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REGIONAL ROUNDUP Grande Prairie has audacious plans to meet future needs as population nears 50,000
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hile the spectacular economies
of Calgary and Edmonton have
dominated much of the press
coming out of Alberta, Grande Prairie has qui-
etly become one of the province’s real success
stories.

Located about 450 kilometres northwest of
Edmonton, in the midst of some of the most
varied landscape and industry in Western
Canada, Grande Prairie is expected to soon hit
the 50,000 population mark.

And this has Mayor Wayne Ayling both
excited and concerned for the future of his
city.

“The city of Grande Prairie has been expe-
riencing boom-like growth for the last four to
five years,” he said. “People who haven’t been
here don’t understand the extreme pressures
we are under. People always talk about Fort
McMurray, but Grande Prairie is experiencing
a similar escalation of population, and this has
resulted in an increased need for community
facilities and other types of infrastructure.”

These growth pressures can already be felt
in the community’s facilities.

The rental vacan-
cy rate in the city
is now estimated
at 0.2 per cent, and
at the Stampede
Campground just outside of town, up to 60
people seeking permanent space are being
turned away each week. Already 75 people
have made the campground their permanent
home. The women’s shelter is full, not just
from those seeking help, but from those look-
ing for a place to stay.

“We have reached capacity at many of our
community recreation and cultural facilities,”
said Ayling. “A proposed recreation master plan
lists tens of millions of dollars of recreation
projects that can be supported. As the business-
es in Grande Prairie expand, they need people,
and people need cultural and social services,
and they need roads, water and sewer. That’s
the challenge we face.”
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“There are more four-year-
olds than 65-year-olds.”

R

i {5

BT

} ‘t«, 2

R AR
n ‘u l ..

[ A R ?
Wi S 0 P ) =
2ud 5 i g

A new NAIT college campus is among the major projects planned in the young, fast-
growing city: Said the mayor: “People don’t understand the pressures we are under.”

Grande Prairie dates back to 1880 when
the Hudson’s Bay Company opened a trad-
ing post in the area, though it wasn’t until
1910 that the area experienced major expan-
sion when “Grande Prairie City” was first
subdivided.
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Today, Grande Prairie is a major hub that ser-
vices forestry, agriculture, oil and gas, health
care, and the service industry.

“The Grande Prairie region has arguably
Alberta’s most diverse economy,” said Ayling.
“We do have oil and
gas, but forestry is
vital and agriculture
is huge. There are
more arable acres
in the Peace River region than there are in the
entire province of Manitoba.”

Grande Prairie’s trading area transcends
provincial boundaries, said Vince Vavrek,
first vice-president of the Grande Prairie
and District Chamber of Commerce.

“It extends well into northeast B.C. and
northwest Alberta,” he said. “My estimate of
the trading area population is approximately
200,000. Being a trading hub, we have a lot of
big-box stores and we’re also quite rich when
it comes to art and culture.

“Anyone who left Grande Prairie five or 10
years ago probably wouldn’t recognize the
place now.”
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Recent commercial development in the area
includes the arrival of major retailers such as
the Brick, X/S Cargo and Giant Tiger.

The one problem retailers are facing is a
severe labour shortage. While “help wanted”
signs dot the city, some fast-food restaurants
have trouble finding workers at even $16 per
hour.

Ayling identifies tourism as another hot
sector in Grande Prairie’s economy, noting
that about 300,000 people visit the area each
year.

Grande Prairie is fast approaching
Drumheller as the dinosaur capital of Alberta.
Discoveries of remains in the area have led







