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REGIONAL ROUNDUP “Swan City” pumps millions into infrastructure as resource-sector spending slows

Grande growth plan

DAVE HUSDAL
WESTERN INVESTOR

ven in a recession, the signs of
E growth are pretty much everywhere

in Grande Prairie as the northern city
prepares for a recovery in natural gas prices
and forestry.

New buildings. Major public construc-
tion projects. Even work on a new highway
bypass.

In short, expansion is the story in Grande
Prairie, as local decision-makers try to bal-
ance the demands of growth with maintaining
a healthy community for 52,000 residents.

It is a challenge, but the City of Grande
Prairie is trying to meet it with significant
capital expenditures and add-ons to its oper-
ating budget.

Evidence of the latter showed up in early
September, as the city unveiled three new tran-
sit bus routes, a 60 per cent increase, to better
meet the needs of the community’s growing
workforce. Such expenditures are part of the
growth solution.

So are much more costly projects, such as
the new $119 million aquatics and wellness
multiplex currently under construction at the
south end of Grande Prairie. It will accompany
an existing arenas complex and two schools.

As well, the downtown Montrose Cultural
Centre opened this year at a cost of $34 million.
The centre is home to the new 37,400-square-
foot public library as well as the Prairie Art
Gallery and a 5,000-square-foot public hall.

Public spending

Public investment in northwest Alberta’s
leading community is evident in a quick scan
through the city’s building permits data. The
numbers reveal more than $143 million in new
institutional building started in 2008. That’s
greater than 40 per cent of the $317.3 million
annual total. Both institutional and commercial
building projects surged ahead of residential
activity last year.

Gas drills idle

Brian Glavin, the City of Grande Prairie’s
economic development specialist, doesn’t

Grande Prairie on the banks of the Peace River: natural gas power centre. New $119
millionrecreation centre is underway, indicative of public spending to improve city

amenities for a young population.

immediately jump to the “R” word when it
comes to the Grande Prairie economy. “It’s
been more of a correction here [rather than a
recession],” Glavin said. “It’s down to a more
normal pace. It’s not crazy here like back in
’05,°06 and "07.”

Yes, he concedes, the global economic
decline and serious problems with the United
States economy are having an effect.

“At current natural gas prices there isn’t
going to be much new drilling,” Glavin
acknowledges, noting a recovery in the U.S.
economy and higher demand for natural gas
are needed to move Grande Prairie back into
full boom. “That’s more or less going to dictate
the recovery here.”

Grande Prairie region’s other major resource
industry has also slowed down, though
the local forestry sector, with big players
Weyerhaeuser Canada, Canadian Forest
Products (Canfor Corp.) and Ainsworth
Lumber Company Ltd., hasn’t slowed as
much as gas drilling.

And forestry is more than ready to click into
high gear when market conditions change. For
example, Glavin points out, Ainsworth has a

high gear when market conditions change.
For example, Glavin points out, Ainsworth
has a $270 million oriented-strand-board plant
expansion ready and waiting to start operating
south of Grande Prairie when the U.S. housing
market recovers.

“The plant’s done and waiting,” he
explained, adding its operation will bring
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$270 million oriented-strand-board plant
expansion ready and waiting to start operating
south of Grande Prairie when the U.S. housing
market recovers.

“The plant’s done and waiting,” he
explained, adding its operation will bring
approximately 100 jobs with it.

Retail

Primary industries aside, it’s the service sector
that’s continuing to grow in what’s known as
the Swan City.

“One of the advantages of being in Grand
Prairie is that it’s more or less a service hub for
the rest of northwestern Alberta and northeast-
ern B.C.,” Glavin notes. “People come here
to do most of their shopping. You can’t go to
a store and not see B.C. plates because this
is where everyone comes with the tax advan-
tage.”

Grande Prairie is now well stocked with big-
box stores to go with a specialty retail sector.
Its trading area has a population in excess of
250,000, and it’s situated along the Alaska
Highway Route. Not surprisingly, much of its
new retail development is concentrated on the
western side of the city, making it even hand-
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ier for folks from Dawson Creek and Fort St.
John who trek to Alberta for more variety and
a provincial-tax-free zone. That beats driving
another 460 kilometres to Edmonton.

New retail outlets in the city in 2009 include
Pet Smart, Best Buy, the third-largest Rona
in Canada, a fourth Grande Prairie location for
Shoppers Drug Mart and a second location
for Work Wearhouse to go with Walmart
and Costco.

Local commercial realtor Tom Shields,
owner/broker of Tom Shields Realty Inc., said
the retail economy is doing well, with retail-
ers already absorbing 80 per cent of roughly
300,000 square feet of retail space brought to
the market in 2009.

“We’ve had quite a bit of retail space come
on the market in the last two years,” said
Shields. “The absorption rate has been ter-
rific.”

Shields said the downtown retail vacancy
rate has climbed from 3 per cent in 2008 to
about 9 per cent, while the rate in shopping
centres has doubled to 6 per cent.

Annual triple net lease rates for retail space
range from about $20 to $33 per square foot,
Shields said, with the lower end of the scale
more common downtown.

High incomes

There’s a reason to be optimistic as a Grande
Prairie retailer. The northwest Alberta hub has
an average household income of $110,300,
the 10th highest in Canada, and 38 per cent of
households earn $100,000 or more annually.
This translates into high discretionary spend-
ing.

Industrial
When it comes to industrial properties, the
Grande Prairie market has cooled consider-
ably, thanks mostly to what’s happening — or
not happening — in the local oilpatch.

Annual triple-net lease rates are now run-
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Grande Prairie, AB

Growth rate 2006 to 2009 6 per cent
2008 population 52,568

2001 population 35,000

Grand Prairie/county population 89,701
Average household income $110,300
Average detached house $275,500
Median age of residents 29.6 years

ning in the $12 per square foot range for new
properties, with rates in the $9 to $10 range for
older buildings.

Industrial shops in north Grande Prairie and
the Clairmont area north of the city are the pre-
ferred location for firms requiring large par-
cels, while the older Richmond Industrial Park
in the southwest quadrant of the city is going
through a bit of transition as some larger busi-
nesses move out for transportation and land
reasons.

Single-occupant shops have a vacancy rate
in the 4 per cent range, while that number is
closer to 6 per cent for multi-bay shops. In
some cases, Shields says, landlords with multi-
bay properties are looking at mostly empty
buildings — something that wasn’t the case a
few years back. Building activity has slowed
significantly, but not stopped, he said. ¢
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