previous year were on
the airport and north Pickering sites and blames government neglect.

• May – Transport Minister Otto Lang announces that, without Pickering to relieve Malton, air traffic
will be diverted to Mirabel, overflying Toronto. He says that Malton will not be allowed new air carri-
ers for at least 5 years. Malton accuses MOT (formerly DOT) of stalling improvements to Malton to
create a need for Pickering. An MOT sub-group claims that Malton expansion would cost more than
building a whole new airport. Minister Lang supports the statement and insists on a new airport.

• July – A survey sent out to all Ontario travel agents by the Metropolitan Toronto Airport Review 
Committee (MTARC, secretly People or Planes) reveals a very high percentage of agents in disagree-
ment with Lang’s claims about Malton’s difficulties and the urgent need to divert traffic to Mirabel.

• Sept. 15 – The Globe and Mail reports that a government official has denied that Ottawa is “holding
back on Malton to justify the need for the shelved Pickering airport project.” He is reported to have
said that “the Pickering airport is dead and that high priority is being given to developing the most 
efficient use of Malton.” He appears to be a lone voice. 

• Ontario’s Ombudsman reports that Pickering area residents were cheated and misled by 
the government’s land agents.

1977

• Transport Canada (TC, formerly MOT) releases a Contingency Plan, warning that Malton (soon to be
renamed Pearson) faces fierce congestion and that urgent action is needed.

1978

• Transport Minister Lang tells the House of Commons that Malton will not be allowed to expand, and
halts a study into a fourth runway.

Timeline: 1976-2004
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1979

• Paper Juggernaut: Big Government Gone Mad, by veteran reporter Walter Stewart, is published 
by McClelland and Stewart. The book, on how north Pickering came to be an airport site, is a brutal 
exposé of political deviousness and lies, blinkered thinking, incompetence, and heartlessness.

“The secret files make it clear that, had the information 
available to the government at the time been made available to the public, 

Pickering airport could never have been started.” (p. 15)

• The People or Planes Committee issues a newsletter praising and promoting Paper Juggernaut (“the
truth is out!”) and also introduces “The Last Green Door,” an illustrated brief on POP’s proposed land
use plan for the expropriated airport and Cedarwood lands. “If we can protect 43,000 acres of prime
farmland long enough – it will save itself.” 

• October – Ottawa releases the Southern Ontario Multimodal Passenger Studies report, which 
reveals that “landbanking” the Lands for an airport was not the intention of the government before
1979 – although, in 2024, TC would claim it was. The intention had been to build an airport as soon
as possible. The report states that, with a few airport modifications and more terminal capacity, 
Malton would meet capacity needs until at least the late 1980s, and recommends for the first time
that the Pickering Lands and the protective zoning around them “be maintained to protect the long
range option for the development of a major airport at Pickering.” The report also cautions that
there are “limitations implicit in any long range forecasts of travel demand” and that new forecasts
show that passenger volumes “will be lower than previously estimated.” The Pickering airport issue
then fades (or is allowed to fade) into silence for half a decade. 

1983

• February – Transport Canada officials are quoted as saying that new forecasts show no need for a
third terminal at Malton until the 1990s.

1985

• Mar. 31 – The Auditor General’s report states that the Ministry of Transport should “develop and
disclose a clear plan for the use or disposition of idle land holdings such as those at Pickering, 
Ontario,” that the idle land “has an adverse impact on the financial performance of the Air Trans-
portation Program,” and that “the rental income is less than the interest cost on the funds that could
be realized by selling the land.”

• Ottawa’s Central Ontario Area Aviation Master Plan for 1985 calls for a third reliever airport, at 
Pickering, to handle Malton’s general aviation traffic up to the year 2000, after which the airport
would be expanded to become a major international airport by 2020.

• Ottawa’s Airport Authority Group treats a Pickering airport as a given but recommends selling 
half the total site acreage. Local MP Scott Fennell (PC) persuades Transport Minister Donald
Mazankowski to appoint a committee to study Pickering and to have Guelph University’s Ontario
Agricultural College inventory the lands. The Minister budgets $100,000 for the Guelph study of 
agricultural use, current conditions, potential, and sense of community. Three members of People or
Planes are appointed to a Pickering Airport Lands Revitalization Committee (PARC). 



