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REGIONAL ROUNDUP Red Deer lays claim to 7,500 acres and bold plan for ‘capital’ of central Alberta
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ant to locate your business in an
Alberta urban centre within 160 kilo-

Annexing the future

metres of more than two
million consumers?
Forget about Calgary
and all its corporate head
offices. Forget about the
capital city of Edmonton.
Instead, try Red Deer.
That’s right. Alberta’s
No. 3 urban centre — smack
in-between Alberta’s two
big boys — is the only city
on the Canadian Prairies
that can boast 100-minute
proximity to both of the
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region’s largest popula-
tion centres.

Yet, there’s a lot more to Red Deer than
location, location, location.

There are transportation and logistics advan-
tages, a well-trained labour force, a college that
offers everything from certificates to degrees,
and a city that’s planning to get even more in
touch with its natural parkland environment.

The building boom has slowed somewhat
in the city that straddles the Red Deer River,
but planning for a bright economic future cer-
tainly hasn’t.

In fact, the city is poised and waiting for
expected annexation approval of almost 7,500
acres of land in Red Deer County.

“The annexation itself is something that sets
the stage for future growth,” explains Howard
Thompson, the City of Red Deer’s land and
economic development manager.

It will primarily accommodate growth on
the city’s north and northeast ends, helping it
balance geographically, Thompson notes.

Growth in Central Alberta’s unofficial
capital has been steady and significant in the
last few decades, with Red Deer’s 2009 popu-
lation hitting 89,891, up almost 5 per cent from
just two years earlier.

Action plan

And while the recession has caused the region’s
unemployment rate to spike to 7.9 per cent, up
from only 4.3 per cent in August 2008, Red
Deer is still planning for an eventual popula-

tion of 151,000 residents only 22 years from
now and for a more vibrant downtown core.

A key step toward that is what’s known as
the Greater Downtown Action Plan and its
recent update.

The update sets out a vision for a greater
downtown, including its three distinct but
complementary districts: Railyards, Riverlands
and Historic Downtown.

While canals in the community core that
were envisioned by some only a couple of
years ago now appear unlikely, the approved
plan is big on water features and pedestrian
connectivity in the land on the west and north
sections of the city’s core next to the river.

It foresees development of higher-density
mixed-use residential projects, a major hotel
with convention facilities, plenty of gather-
ing space and opportunities for the arts and
entertainment in areas that have been home to
light-industrial uses for decades.

The opportunity for serious redevelopment
of lands along the river is occurring because
many parcels, including roughly a dozen acres
owned by the city for its equipment yards, are
being vacated.

Riverfront

Notes city councillor Cindy Jefferies, chair of
the Greater Downtown Steering Committee:
“This is the right time to take advantage of the
significant opportunities we have in our down-
town. Our city centre districts are perfectly

LEFT: Work continues on Executive Place office tower in Red Deer:
building permits have slowed but still reached over $94 million in
first eight months. ABOVE: Red Deer has rolled out plans for a mas-
sive redevelopment from the downtown to the Red River waterfront.

poised to lead with sustainable, high-density
riverfront development.”

While exactly what will happen with the
Riverlands and Railyards districts (the lat-
ter name comes from the former railyards,
now re-located far from the downtown core)
remains to be seen, the city is already putting
its money where its plans are into the historic
downtown.

A $21.3 million parkade is currently going
up above the existing city transit terminal,
and a revamped city hall and Red Deer Public
Library are in future capital budgets to the tune
of $73 million.

The RCMP — Red Deer is the largest Alberta
urban centre policed by Mounties — are mov-
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ing to anew downtown home and have already
opened a satellite police station in the city’s
north end. The existing downtown RCMP sta-
tion will be vacated, and its demise will open
up space for city hall and the library.

As well, the city has purchase an old hotel
site for redevelopment.

“We have about an 18,000-square-foot
development site available in the downtown
with downtown C1 zoning. Essentially what
we’re looking for is a higher-density mixed-
use building that potentially could have com-
mercial retail on the main floor, office on the
second and third floors and residential condos
above,” said Thompson.

Acceptingbids

“We do have a request for proposals out for
that at this time, but we’re also prepared to hold
it until the right proposal comes along.”

