The Best Future for the Lands? Agriculture!

In Critical Ground, the 2024 report by the Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture and
Forestry, the importance of protecting our soil is made explicit:

Recommendation #1: that the Government of Canada designate soil as a strategic national
asset. (p. 14)

Recommendation #2: that the Government of Canada support the development of a long-term
overarching strategy to protect and conserve soil throughout Canada and that this strategy
include targets, timetables, and provisions for review. (p. 14)

And then the warning: “We do not have another 40 years to protect and conserve soil. We
must act now.” (p. 16)

Which brings us to the future of the roughly 8,700 acres of mainly Class 1 soil in north Pickering.
It’s ironic, but had the federal government not expropriated the farmland in 1972 for an airport
that never happened, and had it not kept the land protected for 53 years after that, most or all
of this accidental oasis would be a sprawling stretch of subdivisions, shopping malls, and
warehouses.

Having twice evaded destruction (by urban sprawl, by airport), the Pickering Federal Lands now
face another threat. During Transport Canada’s public consultations on possible future uses of
the remaining expropriated land (the rest is already protected within Rouge National Urban
Park), our municipal government — and others too, no doubt — will be vigorously advocating for
the kind of future that the Lands have been saved from, so far.

For example, there appears to be zero willingness at Pickering City Hall to acknowledge the vital
importance of protecting our richest and rarest soil; zero willingness to accept that this
farmland, within Canada’s largest metropolitan area, must stay in active farming to supply the
growing GTA market into the future. Instead, they see it as a “once in a generation” opportunity.
They have launched a land-use review and economic study of this “project area,” with a focus
on “high growth potential” sectors such as industrial, commercial (office, retail), residential,
agri-food, advanced manufacturing, logistics, technology.... Agri-food is listed but, let’s face it,
just for show. Following the incursion of such operations with “high growth potential, ” there
would be little, if any, farming left on these Lands. While lip service is paid to “conservation and
agriculture”, both are labelled as “constraints” — barriers to economic progress.

It’s essential to clarify here that farming isn’t “just a guy in a field on a tractor.” What Pickering’s
decision-makers appear not to know is that the requirements for agricultural success are many,
complex, physically and intellectually demanding, and unique, and that farming is incompatible
with, and ultimately made impossible by, nearby residential, commercial, or industrial uses —
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none of which — we repeat, none of which — require the high-quality soil that farmers must have
if their crops are to grow, survive, and thrive.

The land uses that Pickering City Hall and others undoubtedly plan to promote would destroy an
irreplaceable natural resource, one that the municipality should be desperately fighting to
protect. Those land uses would disrupt and degrade nearby natural areas. They would put at
risk the ecological integrity of Rouge National Urban Park. And they would deprive our country
of a large and reliable food source. The soil on these Lands is an asset that other countries,
worldwide, can only envy.

Pickering’s prime agricultural lands have fed Canadians for generations, are still feeding us, and
are capable of continuing to do so for many generations to come — unless the decision is made
to sacrifice them on the lethal altar of urban sprawl and “high growth potential.”

We can't let this happen.

Our federal government can’t let this happen.
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