• In Ste-Scholastique, meanwhile, where Mirabel has never been completed and is struggling, the 
federal government deeds or sells back to farmers over 80,000 acres of expropriated land.

1986

• June – PARC issues its report. It recommends that the government “maximize the agricultural 
potential [of the Lands] by establishing in cooperation with the municipalities an agricultural 
preserve, through private ownership by farming enterprises with the Crown retaining development
rights.” The remaining 10% (the Duffins Creek watershed) should become a conservation and 
ecological reserve.   

1987

• June – MP Scott Fennell announces that half the federal land will be sold.

• August – There is an outcry when Public Works offers 9,600 acres to Ontario and area municipalities 
instead of to former owners or existing tenants, as was recommended by PARC and as was done 
at Mirabel. Durham Regional Council weighs in with a majority vote requesting that Ottawa proceed
with airport construction. The ensuing uproar carries on for 18 months.

• Nov. 4 – The Regional Council of Durham votes to ask Ottawa to consider a general aviation airport
on 9,000 acres of the expropriated lands. POP fights back.

1988

• Jan. 21 – At a general meeting in a packed Brougham Hall, the following resolution by POP’s 
Committee was adopted unanimously:

“THAT those present here tonight, and the Groups they represent, will take all 
appropriate, inventive and courageous means to stop the destructive planning 
of green lands, and

THAT our aim is to reverse the Durham Regional Council motion to the Federal 
Government to proceed with any airport on Pickering/Markham lands at any time.”  

•Mar. 2 – POP points out to the Region that (a) Ottawa doesn’t own or operate any general 
aviation airports in Canada and (b) the impact on prime agricultural land for north-south and east-
west roads to accommodate transportation and utility services would not only be devastating but 
excessively expensive.

• Oct. 1 – From the Toronto Star: Federal Transport Minister Benoit Bouchard rejects a Metro Toronto
works commissioner’s recommendation that the Pickering airport lands be used as a landfill site for
the city. 

• Oct. 6 – From the Toronto Star: The farmland expropriated by the Province in 1972 for a new satel-
lite city to the immediate south of the airport boundary, and currently rented to farmers, is now
being planned as a new city called Seaton, with the government-owned lands being made available
for low-cost homes “to ease Metro’s housing shortage.” 

1989

• Mar. 15 – The new federal MP for the area, Rene Soetons, announces that the surplus federal land
should be available for sale by late 1990. However, nothing happens.  



• According to the Toronto Sun, the federal Transport Minister has declared that everything is being 
considered in the search for solutions for the overcrowding at Pearson, including a Pickering airport. 

• Durham’s Regional Chair, Garry Herrema, having already made his position clear on the airport issue
(“I’m fully convinced that there will be an airport there (Pickering), and the sooner the better,” 
(Pickering/Ajax Bay News, Feb. 8), now calls the airport lands “an agricultural slum.” (The Stouffville
Sun, Mar. 8).

• April 19 – From The Stouffville Sun:  Durham Regional Chair Herrema says that if the land isn’t used
for an airport it should be used for commercial purposes. “That land is never again going to be agri-
cultural land, it has to be developed one way or another.” He calls airport opponents “idealists rather
than realists.” 

1990

• Durham Region Chair, Gary Herrema, is quoted as saying that a Pickering airport is no ghost, it’s the
real thing.

1991

• Transport Canada releases an Environmental Impact Statement, declaring that the best medium-
term alternative for dealing with air-traffic increases in Toronto is to add three new runways at 
Pearson. However, TC immediately follows the Statement with an “Alternatives” document in which
Pickering again figures. 

1992

• The fine Bentley House in Brougham is granted federal heritage designation.

• Aug. 28 – TC draws up a “Plan Showing Pickering Lands 1992 Disposal.”  A total of 243 units of land
on the airport site are to be sold. They include lots all around the periphery, notably, those right
across the northern part of the site, including all of Altona, and those along the north side 
of Hwy 7, including all of Brougham. It is a tacit admission that the 1972 expropriation was far 
broader than required. 

