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COVER Stunned by collapse in resort projects in 2009, cautious spec builders test the Canmore market

Climbing out of a rocky year

DAVE HUSDAL
WESTERN INVESTOR

Three years ago, Canmore’s unem-
ployment solution was fairly simple:
show up at a construction site with a
willingness to work and someone would hire
you; show up on time each day for a week and
expect to be paid more. No trade skills? No
problem. Work and learn. Want a little over-
time? Count on it.

Such was the demand for skilled and
unskilled workers to help construct a seem-
ingly endless lineup of luxury condo and hotel
condo projects in the growing Alberta Rocky

Mountains resort town in 2006
and 2007.

Two years later, most con-
struction sites were either wind-
ing down or sitting boarded up.
There were bad jokes about
PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PwC) being the town’s largest
developer — bad because there
was a certain grim truth in them.
Indeed, PwC, the receivership

firm in a couple of prominent
local development industry collapses, sud-
denly controlled the fate of almost 1,500 acres
of land in the Three Sisters section of town
to go along with roughly half the space in
Canmore’s largest but unfinished hotel condo
project, the Solara.

PwC still controlled both as 2009 ended, but
there are definite signs that Canmore’s specu-
lative development industry is slowly moving
forward again.

New projects

Certainly there’s optimism that was sadly
missing in early 2009 — and one only needs
to talk to local developer Frank Kernick to
feel it.

Kernick, the man behind Canmore’s com-
pleted Eagle Terrace development and ongo-
ing Spring Creek Mountain Village (SCMV)
project, expects to be ramping up construc-
tion later this year with Spring Creek’s first
phase of a 24-unit luxury townhome develop-
ment known as Cambrian Streamside Villas.
Assuming market conditions don’t go south
again in 2010, a 56-unit condo project known
as Cambrian Mountain Lodge will follow in

spring of 2011.

Kernick has already completed roughly 150
units in SCMYV, a development in the centre of
Canmore that’s slowly consuming an existing
mobile home park and campground formerly
known as Restwell Trailer Park.

“We’ve really seen a big change in the
market in the last six months, both in terms
of resales in Spring Creek and Canmore, and
in the interest in Canmore,” says an upbeat-
sounding Kernick. The Canmore-born-and-
raised developer points to the decline in
properties for sale as a strong indicator things
are headed in the right direction.

“Before the recession hit we were already
up to over 450 properties for sale [in summer
2008],” he explains, noting that number was
pumped up to an extent by widespread specu-
lation.

The figure has since declined to fewer than
300, even with newly completed condos add-
ing to the 2008 inventory.

“No one has started a [condo] building in
Canmore in two years,” he adds. “I honestly
believe we’re going to be in a shortage of
inventory by about a year from now.”

ABOVE: Developer Frank Kernick ramps up
construction on 24-unit luxury townhome
project, with a larger condo complex in the
works. LEFT: Downtown Canmore: some say
receivership firm is now town'’s largest real
estate developer.

That’s partly because very few units will
come to market in 2010, the year after Canmore
building permit values sank to around $30 mil-
lion in 2009, an amount that’s less than one-
seventh the value of permits issued in 2007.

Lower inventory
“We’ve had an oversupply for the past two
years. We’re going to be in an undersupply for

WESTERN INVESTOR: 1-800-661-6988



AS SEEN IN THE WESTERN INVESTOR/FEBRUARY 2010

the next two years,” predicts Kernick. “From
fall of 2010 to fall of 2012, we’re going to be
in an undersupply.”

While Kernick may sound a tad optimistic,
other factors may well support his prediction.

Key among them is the uncertainty sur-
rounding the future of the undeveloped Three
Sisters lands formerly controlled by Three
Sisters Mountain Village ULC (TSMV),
which went into receivership early in 2009.

While some builders are ramping up to
restart mothballed projects on already sold
and subdivided parcels in Three Sisters, there’s
little undeveloped land left that isn’t tied up by
the receivership. Added to the mix is remaining
uncertainty on the delineation of wildlife cor-
ridors in Three Sisters and a testy relationship
between PwC and the Town of Canmore.

Land battle
PwC, and the long line of creditors it rep-
resents, threatened legal action to block a
Canmore development plan that set aside wide
tracts of land as a protected wildlife corridor
for elk, moose and grizzlies. Council subse-
quently voted to scrap the plan before it could
even be implemented. Mayor Ron Casey
doesn’t expect a replacement document to
come forward in the foreseeable future.
“Whether it’s a receiver taking you to court
or a new owner taking you to court, it really
doesn’t matter much. The result is the same,”
Casey says. “If we move forward with a new
[master plan] it will likely be an entirely new
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document.”

Canmore’s shift from a booming develop-
ment community ($420 million in new build-
ing permits for 2006 and 2007 combined) to
one in recession in 2009 was too much of a
slowdown, Casey says, but in the end, he feels,
it may benefit everyone, including recreational
property buyers who felt pressured to buy a
few years ago before prices skyrocketed fur-
ther.

Buyers’ market

Buyers likely won’t be facing that pressure
in the immediate future. “I think that price-
wise, we’re going to stay flat for most of this
year,” predicts local realtor Richard Greaves.
Some properties fell in value by as much as
20 per cent in 2009, but sales of resale proper-
ties picked up again after a disastrous 2008,
he said.

An average single-family house in Canmore
still sells for $758,000, but such homes
account for less than 37 per cent of the town’s
dwellings. Seventy-nine apartments sold for
an average price of $385,954 in 2009, a per-
square-foot cost of $375.

Greaves can see prices going up when sup-
ply becomes tighter. Most of the community’s
second homes are owned by Albertans who
visit often, rather than by foreigners.

And Albertans, it seems, are now optimistic
enough once again to be browsing for second
homes in Canmore, leaving developers like
Kernick optimistic. “The pre-sales will start
coming again in spring,” he predicts.

Public project

One of the municipality’s own projects will
certainly create construction jobs in 2010 and
2011. Council has opted to budget for con-
struction of the town’s long-awaited $39 mil-
lion multi-plex facility that could start this year
on Railway Avenue, one of the town’s main
commercial drags.

While Canmore’s permanent population
was still growing in 2009 — it increased by over
200 in 2009 to sit at 12,226 — non-permanent
residents as defined by the town’s census now
number 5,744. That figure has almost tripled
in the past decade.

Another silver lining to the recession: the
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Canmore, Alberta

Population 12,226

Average detached house price $758,000
2009 building permit totals $30 million
2007 building permit totals $220.6 mil-
lion

Acres controlled by receiver for Three
Sisters 1,495.

Book value of undeveloped Three Sisters
lands $169 million

Cost of a new Spring Creek townhome
$800,000 to $1.2 million

crash in the building sector made it easier for
longtime residents to find tradesman in 2009,
leading to more than $7 million in home reno-
vation spending.

As well, the Town of Canmore has been
looking at changes to its land-use bylaw, with
an eye on density bonuses, said development
planner Alaric Fish. But, he added “we’re also
looking at potentially having some employee
housing requirements.”

A developer thought to be in the purchaser
mix for the bankrupt Solara hotel condo proj-
ect — listed at $42 million — has also requested
a controversial land-use bylaw change.

“There’s an application to introduce what’s
called resort accommodation into the Bow
Valley Trail area, which would be a pretty sig-
nificant change, because it doesn’t limit the
occupancy stay to 28 days,” Fish explains. Such
a change would open the door to hundreds of
hotel condo units being available to permanent
occupation by second homeowners. ¢
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