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REGIONAL ROUNDUP Prime highway location, low taxes put Calgary ‘burb on radar of retailers, distributors

Airdrie now

DAVE HUSDAL
WESTERN INVESTOR

usiness is happening in Airdrie. Now.
B Not five or 10 years down the road,
but right now.

That’s a key message the City of Airdrie is
taking to investors these days with its Airdrie
NOW campaign, and it has the data to back
the message up.

The once-small burgh 10 minutes north of
Calgary now has roughly half the population
of Alberta’s long-established second-tier cities
— Lethbridge and Red Deer — and it’s grow-
ing at a phenomenal pace — a whopping 11.6
per cent between 2008 and 2009. This is about
three times the rate of Calgary, according to
the city’s most recent census.

Airdrie, with a population of 38,000, offers
location and a good labour market, plus a place
where employees can enjoy quality of life, lots
of local amenities and quick access to the big
city.

Given the ongoing construction of the ring
road project around Calgary and Airdrie’s
10-minute proximity to Calgary International
Airport, it’s reasonable to expect that Airdrie’s
transportation and logistics sector should con-
tinue to boom, particularly with the northwest
and northeast legs of the ring road opening this
fall.

“The ring road around Calgary, that’s cer-
tainly going to help, because it allows busi-
nesses to access western and eastern markets
that much quicker,” explains Kent Rupert,
the City of Airdrie’s economic development
team leader.

“Now it’s essentially five minutes from
Airdrie down to those east-west connectors.
It certainly helps with our business case.”

Ring road
The northeast and northwest sections of the
ring road opened November 2. The southeast
section should see traffic in 2011, though
the southwest section may still be a decade
away.

Airdrie’s highway access location was a
factor in Airdrie luring Costco Wholesale
Corporation a few years back.
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Airdrie plans annexation of 10,000 acres to handle one of the fastest population
growth rates in the country. INSET: New retail and industrial construction underway.

The retail giant established a 260,000-square-
foot distribution facility in northeast Airdrie in
2008. The building has the potential to expand
to 400,000 square feet on a site of 46 acres.
Costco created 100 jobs with the opening of
the centre.

“Transportation access was key to our
selection of Airdrie. We are loading 60 to 70
outbound trucks daily, so proximity to the
highway is essential,” said Max Lupton,
Airdrie’s Costco depot manager.

Lupton, a transplanted Chicago resident,
said that more than half of the Costco staff
now live in Airdrie.

Costco wasn’t the only large business to
move to Airdrie in the past two years to take
advantage of good transportation access and a
lack of business tax.

FortisAlberta, which operates over 60 per
cent of Alberta’s electrical distribution net-
work, moved into Airdrie’s southeast sector
in 2008, bringing roughly 300 office and field
jobs with it.

“The decision to move to Airdrie was an
easy one,” said Karl Smith, president of
FortisAlberta, in a testimonial on the city’s

economic development website. “It allowed
us to get out of the volatile leasing markets
in Calgary and put us closer to our custom-
ers. Once we got to know the community
though, we were impressed with the qual-
ity of the local labour force and the ease
with which we have been able to attract and
retain our workforce.”
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When it comes to shopping, you can get
pretty much find what you need in Airdrie
already — whether it be from large retail-
ers such as Walmart on the city’s south end
or Super-Store on the north end, or from a
wide array of long established businesses in
Airdrie’s downtown.

Alberta’s newest mega-mall, Cross Iron
Mills, located between Calgary and Airdrie at
Balzac, hasn’t had a significant effect yet on
Airdrie’s development, Rupert said.

Still, the new mega mall and other develop-
ments south of Airdrie between it and Calgary
in Rocky View County do pose a threat.
Costco, for example, will open a new store in
Rocky View, not within the city, said Airdrie
Century 21 realtor Ron Roberts.

“Airdrie’s going to be in competition with
Balzac pretty soon,” Roberts warns.

Industrial

Roberts said the slowdown in the economy and
land use regulations in the city have recently
reduced new development in Airdrie. On the
industrial side, there’s very little building on
spec, Roberts said, with most new buildings
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going up for owner-users.

Industrial space can be had for an annual
lease rate of $10 to $12 per square foot, and in
some cases as low as $8, Roberts said.

Airdrie industrial land sells for $600,000
to $650,000 per acre with highway exposure,
and $400,000 to $450,000 per acre without it,
Roberts said. Commercial land for develop-
ment is priced in the $900,000 to $1 million
range and hasn’t come down much in the
recession, he added

Retail space

Realtor Michelle Jones said commercial
properties are definitely leasing. For exam-
ple, the city’s recently refurbished downtown
Towerlane Mall, with rates in the $15-t0-$35
per-square-foot range, had fewer than six spac-
es remaining at the end of September, down
from 23 last year, Jones said.

The Airdrie NOW campaign is aiming to
attract additional businesses in four sectors:
advanced manufacturing, transportation and
logistics, professional services and environ-
ment technologies. The last of those four
already contains a variety of recyclers, includ-
ing small businesses such as Vitreous Glass, a
company headed by Pat Cashion.

“We looked around for suitable industrial
sites and found the City of Airdrie was very
aggressive on selling us on moving here.
Among those selling points, certainly not the
only one, was the absence of business tax,”
Cashion said.

Keeping the future looking good is a goal
for city officials such as Jeff Greene, Airdrie’s
planning director.

Greene notes the city is in the midst of
reworking its municipal development plan
(MDP), to be unveiled in 2010. A re-worked
land-use bylaw will also follow in 2011 — one,
the planner said, will be a little more carrot and
less stick for the development community.

Notes Greene: “We took off our height
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Okotoks &
Airdrie, AB
Population 38,000

Growth rate 11.65 per cent from 2008

to 2009

New businesses added per month 51
Building permits 2008 $160.9 million
Building permits 2009 (Jan-Sept) $148.6
million

Commercial lease rates

$15 to $30 per square foot

Average resale single-family house price
$330,000

restrictions [downtown]. We also changed
our MDP last year to increase density require-
ments. Our minimum used to be five and a half
[residential] units per acre. The minimum is
now seven, with no cap.”

Greene said the city is pursuing growth
through talks with Rocky View on another
annexation, the last one occurring in 2003.
Greene said talks have started to allow Airdrie
to annex another 10,000 acres of land to the
east, north and west — enough for 50-plus
years of growth. Said Green: “Our forecast
is suggesting more conservative growth,
more in the traditional 5 to 6 per cent range
for Airdrie.”
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