
GROWTH IN THE

OR THREAT?
OPPORTUNITY

CALGARY REGION:

PETER MCCAFFREY

14 SEPTEMBER 2021



2

ABOUT THE 
ALBERTA INSTITUTE



3

The Alberta Institute is an independent, libertarian-minded, public policy 
think tank that aims to advance personal freedom and choice in Alberta. 

Founded in 2018, we work to develop and promote solutions to a wide 
range of municipal, provincial, and federal public policy issues in a strictly 
non-partisan way. 

Our solutions are informed by our belief in a free and open society built on 
individual rights, private property, peace, voluntaryism, free markets, free 
minds, free trade, free movement, self-ownership, and reason. 

We promote these beliefs through a wide variety of activities and actions, 
including research, data analysis, publications, newsletters, advocacy, 
events, conferences, and more. 

The Alberta Institute’s work is funded by thousands of small-dollar donors 
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Regional planning in Alberta has always been controversial, with 
significant swings between systems of more and less top-down 
centralized control happening in cycles throughout the last century.

The most recent set of proposed changes to planning in the Calgary 
region, however, are the most radical ever proposed and would 
significantly re-shape the nature of the entire Calgary region.

Yet, until now, these proposed changes have proceeded through the 
bureaucratic process with virtually no public scrutiny of the potential 
impacts and harms of the proposal.

In 2015, the then newly-elected NDP government announced the 
creation of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, a new board 
designed to control planning and development issues for the entire 
Calgary region.

This board effectively acts as a fourth layer of government on planning 
and development issues, requiring almost all planning and development 
matters proposed in the Calgary region to be approved not just by 
the local municipality in which the project is located, but also by the 
regional board as a whole.

Despite claims that the board is based on cooperation, the ten member 
municipalities are being forced to participate in the organization, they 
cannot leave, and the voting system of the board effectively gives a 
veto to the City of Calgary on every issue.

Each member municipality has one vote on the Board, but any 
decision must be approved by not fewer than two-thirds (i.e. seven) 
of the municipalities, and – crucially - the two-thirds of the members 
voting for any proposal must also represent at least two-thirds of the 
population of the region.

While it may or may not have been intentional, the two-thirds majority 
requirement is certainly convenient for those who pushed for this 
system, as it means that the seven urban municipalities on the Board 
can always outvote the three rural municipalities on any issue, while 
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the two-thirds population requirement means that Calgary holds a veto 
over every single vote, as the two-thirds population threshold cannot 
be met without Calgary voting for a proposal.

In effect, this puts Calgary politicians and bureaucrats in charge of 
planning and development for the entire region, as without Calgary’s 
approval, no plan or development can go ahead.

With this organizational and voting system in place, the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board has moved ahead with designing and 
implementing a new Growth Plan for the Calgary region.

At a very high level, the Plan is designed to help the region figure 
out how to accommodate the significant population growth that the 
Calgary region is expected to experience in the coming decades.

But the Growth Plan does much more than this.

Around the world, many regions have introduced growth management 
plans in an attempt to address issues of regional concern, including 
infrastructure, transportation, environment, housing, and more.

Generally, the idea of an all-encompassing, top-down, centralized 
regional plan rests on the claim that such a top-down approach will 
lead to more effective and more efficient planning and growth.

It is understandable, if one accepts the argument that government 
regulation and planning by bureaucrats can lead to more efficient 
outcomes, that one would therefore assume that more government 
regulation and control would provide that more efficient planning and 
growth.

However, there is very little evidence from anywhere around the world 
that this is the case.

This is perhaps best demonstrated by the way that the Growth Plan is 
described by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board themselves.
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Even the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board themselves do not 
attempt to claim that more centralization, more rules, more regulations, 
and more control will lead to better outcomes.

In fact, they don’t even claim that the Growth Plan includes more 
centralization, more rules, more regulations, and more control, even 
though it obviously and objectively does.

Instead, throughout the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s 
documents, public statements, website, consultation process, and the 
Growth Plan itself, the emphasis is placed on cooperation, collaboration, 
coordination, and “mutually-agreeable” ideas.

Unfortunately, the reality is that the Growth Plan implements the exact 
opposite of its stated aims. 