1993

• Aug. 25 – Transport Canada news release: TC is “proceeding with the first stage of the sale of 
approximately 2,064 hectares of surplus land in Pickering.” Having been declared surplus in the 1992
federal budget, it will first be offered to provincial and municipal agencies. After 30 days, any land
untaken will be offered to current tenants and after that to the general public. The properties will be
sold at market value. Unbelievably, the news release also quotes then Transport Minister Jean Cor-
beil (our italics): “Providing tenants with priority will assist in maintaining the fabric of the commu-
nity that has been established on the Pickering lands in the 20 years since the land was acquired by
the federal government.” Minister, the acquisition destroyed the fabric of the community. 

• In the news release, the Minister also states that any decision to build an airport “will be taken 
following completion of the Southern Ontario Area Airports Study, which is under way.”   



• Aug. 26 – The Toronto Star reports that the sale of the surplus acres (almost a quarter of the expro-
priated lands) would bring the government something like $60 million. The Chair of a local group
called Committee for a Pickering Airport Community (C-PAC) has told the Star that “about 70 per cent
of the tenants on the airport lands could not afford to buy their properties ... many of them could be
out on the streets within five months. Hardest hit would be sole-support parents, seniors, the handi-
capped and marginal farmers.” An advocacy group, Save the Rouge Valley, suggested the lands be
turned over to park and other passive uses. In general, the government announcement generates
widespread anger and strikes fear into residents on the lands.  

1994

• Aug. 3 – TC produces a revised “Plan Showing Pickering Lands Disposal.” Now, just 238 lots are to be
sold. This plan is never acted on. 

• Oct. 18 – Former Ontario Premier William Davis states in an interview that People or Planes’ 
influence on his government’s decision to withdraw co-operation on the matter of Pickering airport 
was “substantial.” 

• Transport Canada announces a narrower federal government role in the airport system. Under a new
National Airports Policy, the federal government will no longer operate most airports, will lease the
major ones, and will transfer ownership of smaller ones to local authorities. 

• In Ottawa, the Southern Ontario Area Airports Study (SOAAS) is underway, so it’s possible that the
lot-disposal plans [see Aug. 3] were shelved pending the results of the study.

1995

• March – The Southern Ontario Area Airports Study (SOAAS) is completed and released. It makes no
specific recommendations but does indicate that, based on current traffic forecasts, Pearson would
reach its full six-runway capacity in the 2012–2025 time period. Transport Canada seems to view the
report’s conclusions as a green light for building a future airport, and gears up. 

1996

• Responsibility for developing and operating Pearson is transferred from Transport Canada to the newly
created Greater Toronto Airports Authority (GTAA), which will be headed by ex-Transport Canada 
officials for a number of years.

V.O.C.A.L. 

1998 

• Jan. – Roger Anderson, in his first speech as new Durham Regional Chair: “The dream of a Pickering 
airport is not only alive but it should become a reality and soon. ... businesses should get behind this.” 

• Jul. – Transport Minister David Collenette announces that the Lands will be officially designated for 
airport use. Transport Canada initiates regulatory action to protect the option of developing a Pickering



airport. The news provokes considerable concern in the area, as critics point out that the actual 
size of any future airport is as yet unknown. So is where its footprint will actually be. 

• V.O.C.A.L. (Voters Organized to Cancel the Airport Lands) is formed under the leadership of 
Claremont resident and businessman Stephen Frederick. A new wave of loud public protests begins.

• Aug. 1 – In the Canada Gazette, Transport Canada formally publishes its intention to declare the 
Pickering Lands an “airport site.”

• Aug. 12 – The GTAA calls “premature” the claims by Hamilton Airport officials that a planned new
runway extension there “will eliminate the need for an airport in Pickering.”

• Sept. 20 – The GTAA’s president and CEO, Lou Turpen, says that the GTAA needs to “do something
quickly” about getting a regional airport up and running in Pickering because of the uncertain future
of Buttonville Airport. Apparently, the GTAA’s plans are to replace both Buttonville and Oshawa 
airports with Pickering, and Turpen hopes that Pickering will be operational in time for the Summer
Olympics in 2008, if Toronto gets the nod – although he says 2006 or 2007 would be even better.
He’s just waiting for Ottawa to lease the site to the GTAA.