That approach — one where the city wants
the right development rather than just one that
might meet a land-use bylaw — is expected to
drive approvals and development in the down-
town.

The north and northeast sections of the city
will also be a major focus of future land servic-
ing work, particularly once land in the county
is formally annexed.

“We’re basically concentrating new invest-
ment on the northeast side of the city. We’re
ramping up to be investment-ready on the
north and northeast side.”

The overall price tag for major road and utility
trunk line development in the northeast, includ-
ing another bridge over the river, is $130 million.
However, the cash isn’t in place yet.

Residential
Unlike many larger municipalities, Red Deer
is actively involved in residential land devel-
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opment, and not just in redevelopment zones.
About one-quarter of residential land being
developed in Red Deer is owned by the city.
Lot prices in some of its new subdivisions
range from $116,000 to $246,000.

According to the Central Alberta Realtors
Association, the median price of a home in
Red Deer hit about $265,000 in August 2009,
down 2 per cent from a year earlier.

The residential rental vacancy rate increased
in the spring to 3.9 per cent, reports Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corp., which pegged
the rent of a two-bedroom apartment in Red
Deer at $858 per month.

Retail leases

If you’re looking to lease in Red Deer, there’s
storefront space available at rates 15 to 25 per
cent below 18 months ago, according to bro-
ker Ralph Salomons, owner/broker for Ralph
Salomons Commercial Inc. in Red Deer.

The market was very soft following the
stock market crash last fall, but has recently
firmed up, with new activity evident.

“In the last two months, we’ve had a turn in the
market, and the activity has increased significant-
ly,” Salomons said. “There are still some compa-
nies thinking it’s a good time to do things.”

He doesn’t expect prices to rebound. “I don’t
see prices climbing. It’s levelled off, and I think
it will continue that way for some time.”

The best retail space in Red Deer now goes
for an annual rent of around $22 per square
foot, Salomons said, with B-class in the $16-
to $22-per-square-foot range. Retail rents
declined less than industrial space after prices
peaked in late 2007 and early 2008.

Retail space along the city’s main north-
south commercial strip, Gaetz Avenue, is still
the most sought after, and there is a lack of
property on Red Deer’s south side.

Industrial

Industrial properties are a mixed bag right
now, thanks to some firms going out of busi-
ness while others are expanding.

“Musical chairs” is how Salomons describes
the industrial property shuffle still underway.
Lease rates are in the $10- to $12-per-square-
foot range for industrial shops. Construction
cost are down, and capitalization rates have
returned to the 8.5 to 9 per cent range, from
6.5 per cent last year.

As in other markets, credit is harder to find
than it was two years ago.

New city-owned industrial land is opening
up, such as new parcels in what’s known as
Queen’s Business Park, west of Highway 2/
the Queen Elizabeth I Highway.
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Population 89,891

Median house price $265,000
Unemployment rate 7.9 per cent

2009 building permits (January to
August): $94.1 million

Residential vacancy rate 3.9 per cent
Acres likely to be annexed from county
7,485

Land servicing is scheduled to be complete
in 2010, Thompson said, with city-developed
land priced from about $300,000 an acre to
$450,000 an acre, depending on the exposure
and location.

Finning sets up

While Red Deer’s pace has slowed in step with
the Alberta economy in the current recession, it
has picked up some key employers in the last
18 months: among them, Finning Canada’s
Centre of Excellence.

The company has taken over the former
Collicutt Energy Services location and has
centralized customizing and major retrofitting
work on Caterpillar heavy equipment. The
facility is Finning Canada’s primary facility
for new equipment preparation and employs
in the range of 300 to 400 employees.

Red Deer’s manufacturing base includes
agri-food processing, chemicals and petro-
chemicals, building products, heavy equip-
ment and information and technology.

Red Deer College (RDC) works directly
with the manufacturing industry at its Centre
for Innovation in Manufacturing at RDC.
Despite the 2009 slowdown, Thompson says
Red Deer’s business community hasn’t lost
confidence. Instead, it’s seeing opportunities
because of an ideal location in Alberta’s major
trade corridor.

“Folks are saying ‘This is giving us a chance
to breathe and catch up,”” he said.®
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