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Looking for a sign of positive economic 
things to come in Drumheller?

Well, you might not see it if you’re 
just driving through, but you’ll hear it if you 
surf the FM radio waves in the world’s unof-
ficial dinosaur capital.

That’s because there’s a new radio station, 
99.5 Drum FM, on the air these days in the 
Alberta Badlands economic hub.

One new radio station employing a dozen or 
so people might not sound like a lot, but when 
you consider the fact advertising-dependent 
media outlets are struggling significantly in 
Canadian markets, a new radio station is a sure 
sign of economic health in a smaller communi-
ty. Especially a relatively small business centre 
that’s already home to an AM radio station and 
community newspaper publisher.

“We are the first FM station in Drumheller, 
and the response has been overwhelmingly 
positive,” said 99.5 Drum DJ Ryan Semchuk 
of the station that went on air April 26.

Clue to its success? “We play everything but 
country music.”

However, development these days is not 
limited to the airwaves in the Red Deer River 
Valley community of 8,000. While the local 
oilpatch is a little slower than it was 18 months 
ago, admits Ray Telford, Drumheller’s eco-
nomic development officer, the industry cer-
tainly hasn’t ground to a halt in the region. 
Neither has construction, particularly on the 
institutional end of things, where two major 
school projects – a new Catholic School and 
a refurbishing of the public high school – are 
proceeding.

The projects boosted Drumheller’s build-
ing permit totals to $24.5 million in 2008, and 
almost $17.3 million for the first three months 
of 2009. Those numbers include a 20-unit 
affordable housing apartment complex that 
will start welcoming residents in June, Telford 
notes.

While Drumheller went about two decades 
between construction of its last new apartment 
block and the current project, the drought 
appears to be over. Another 15-unit project is 

expected to move into construction stage this 
summer in Drumheller, Telford says.

Both buildings may eventually be home to 
an increasing number of hospitality industry 
workers in a community where the Alberta sta-
ples of agriculture and petroleum development 
are joined by tourism and manufacturing.

Tourism surge 
In fact, the economic downturn may just bring 
more Albertans to the warm valley community 
this summer, Telford predicts.

“We expect tourism to still be good in the 
region. People are making the short trips, and 
Drumheller is ideally situated for daytrips and 
the quick weekend trips, as well, so we’re look-
ing at a very good tourism season out here,” 
says Telford.

Less than 90 minutes from Calgary and 
three hours from Edmonton, Drumheller offers 
something different from Alberta’s mountain 
tourism desinations.

For starters, it’s home to the Royal Tyrrell 
Museum of Paleontology, an attraction 
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Change in the air

TOP: Ron Zuke, general manager of Drum FM: “positive response” to Drumheller’s first 
FM radio station. LEFT: Iconic dinosaur guards water park near downtown.  INSET: 
Realtor Bob Sheddy: new retail is concentrated along busy highways. 
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built in the 1980s that welcomes hundreds 
of the thousands of visitors each year. When 
it opened, Drumheller lacked the services to 
cope with all the tourists, but the tourism sec-
tor has grown significantly with the develop-
ment of several hotels and restaurants over 



the past 15 years.
There are no hotels currently underway in 

Drumheller, but developers are again looking 
at the city for expansion.

“We’re talking with developers that, three 
years ago, were busy elsewhere,” Telford 
says.

“Now with the downturn, we’re finding 
more of the people who were in Edmonton and 
Calgary are now trying to get projects started 
in the smaller communities.”

One of the things Drumheller lacks is a 
conference centre – a facility that could bring 
a group of 500 or so to the Badlands capital 
during the peak conference months. Telford 
notes a government study has suggested a 
centre with an additional golf course would 
be a good match for an undetermined location 
overlooking the valley.

Retail 
Drumheller has grown in prominence as a 
regional centre in the last several years, in part 
because of its larger stores drawing from a big-
ger geographical region.

Walmart opened its doors in 2006, and 
Canadian Tire and a large 24-hour IGA 
store were fixtures in the community for sev-
eral years before that. Extra Foods has also 
located in Drumheller, and Shoppers Drug 
Mart is opening a 12,000-square-foot store 
this year. Drumheller’s trading area extends 
east into Saskatchewan, and north, south and 
west for 50 kilometres or more.
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The cost of leasing retail space in the val-
ley community varies significantly, according 
to Bob Sheddy, broker/owner of Century 21 
Power Realty.

Sheddy says that while downtown retail 
space can be leased for anywhere from 
$6.50 to $7.75 per square foot, space along 
the highways that snake through the valley 
is considerably higher priced, in the $18.50- 
to $28-per-square-foot range. The difference 
reflects the traffic volumes on highways 10, 9 
and 56 that pass through Drumheller.

Sheddy says there’s no vacancy in buildings 
right on the highways, but space is available 
for an 18,000 to 28,000-square foot retail store 
in the local Co-op Mall between Walmart and 
downtown.

All the new space that came onstream in 
2008 is leased, Sheddy says, but there’s room 
for development of new service/retail build-
ings on the highways in town.

While major names such as Boston Pizza 
and many of the fast food giants are already 
in Drum, one Canadian icon – Tim Hortons 
– has yet to locate in the Badlands capital. It’s 
still being hotly pursued.

Industrial 
In terms of industrial space for lease, supply 
has kept up with demand, but there’s no glut 
of space.

“I don’t expect any new [industrial] con-
struction for 2009 or 2010,” Sheddy said. “We 
have a healthy industrial market right now. 
There is a stirring of activity. Smaller compa-
nies are selling to larger corporate companies, 
moving into larger spaces, and some large pri-
vate companies are reducing their lease space 
by 20 per cent to become more efficient.”

One 2,400-square-foot bay is avail-
able for lease, Sheddy says, and the City of 
Drumheller is selling serviced industrial lots 
at Rosedale (about 10 kilometres southeast 
of Drumheller’s centre) on Highway 10 for 
$75,000 per acre.

While Drumheller has long been a com-
munity served by a significant rail line, CN 
Rail wants to formally abandon its line 
through Drumheller that connects Calgary and 
Saskatoon. Telford says the community would 
like the line to stay for freight or perhaps be 
used for tourism trains, but that may be a los-
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ing battle.
Even without the rail line, businesses that set 

up in Drumheller that used the line aren’t in a 
big hurry to relocate.

W. Ralston (Canada Inc.) has a plastics 
manufacturing business in Drumheller that 
employs roughly 80 people. It was using the 
rail line to bring in material but now trucks it 
in from Calgary. Still, it has no plans to leave 
the valley community.

After more than two decades in Drumheller, 
Mike Conley, W. Ralston’s plant manager, 
sees Drumheller as a good place to do busi-
ness.

“I see it as a promising community in the 
future. I don’t plan on going anywhere and nei-
ther do we as a company. We’re happy here. 
We think it was a good move,” Conley said. 	
	 Conley’s upbeat sense on where Drumheller 
is going is shared by Ron Zuke, manager of 
the new 99.5 Drum FM station and its associ-
ated community Internet portal site.

“I think the company [Golden West Radio] 
saw the opportunity in Drumheller,” Zuke says, 
noting the broadcaster has a history of expan-
sion in larger Prairie towns and small cities.u

 

Drumheller, AB
Population 8,000
Trading area 35,000 to 40,000
Average detached house $195,000
Acre industrial land $75,000
Location 138 kilometres northeast  
of Calgary
2008 building permits $24.5 million
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