According to its creators and proponents, the Growth Plan is designed 
to address a wide range of problems that are, in their opinion, 
associated with or caused by this future population growth and, in 
particular, the competitive nature of how this growth has occurred in 
the past.

These concerns include land use, water, infrastructure costs, 
transportation and transit, housing, and more, and the central planners 
behind the Growth Plan believe these issues would be better addressed 
by forcing the municipalities in the Calgary region to cooperate rather 
than compete.

This conflict between competition and cooperation is at the core of the 
disagreements and conflicts around the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Growth Plan, and this is perhaps no better encapsulated than by the 
very idea of forced cooperation that lies at the heart of the Growth 
Plan.

Rather than merely permitting cooperation between municipalities as 
claimed, the creation of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board and 
the implementation of the Growth Plan actually forces Calgary and the 
surrounding municipalities to cooperate on many issues, even when this 
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goes against the wishes of the municipalities and their residents.

Requiring municipalities to cooperate even if they believe it is against 
their and their residents’ interests to do so is bound to lead to less fair 
and less equitable outcomes for the whole of the Calgary region.

The entire Growth Plan is based on the philosophy that a small group 
of people, in this case bureaucrats and city planners - particularly in 
Calgary - can do a better job planning and managing population and 
employment growth than the free market can.

In the full report, we show how the Growth Plan will not achieve the 
land, water, transportation, housing, and environment goals it claims to 
be designed to achieve and, even worse, how it will cause significant 
social and economic harm in the process.

We also assess the economic impact of the Growth Plan, especially 
given the tough economic climate Calgary is already facing.
One might think, then, that now would be the perfect time to reduce 
red tape and regulation, streamline processes, relax stifling rules and 
restrictions on new investments, and start getting the Calgary region’s 
economy going again.

In fact, the current Alberta government has repeatedly stated that their 
core focus is on reducing red tape and unleashing Alberta’s economy 
and they have put significant effort into achieving this goal in many 
other policy areas.

Yet, when it comes to regional planning they have, so far at least, 
permitted the exact opposite to continue.

Rather than reducing red tape and regulation to get the Calgary 
region’s economy going, in almost every policy area the Growth Plan 
goes in completely the other direction and essentially centralizes 
planning decisions for the entire region.

All types of development – single family houses, row houses, 
apartments, shopping malls, retail stores, manufacturing, warehouses, 
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agricultural services, and more – will now have to be approved not only 
by the local municipality but also by an unelected board dominated by 
the City of Calgary.

The entire concept underpinning the Growth Plan rests on the idea 
that top-down central planning is the best way to run a region and 
its economy and that urban planners – and in particular the City of 
Calgary’s urban planners – best know what each plot of land in the 
region should be used for.

Thrown out the window is any concept of the free market, individual 
choice, property rights, competition, and, frankly, basic economics.

This dramatic centralization will impose a series of significant direct and 
indirect costs on the economy of the Calgary region, none of which are 
considered by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board in their Growth 
Plan.

These costs include the millions of dollars spent creating and operating 
what is effectively a fourth level of government, the significant costs to 
Calgary businesses, residents, and the economy as a result of this extra 
bureaucracy, the dramatic costs that would be incurred by projects 
being reduced, relocated, or cancelled under the Growth Plan, as well 
as indirect and intangible costs.

While it is extremely difficult to quantify the exact direct costs to the 
Calgary economy of some or all of these developments being scaled 
back, relocated, or even cancelled entirely, even a very conservative 
estimate suggests it would have an incredibly large impact.

Even if we take only the most conservative cost estimates and apply 
these estimates to just three of the Area Structure Plans that are likely 
to not go ahead under the Growth Plan, we can get a feel for the size of 
the impact of these development restrictions.

The North Springbank Area Structure Plan was projected to include 
approximately 6,500 units of housing, the South Springbank Area 
Structure Plan was projected to include approximately 4,000 units of 
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housing, and the Elbow View Area Structure Plan was projected to 
include approximately 7,000 units of housing.

Combined, these three developments alone would include about 17,500 
units of housing which would represent about 42,000 jobs, $3 billion in 
wages, and almost $5 billion in lost investment to the Calgary region.

