Class 1 Soil: A Strategic National Asset

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), a specialized agency of the United Nations,
estimates that 33% of the Earth’s soils are already degraded, and over 90% could be degraded by
2050. This is grave news, as 95% of our food comes from the soil, and the world’s population
relies on this soil, not just for food, but also for water purification and climate regulation.

Last year, 153 winners of the Nobel Prize and World Food Prize signed a letter carrying a stark
warning that we ignore at our peril: “We are not on track to meet future food needs. Not even
close.”

We Canadians may be living in the second-largest country on the planet, but a mere 6.7% of our
soil is suitable for agriculture, and about 0.5% of it qualifies as Class 1. Most of our Class 1 soil is
in Ontario, yet in Ontario we're losing 319 acres of farmland every day to urban expansion —an
unacceptable situation. In a country with a rapidly growing population, on a planet whose
agricultural soil is being degraded at an unprecedented rate, and with our food supply chains and
our climate becoming increasingly unstable, these scary statistics should send shivers down
everyone’s spine. Not least because farmland loss is irreversible.

All levels of government must work to protect our productive farmland, our most precious asset.
In the case of the Class 1 soil on the Pickering Federal Lands, whose future is at stake, the
Government of Canada needs to make a swift and clear decision to protect it.

The 1972 expropriation of these thousands of acres of prime farmland, for an airport that was
never built, was followed by decades of limbo under federal government ownership. During 53
years, the farmland was inadvertently preserved: 18,600 acres of our highest quality soil (per the
Canada Land Inventory). Soil that is capable of producing over 200 different agricultural products.
Rich farmland that lies adjacent to Canada’s largest market for fresh, diverse, and reliable food.

The need to ssave our farmland — and not just this farmland — comes through loud and clear in
the 2024 Senate Report, Critical Ground: Why Soil Is Essential to Canada’s Economic,
Environmental, Human, and Social Health:

As we stand on the dawn of a new era defined by environmental challenges and
agricultural innovation, the importance of soil health in Canada has never been more
profound. [...] Soil is, and always has been, more than mere earth beneath our feet; it is
the lifeblood of our nation’s growth, sustenance, and prosperity. (p. 6)

Soil is as critical as the air we breathe and the water we drink. [...] The Government of
Canada should designate soil as a strategic national asset. [...] To protect and conserve
farmland soil throughout Canada, the committee heard that all levels of government —
federal, provincial, territorial, municipal — should work together to plan agriculture into,
and not out of, communities. (pp. 12, 13, emphasis added)



Recommendation 1: [That] the Government of Canada recognize a sense of urgency and
act accordingly. We do not have another 40 years to protect and conserve soil. (p. 16,
emphasis added)

On March 1, 2025, the Honourable Senator Rob Black, the author of Critical Ground, celebrated
the cancellation of the airport project and called for the safeguarding of these lands:

“We need to protect our farmland. Someday — and | worry about this — someday we’re
going to wake up and realize we can’t feed our province, let alone our country or the
world.”

The federal government has an unparalleled opportunity, right here, right now, to protect this
prime farmland that it already owns. It has the ability to put these rich and rare soils to their
highest and best use — agriculture — within Rouge National Urban Park. And it has an obligation to
do this for the common good.
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