
The Federal Government’s Moral Duty 

 

On March 2, 1972, the Government of Canada announced the expropriation of 18,600 acres of 

rural land, mostly in north Pickering. Property owners, many of them farmers, were informed that 

their land was “required by the Crown for a public work” – in this case, an international airport 

for Toronto. This unexpected news, and the subsequent eviction notices, sent shockwaves 

through the community. In the half-century since, the trauma and sense of loss have not faded. 

And the victims – because that’s precisely how they felt and still feel – have never really 

recovered.  

There’s a reason for this. It was clear, almost from the outset, that the land seizure was 

unnecessary because a new Toronto airport was unnecessary. A grassroots movement, People or 

Planes, vigorously fought the airport plan until the Ontario government, a partner in the scheme, 

withdrew its support. In turn, the federal government shelved the project – but kept the land. 

That was in 1975. 

For the next five decades, the “airport lands” drifted in a kind of suspended animation. Boarded-

up houses deteriorated until they had to be demolished. Others were gutted or set alight by 

vandals taking advantage of the evacuated area. Only a scattering of people, all tenants, still lived 

on the lands, on monthly or yearly leases. Most of the barns had been bulldozed in the early 

days, so farmers (by then, all but one from outside the area) worked the fields on one-year leases 

that limited their options to cash-crop farming.  

The airport threat was revived in 1995, in 2004, and again in 2013 – but, in the face of 

intensifying protest and inconclusive needs-assessment findings, nothing happened. By 2013, the 

federal government had also come to realize that the airport site was unnecessarily large, and 

that there was growing pressure to create a national park to protect the adjacent Rouge 

watershed. A decision was made to designate half the expropriated land as national parkland, 

and in 2015 and 2017, those acres were transferred to Parks Canada to form and then expand 

Rouge National Urban Park (RNUP). It was a start. 

It took until January 27, 2025, for the government to finally cancel the airport project. The crowd 

that packed the venue in north Pickering to hear four Cabinet ministers confirm the decision 

erupted in deafening cheers. Nevertheless, the farmland remains at risk. Public consultations to 

guide Transport Canada’s decisions on the future of these lands are due to start in early 2026. 

Beyond allocating “high conservation value lands” to RNUP, the department says it will be looking 

at “potential land requirements for other federal projects or initiatives, and examining potential 

uses of the remaining lands, including residential and commercial development.” And therein lies 

a problem.  

Expropriation is authorised for public works or public purposes – nothing else – as laid out in the 

Expropriation Act of 1970. Any non-public use, even 50 years later, would constitute a breach of 



public trust and deliver yet another blow to those whose property rights were overridden in 1972 

for a vital “public work” that never materialised.  

Expropriation leaves the Crown with a moral obligation to deliver that public work for the public 

good, and not for the benefit of a few. “[F]ederal projects or initiatives,” unless agricultural, are 

highly unlikely to require prime farmland and unlikely to qualify as a public good. The same can 

be said for “residential or commercial purposes.” Both contravene the provisions and intent of 

the Act.   

Half of the “airport site” has already been protected within RNUP as a public good. Logic 

demands identical treatment for the (identical) remaining half. Protected within the Park and 

dedicated to agricultural purposes, this prime farmland would be able to feed Canada’s largest 

population base and beyond, far into the future. There can be no greater public good than this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See also: 

.  Class 1 Soil: A Strategic National Asset 

.  A Brief History of the Farmland of North Pickering 

.  The Best Possible Future for the Lands? Agriculture 

    

 

 

 