We also examine the potential impact of more indirect costs 
attributable to things like increased construction delays, risk, incentives, 
and a lack of competitive advantage in Calgary in the future.

Overall, we find that the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s 
Growth Plan would implement a system that would be worse for the 
environment, less effective and efficient, harmful to the economy, and 
more expensive for citizens.

Instead of regulating what kind of housing can be developed 
and where, the focus should be on promoting cooperation where 
cooperation makes sense and competition where competition makes 
sense.

The Calgary region’s problems are not unsolvable, but doubling down 
on the policies that created the problems in the first place will only 
make them worse.

To fix the Calgary region’s challenges we must remember that both 
competition and cooperation have important roles to play.

Growth is not a threat to the Calgary region that needs managing in a 
top-down centralized manner, rather, it is an opportunity that should 
be allowed to flourish in a free, open, and competitive market-based 
system.
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The Calgary region has been one of the fastest-growing North 
American metropolitan areas over the past half-century.

This growth is set to continue, with the region expected to grow from 
1.6 million people in 2018 to 2.6 million by 2053 – a million additional 
people in just 35 years.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Growth Plan that is the focus of 
this report is the conclusion of years – if not decades – of work that 
has gone into creating a ‘growth strategy’ to help the Calgary region 
accommodate this growth.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Growth Plan is being designed by the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, a collection of ten municipalities in 
the Calgary region, and has now been submitted to the Government of 
Alberta for approval or rejection in the coming months.

But is the Growth Plan the right way forward for the Calgary region, or 
will it hold the region back in the coming years?

According to its creators and proponents, the Growth Plan is designed 
to address a wide range of problems that are, in their opinion, 
associated with or caused by this future population growth and, in 
particular, the competitive nature of how this growth has occurred in 
the past.

These problems include land use, water, infrastructure costs, 
transportation and transit, housing, and more, and the central planners 
behind the Growth Plan believe these issues would be better addressed 
by forcing the municipalities in the Calgary region to cooperate rather 
than compete.

This conflict between competition and cooperation is at the core of the 
disagreements and disputes around the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Growth Plan, and this is perhaps no better encapsulated than by the 
very idea of forced cooperation that lies at the heart of the Growth 
Plan.
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Despite claims by the Growth Plan’s authors, the purpose of the Plan is 
not to introduce cooperation between the region’s municipalities.

In fact, cooperation between municipalities was not only already 
permitted prior to the introduction of the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Board, but also actively encouraged and widely practiced across the 
region.

Municipalities in the Calgary region were already cooperating on many 
issues – when all parties believed such cooperation was of mutual 
benefit to their municipalities and their residents.

But when, depending on the issue or context, municipalities believed 
it made more sense to compete, they also competed amongst 
themselves.

Rather than merely permitting cooperation between municipalities as 
claimed, the creation of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board and 
the implementation of the Growth Plan actually forces Calgary and the 
surrounding municipalities to cooperate on many issues, even when this 
goes against the wishes of the municipalities and their residents.

Requiring municipalities to cooperate even if they believe it is against 
their and their residents’ interests to do so is bound to lead to less fair 
and less equitable outcomes for the whole of the Calgary region.

It’s also profoundly undemocratic and runs counter to individual rights – 
particularly the property rights of the residents of these municipalities.

Worse yet, this move from voluntary cooperation to forced cooperation 
will not solve the very problems the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board 
and the Growth Plan were designed to fix.

The end result of the Growth Plan will be higher taxes and higher fees, 
more regulation and red tape, increased housing and infrastructure 
costs, less efficient delivery of utilities and services, and worse 
environmental outcomes for the entire region.
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There are far better ways to accommodate future population growth 
in the Calgary region than via a top-down, centrally controlled regional 
growth plan that violates the values that made Alberta what it is today 
– individual freedom, personal choice, fiscal responsibility, property 
rights, and a free market built on competition, rather than government 
diktat.

This report will endeavour to illustrate the many problems with the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region’s proposed Growth Plan, while outlining 
an alternative approach that would actually achieve the beneficial goals 
of the Growth Plan without harming the economic performance and 
democratic representation of the region.