• Oct. 19 – It is standing room only as residents and members of V.O.C.A.L. pack Pickering’s Council
chamber to help councillors decide whether to accept or reject Transport Canada’s plan to 
designate the federal lands as an airport site. Many attendees line up to speak their minds before
Council. Not allowed to bring their protest signs into Chambers, they fill the air and litter the floor
with paper airplanes instead.        

• Oct. 20 – It is reported in the Toronto Star that Transport Minister Collenette “has assured Pickering
councillors that a new airport is not in the cards for quite a while” and that the federal government’s
own research has shown that Pearson “will be able to handle all local air travel at least until 2013
and perhaps for the next ‘15 to 20 years.’”

• Nov. 2 – The GTAA’s Lou Turpen concedes to the Toronto Star that, in light of the GTAA’s expansion
plans for Pearson, another airport facility may not be needed until 2040 or even 2050. This claim 
allows V.O.C.A.L. to point out that any move to designate the lands as an airport site is thereby
clearly premature, and that the regional and municipal governments of York and Durham must make
this point to the federal government. 

• Dec. 8 – It is reported in The Liberal that Durham Regional Council has asked Minister Collenette to
delay the regulatory designation until local stakeholders have been consulted on “how much airport
land is actually needed.” Regional Chair Roger Anderson makes clear, however, that the Region still
supports the airport.

1999

• March – A stakeholders’ forum composed of citizens and municipal, provincial, and federal govern-
ment officials is formed to work on a long-term path for the airport lands. V.O.C.A.L. is included.

2000

• Jun. 7 – Minister Collenette decides to hold off on designating the federal land in north Pickering 
as an airport site.   



2001

• Mar. 23 – Minister Collenette announces immediate action to “further protect the federally owned
portion of the Oak Ridges Moraine and areas around the Rouge Park as green space.

• April – Transport Canada advises “interested parties” that “in order to protect the property for 
possible future aviation requirements, the federal government has decided to proceed with the 
designation of the property as an ‘airport site’ under the Aeronautics Act.”   

• Apr. 5 – Transport Canada tasks the GTAA with “undertaking the interim planning work to enable the
federal government to determine” whether a “regional/ reliever” airport is needed on the Pickering
lands. As part of this initiative, the GTAA commissions ArupNAPA and Landrum & Brown Inc. to show
there is a business case for the new airport, which the GTAA would build and operate. 

• September – Transport Canada announces that 7,562 acres on the north and west sides of the air-
port site have been designated as Green Space in perpetuity – no great concession, as no airport 
construction was ever planned for those buffer areas. Land transfer, stewardship, and management
were to be “considered” over the following months. The plan is never formalized by Ottawa.

• Transport Canada issues many orders of “eviction for the purposes of demolition.” For the second
time (the first was in 1973), the Barclay family is ordered to leave Tullis Cottage, its ancestral home,
built in 1840. The demolition is scheduled. The Barclays fight back with a media campaign and assis-
tance from local politicians and historians – and win. Transport Canada allows the family to stay in
their home as long as they promise not to speak to the media for two years.

2002

• Jan. 24 – The Globe and Mail comments on Transport Minister Collenette’s claim that the Toronto
City Centre Airport in Toronto harbour doesn’t fit the government’s long-range plans; he would 
prefer to close the airport, given that TC plans to build a high-speed rail link from Union Station to
Pearson, leaving Pickering to take over the island airport’s regional flights. The GTAA’s Louis Turpen
says that officials of communities east of Toronto will soon start “drafting a plan for a single-runway
jet airport,” and it would be at least 2012 before a Pickering airport could be operational. Pickering’s
mayor, Wayne Arthur, is skeptical, pointing out that air travel is in decline.   

