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COVER Long the king of cattle country, Lethbridge expands into sophisticated manufacturing

ethbridge is just a little out of the 
Alberta mainstream but central to its 
economy.

This quietly thriving city of nearly 80,000, 
an hour from the U.S. border and three hours 
from Calgary, doesn’t rise and fall with the 
price of oil. Agriculture, manufacturing, 
research and education are its economic main-
stays, and a 15-minute commute to work is 
only one of its lifestyle selling points. 

Irrigation and a warm climate encourage 
diverse crops in the fields around Lethbridge, 
from peas to sugar beets. This region, with 
one-sixth of the province’s arable land, pro-
duces one-third of its farm-gate sales. 

Lethbridge is in the heart of Alberta’s feedlot 
industry, which brings young cattle up to mar-
ket weight. The industry was hard-hit by the 
American ban on Canadian cattle after a few 
cases of BSE were discovered in Alberta. 

 

However, that dark cloud over the Lethbridge 
economy is lifting, according to local opera-
tors such as Jim Currie and Mac MacLean. 

“More than 90 per 
cent of feedlot opera-
tors now have the same 
amount of equity, or 
more, than they had 
pre-BSE, because of 
government programs,” 
said MacLean, who operates a feedlot for 
15,000 head of cattle. 

“Feedlots aren’t making any money as we 
talk, but it always goes in cycles. It’s down in 
just in the last few months, but you don’t make 
money 12 months a year in cattle,” MacLean 
said. 

A renewed American ban on older Canadian 
cattle is another challenge for the indus-
try, MacLean said. Cows have to be sold in 
Canada, at a price about $300 per head lower 
than the U.S. market is paying. 

“When the BSE crisis hit, this community 
really rallied in support of beef producers,” 
according to Cheryl Dick, CEO of Economic 

players include Canbra Foods (which produc-
es canola oil), Ellison Milling (flour), Maple 
Leaf Meats Inc. (pork products), Hostess 
Frito-Lay (potato chips) and Black Velvet 
Distilling Company (liquor). 

“We’re starting to see more value-added 
business derived from agriculture,” Dick said. 
“Canbra Foods did an $8 million expansion to 
its plant. And Monsanto, Dupont and Bayer 
Crop Sciences have all expanded their research 
facilities here. So the agricultural sector is 
attracting the interest of these multi-national 
corporations, and that’s good for keeping the 
foundation of agriculture strong here.” 

Lethbridge was a natural choice for the 
multi-nationals’ labs, because the city has 
long-established federal farm research insti-
tutes that employ more than 80 PhD-level sci-
entists among their staff of more than 500. It’s 
a talent pool not to be found in many other 
Canadian cities. 

Between the labs, the university, the junior 
college and high-tech plants like the Pratt & 
Whitney helicopter engine plant, Lethbridge 
has an unusually well-educated workforce. 
One-sixth of the people over the age of 19 have 
a university degree, and one-third have trades 
or other certification. 

 

As elsewhere in Alberta, there’s an ongoing 
quest for staff. “There’s a shortage of skilled 
and unskilled labour, but I don’t believe that 

Development Lethbridge. “Banks and many 
other businesses were prepared to support the 
producers, who had been their long-term cli-
ents. Many of the producers in this region have 
been doing this for two or three generations,” 

Dick said. 
City hall, the lo-

cal  heal th  region, 
Lethbridge Com-
munity College and 
the University of 
Lethbridge, among 

others, staged rallies and encouraged staff 
to buy halves and quarters of beef from local 
producers. “That not only rallied the spirits of 
people here but did have some financial benefit 
as well,” Dick said. 

The BSE crisis also demonstrated 
Lethbridge’s economic resilience. Other sec-
tors of this diverse economy helped keep the 
lights on, even though more than half of the 
city’s 275,000-person retail trading zone is 
farm-based. 

 

Food processing is an important part of 
Lethbridge’s manufacturing sector. Major 

Feedlot operator Jim Currie near 
Lethbridge: Hard hit during the BSE 
“mad cow” crisis, the cattle industry 
is now bouncing back. 
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 “The BSE crisis demon-
strated Lethbridge’s  
economic resilience”