20

III. HISTORY



21

The history of planning in the Calgary region is a history of tension 
between top-down central planning and organic development based on 
market demand and consumer choice.

The first planning bylaws were established in Calgary in 1904, but these 
rules were incredibly high-level and basic.

As demand for development increased, land prices in the City 
skyrocketed.

A provincial municipal affairs department was first created in 1911, 
followed by regulations for managing subdivided land in 1913.

In the 1920s, special interest groups lobbying against the display of 
billboards in rural communities led to the introduction of the Town 
Planning Act of 1929, in which municipalities were given the ability to 
declare how land is used via zoning.

The economic fallout of the 1930s curbed interest in restricting land 
use, as the focus turned to fixing and growing the economy rather than 
regulating and controlling.

By the late 1940s, however, oil and natural gas discoveries had helped 
improve the economy significantly, and opposition to regulation 
diminished again as affordability became less of a priority.

Population growth and industrial needs also prompted the 
implementation of the Town and Rural Planning Act of 1950, which 
consolidated the power of municipalities and created district planning 
commissions.

Development in Edmonton also significantly affected the Calgary 
region over this period of time, as the provincial government reacted to 
development issues in Alberta’s other major city.

In the first half of the 20th century, Calgary and Edmonton had 
gradually annexed urbanizing fringe areas without much concern and 
by 1950, the Calgary area had a population of 129,000 people, while the 
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Edmonton area had a population of nearly 160,000.

But this all began to change in the early 1950s, when Strathcona 
County announced a plan to develop the town of Sherwood Park, 
close to Edmonton’s city limits – much to the opposition of the City of 
Edmonton.

In 1956, in response to Edmonton’s concerns, the Province appointed a 
“Royal Commission on the Metropolitan Development of Calgary and 
Edmonton”.

The commission recommended an official policy that came to be 
known as the ‘UniCity’ policy that suggested all urban and suburban 
growth be annexed into Alberta’s two largest municipalities and that 
the surrounding suburban municipalities should cease to exist.

At the same time, the Province also appointed regional planning 
commissions, which had the sole authority to approve new subdivisions 
outside the boundaries of the two major cities.

By 1963 these commissions were composed entirely of delegates from 
the two cities’ municipal councils, meaning that, in effect, Calgary and 
Edmonton were able to pre-annex new areas of their regions and force 
them to conform to their standards and policies before they were even 
officially annexed.

This approach caused a significant amount of controversy in rural and 
exurban areas.

Surrounding urban municipalities had unwanted services imposed on 
them, while many rural areas experienced significant challenges trying 
to implement one-size-fits-all zoning standards that were either too 
dense or not dense enough, depending on their circumstances.

Overall, the main concern was a loss of democratic control for residents 
in those municipalities who felt the development of their community 
was now being directed by politicians elected in Calgary and 
Edmonton, while their own elected officials in their own communities 
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were powerless.

In 1977 the Planning Act was passed, consolidating power with these 
planning commissions even further, though the provincial government 
retained approval rights over these regional plans.

By the 1980s, challenging economic conditions once again forced a 
change.

Low oil prices saw many municipalities, and the provincial government 
themselves, cut funding to the planning commissions which, 
combined with lasting concerns about a loss of democracy in smaller 
municipalities led to a trend away from top-down centralized control, 
which continued into the 1990s.

Ralph Klein - himself a former Mayor of Calgary - and his new 
government finally addressed these concerns by effectively scrapping 
both the UniCity policy and the regional planning commissions entirely 
between 1993 and 1995.

This greatly limited the control that Calgary and Edmonton were able 
to impose on their regions, and this change was further cemented when 
the Klein government chose to replace the Municipal Government Act 
in 1995.

The new version of the Act, together with the abolition of the Alberta 
Planning Fund established a system of voluntary municipal cooperation 
where individual municipalities became responsible for engaging in 
intermunicipal development planning. (Taylor et al. 2014).

These changes meant regions could continue to work together 
voluntarily, but no individual municipality would be forced to do so if 
they didn’t think it was in the best interests of their residents.