• Mar. 28 – A GTAA spokesman tells the Toronto Star that the idea that the GTAA is “planning and
building an airport here [in Pickering]” is a misconception. What they are really doing is looking at a
business case to see if an airport is needed and what kind it should be. “We have to make certain the
airport will generate enough revenues to pay for itself, and we don’t know yet whether Pickering
could do that.” He says that if they build an airport, it would likely be to accommodate general avia-
tion, replacing Buttonville and Oshawa airports, plus some overflow from Pearson (which is currently
expanding). Once renovations are completed (very soon) on the historic Bentley-Gibson House in
Brougham, the GTAA will open a Pickering Airport Site Office there.  

• September – ArupNAPA and Landrum & Brown Inc. submit their “Pickering Lands Airport Initiative: 
Financial Assessment Analysis” to the GTAA. Three scenarios have been studied. The analysts 
conclude that all three showed that “an airport on the Pickering lands was a feasible project and
could be funded from the usual sources available to the GTAA.” (Lorne Almack and Brian Buckles, 
of Green Durham Association (GDA), will later call the analysis “cursory,” and criticize its failure to
consider Hamilton airport’s potential, thus distorting the findings to make Pickering seem viable.)    



2003

• January/February – The GTAA reports in a bulletin that “a few hundred people” attended info 
sessions in the fall of 2022, and outlines a 2003 workplan that will involve “undertaking a number of
technical studies in preparation of a draft master plan. ... Public workshops over the coming year will
be limited to 30 people per session. If the GTAA receives the green light from Ottawa, “the earliest
that a general aviation facility could be operational is projected to be 2012.”

• March/April – Pickering presents the GTAA with the City’s Urban Design Award for its restoration 
of Brougham’s Bentley-Gibson House (now the site office). It is reported in the press that the 
renovation, which included a new roof, rebuilt chimneys, shutters, and front porch, in addition to
the restoration of parts of the interior, was completed at a cost of $600,000.  

• Jun. 24 – A letter from Transport Canada to participants at the series of open houses to explain the
Pickering Airport Site Zoning Regulations (PASZR), advises that the input from those meetings will be
posted on the TC website and will be reviewed by the Minister and the Special Committee of Council
prior to publication of the PASZR in the Canada Gazette. In short, public input will not stop the 
“enactment process” from going ahead. 

2004

• The GTAA submits a detailed Pickering Airport Draft Plan to Transport Canada. The plan is for a large 
3-runway “regional/reliever” airport on the site. The document not only includes 35 runway siting
configurations and a shortlist of the preferred six but also lists 53 specific roadworks and other trans-
portation upgrades that will be required to facilitate airport access.

• Transport Canada, clearly anticipating a go-ahead to build the airport, stops re-renting vacated 
properties on the site, foregoes revenue, and boards houses up. 

• Sept. 3 – The zoning regulations are passed, even though Pearson has been expanded after all and 
can expand again. A contemporaneous factsheet, source unknown, notes that “Transport Canada 
outlined once zoning is in place they have never not proceeded to build an airport.”

• Oct. 31 – Mirabel: Passenger flights cease. Only cargo flights are left. Mirabel is dubbed one of the
costliest white elephants in Canadian history. 

• Nov. 17 – The Greater Toronto Airports Authority releases to the public its Draft Plan to build and 
expand an airport in Pickering over the next 28 years, subject to an environmental assessment and
federal government approval. Ontario’s Minister of Housing and Urban Affairs, John Gerritson, goes
on record as saying that he thinks it is the wrong airport in the wrong place. 

• Nov. 19 – V.O.C.A.L. starts to get very vocal, with some 50 members demonstrating in front of the
GTAA’s site office in Brougham. The GTAA’s vice president, Steve Shaw, has just said: “The forecast
clearly shows there will be a demand over the next 20 or so years for a capacity Pearson can’t 
handle.” The first phase (two runways for general aviation and flight schools) is expected to cost
$250 million and to open in 2012. The plan is still subject to an environmental assessment and  
federal government approval. 

• Steve Shaw also says, about the phased-in approach: “The last thing we want to do is build an 
airport that will sit empty. You build what you need as you need it.” Premier Dalton McGuinty, 



meanwhile, is saying that he wants to see more details on how the region’s air needs would be met
by building Pickering: “One of the questions I’m asking is: What about the future of Hamilton 
airport?” 

Revised 10 August 2025