Initially at least, Edmonton and Calgary took two very different 
approaches following the abolition of mandatory regional planning 
commissions were very different.
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While municipalities in the Calgary region focused on negotiating 
arrangements amongst themselves, in the Edmonton region the 
municipalities got together and formed the Alberta Capital Region 
Forum between 1994 and 1995.

The Alberta Capital Region Forum was designed to provide “stable 
intermunicipal planning environment through the development of a 
Regional Accord” and to have “land use planning services… coordinated 
at a regional level.” (LeSage et al. 2004).

In perhaps a premonition of what would later happen in the Calgary 
area though, the region-wide arrangement in Edmonton faced 
significant challenges, as a number of municipalities dropped out of the 
organization or refused to join entirely. 
 
Their refusal was based specifically on concerns over cost, Edmonton’s 
outsized influence in the organization, and the approach to growth that 
was being taken. 

In 1997, unable to find broad agreement in the region, the Alberta 
Capital Region Forum changed its name to the Alberta Capital Region 
Alliance, adopted a one-municipality-one-vote model, and dropped its 
emphasis on planning to instead more generally promote the economic 
development of the region (LeSage et al. 2004).

In 1999, following in Edmonton’s footsteps, the Calgary Regional 
Partnership was formed by the City of Calgary and the surrounding 
cities, towns, and other municipalities under a voluntary model to 
facilitate regional planning and growth.

Almost as soon as the voluntary model was established, however, the 
political lobbying to make the organization compulsory resumed.

In 2005, the Calgary Regional Partnership began nearly five years 
of consultation and study to form a regional plan for the area, which 
became known as the Calgary Metropolitan Plan.

Despite this long consultation process, when the first draft of the 
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Calgary Metropolitan Plan was released at the start of 2009, the draft, 
and the Calgary Regional Partnership itself, faced significant criticism 
and disdain from many of its member municipalities.

In March 2009, the Municipal District of Bighorn No. 8 withdrew 
from the Calgary Regional Partnership, primarily citing a lack of 
infrastructure connectivity to the rest of the region (MacLean 2010).

In June 2009, Rocky View County, the Municipal District of Foothills 
No. 31 and Wheatland County left the Calgary Regional Partnership 
because the City of Calgary was going to be given a unilateral veto 
over all other participant municipalities on every issue that would come 
before the Partnership. 
 
The City of Calgary had already indicated it intended to use this veto to 
control density, growth, and dispute resolution processes (Ostermann 
2014).

In December 2011, the Town of Crossfield left the Calgary Regional 
Partnership over concerns that the body was becoming an unnecessary 
fourth layer of government, on top of the existing federal, provincial, 
and municipal layers. 
 
Crossfield Councillors who voted to leave the Partnership also 
expressed the same concerns that had been heard from the 
municipalities that had left in earlier years.

One in particular noted:

“Regional governance and forced regionalism was really compromising 
our autonomy, and we were not willing to put at risk our autonomy, no 
matter how much of a security blanket they were offering us.” (Pollock 
2011).

In 2013, High River left the Calgary Regional Partnership citing the 
same concerns that the body was becoming an expensive fourth 
layer of government, though it later rejoined in 2015 because of water 
management disputes with the surrounding municipalities (Vigliotti 
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2013) (OkotoksOnline 2015).

Finally, the City of Airdrie expressed concerns about the organization’s 
lack of tangible results and operating costs and sent the Partnership a 
letter in December 2014 indicating its desire to leave the body unless its 
concerns were addressed (Smith 2014).

While the Calgary region argued over the relative power of the City of 
Calgary in their agreement, the Edmonton region managed to work 
reasonably well and in a cooperative manner for ten years.

The Edmonton arrangement began to fail, however, as soon as the 
City of Edmonton tried - and ultimately failed - to impose its preferred 
growth and development agenda on its neighbours.

Just as had happened in Calgary, as long as municipalities were willing 
to work together collaboratively, and agree to disagree when they 
differed, the arrangement worked.

But as soon as the major city in the region attempted to impose its will 
on surrounding communities, things began to fall apart.

Instead of working out their differences with the municipalities that 
opposed their agenda, the City of Edmonton instead called on the 
Alberta government and Premier Stelmach to compel the surrounding 
communities to fall in line.

Premier Stelmach obliged and the Capital Region Board – essentially 
controlled by Edmonton - and its Growth Plan – essentially written by 
Edmonton – were introduced and all Edmonton region municipalities 
were forced to join in 2008.

As soon as the City of Calgary saw how the City of Edmonton had been 
able to convince the Province to give Edmonton effective control over 
their region, the City of Calgary wanted in on the action too.

The City of Calgary made it extremely clear that they wanted the same 
deal and began advocating for the Calgary Municipal Partnership to 
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be made compulsory and for the Province to allow their own Growth 
Plan to be imposed on the Calgary region by law, just as Edmonton had 
been permitted to do (Smith 2015).

The pressure to implement a mandatory regional system in Calgary 
grew over the following years, in particular with the election of Mayor 
Nenshi in Calgary. 

Since their respective election wins in 2010 and 2013, Calgary Mayor 
Naheed Nenshi and Edmonton Mayor Don Iveson have both repeatedly 
called for the Province to give them new revenue tools, city charters 
and new municipal planning powers – including more control over their 
regions.

The 2010s saw what can only be described as a slow but steady 
wearing down of the Province over time. 
 
Calgary and Edmonton officials slowly but surely lobbied the Province 
and successive Ministers of Municipal Affairs softened and became 
more amenable to granting both cities more power.

After Mayor Nenshi proposed that Calgary receive 15 new powers to 
tax and levy its citizens, the then Minister of Municipal Affairs, Doug 
Griffiths, signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the City of 
Calgary and the City of Edmonton in June 2012 to create a timeline 
for the adoption of new powers for the cities (Fildebrandt 2012) 
(Memorandum 2012).

In January 2015, another Minister of Municipal Affairs, Diana McQueen, 
met with Calgary-area municipalities to discuss “legislat[ing] the growth 
plan, including creating a growth management board or legislating the 
CMP under the South Saskatchewan Regional Plan.”

Finally, in September 2015, Alberta’s then newly-elected NDP 
Government did what the planners, municipal politicians, and 
bureaucrats had long been waiting for and announced that the Calgary 
region municipalities would be forced to join a Growth Management 
Board.
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The NDP proceeded to amend the Municipal Governance Act in 2016 to 
replace both the de-facto form of regional planning that existed in the 
Calgary area and the legislated regional planning system that existed 
in the Edmonton area with provincially mandated Growth Management 
Boards.

At the end of 2017, the voluntary Calgary Regional Partnership was 
disbanded, and the compulsory Calgary Metropolitan Region Board 
came into effect on January 1, 2018.
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The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board was first conceived, at least 
in its current incarnation, in late 2015 by the then newly-elected NDP 
government.

The Board was legislated for in the provincial government’s Modernized 
Municipal Government Act, which was introduced in May 2016.

The NDP, when introducing the Act justified the creation of the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board and an equivalent in Edmonton by claiming 
that:

• Alberta’s large urban areas were running out of land;
• Alberta’s large urban areas were running out of water;
• Alberta’s cities couldn’t keep pace with the demand for new 

infrastructure; and
• Alberta’s cities had a housing affordability crisis.

They claimed that only cooperation could solve these problems and, 
crucially, that this cooperation could only be achieved by forcing every 
municipality in the two regions to participate in these Boards.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board consists of ten municipalities in 
the Calgary region:

• City of Calgary
• City of Airdrie
• City of Chestermere
• Town of Cochrane
• Town of High River
• Town of Okotoks
• Town of Strathmore
• Rocky View County
• Foothills County
• Wheatland County (a portion of, adjacent to Calgary)

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s legally mandated responsibili-
ties include: 
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• Ensuring environmentally responsible land-use planning, growth 
management and efficient use of land;

• Developing policies regarding the coordination of regional 
infrastructure investment and service delivery;

• Promoting the economic wellbeing and competitiveness of the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region; and

• Developing policies outlining how the Board shall engage the public 
in consultation

The Board is required to fulfill this mandate by first developing a 
Growth Plan for the Calgary Region and then, after statutory plans 
are approved by member municipalities, evaluating whether each of 
these plans complies with the region’s Growth Plan or not, and either 
approving or rejecting these plans.

Based on the established public positions of existing members, and the 
Board’s actions to date, development plans that align with the ideology 
of the Board and will, in their opinion, help to address the ‘growth 
challenges’ the Board has identified will be approved, while those that 
don’t, won’t.

The Board argues that these challenges have been made worse by 
competition between cities and that, therefore, the Growth Plan is 
required to allow cities to cooperate instead.

In fact, the Board very heavily emphasizes the idea of collaboration and 
cooperation to address these challenges, going so far as to establish 
collaboration as the first of five values of the Board.

However, to be clear, participation in the Board is not voluntary for 
member municipalities; it is compulsory.

In reality, Alberta’s municipalities already cooperated on many issues 
prior to the introduction of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board.

They only did so, however, when all municipalities involved in such a 
cooperation decided that it would be of mutual benefit for both of the 
municipalities and for their residents.
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They also sometimes competed with each other when, depending on 
the issue or context, they believed it made more sense to compete.

Rather than merely permitting cooperation between cities, the creation 
of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, its mandatory nature, and 
the imposition of the Growth Plan forces the municipalities in the 
Calgary region to cooperate even when they don’t believe this is the 
correct approach and/or it goes against the wishes of their representa-
tives and residents.

This is not an accident or an unintended consequence of the creation of 
the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, it is the very reason why the it 
was created.

Under the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board model, each municipality 
sends one representative – who must be an elected councillor of the 
municipality – to represent that municipality at meetings of the Board 
and to vote on their behalf.

But, unlike what might be assumed by all the talk of cooperation, 
decisions of the Board need not be unanimous.

In fact, each member municipality has one vote on the Board, but any 
decision must be approved by not fewer than two-thirds (i.e. seven) 
of the representatives, and - crucially - the two-thirds of the members 
voting for any proposal must also represent at least two-thirds of 
the population of the region, as seen in Section 5 of the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board Regulation:

(2) If a decision of the Board is to be made by a vote, the decision 
must be supported by not fewer than 2/3 of the representatives from 
participating municipalities that collectively have at least 2/3 of the 
population in the Calgary Metropolitan Region.

(3) Subject to section 2(5), if a representative is not present for a vote 
of the Board, or abstains from voting, the representative is deemed to 
have voted in the affirmative.
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While it may or may not have been intentional, the two-thirds majority 
requirement is certainly convenient for those who pushed for this 
system, as it means that the seven urban municipalities on the Board 
can always outvote the three rural municipalities on any issue, while 
the two-thirds population requirement means that Calgary holds a veto 
over every single vote, as the two-thirds population threshold cannot 
be met without Calgary voting for a proposal.

In effect, this puts Calgary politicians and bureaucrats in charge of 
planning and development for the entire region, as without Calgary’s 
approval, no plan or development can go ahead.

The compulsory nature of the Board, combined with a voting system 
that gives almost complete control over the region to Calgary has led 
to much controversy and conflict between the member municipalities, 
just as happened last time compulsory regional planning was imposed 
in Alberta.

To be clear, many of the problems identified by the Growth Plan are 
legitimate issues that should be addressed by municipalities in the 
Calgary region and, perhaps if there were significant reason to believe 
that a compulsory Metropolitan Region Board would actually be able to 
address the challenges identified by its proponents at its introduction, 
that might be worth the trade-off in local democracy, competitiveness, 
and choice.

But, ultimately, despite the claims that were made by politicians when 
the Modernized Municipal Government Act was introduced, and 
despite the mandate of the Board, there is no evidence that any of 
these problems have been or will be solved by the implementation of a 
Growth Plan.

Worse yet, a move from voluntary cooperation to forced cooperation 
might very well exacerbate the very problems the Calgary Metropolitan 
Region Board and the Growth Plan were allegedly designed to fix.
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V. THE PLAN



37

The legislation that created the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board also 
mandated that the Board create a Growth Plan for the Calgary region 
within three years.

At a very high level, the Plan is designed to help the region figure 
out how to accommodate the significant population growth that the 
Calgary region is expected to experience in the coming decades.

The Calgary region’s population is projected to grow from about 1.6 
million in 2018 to 2.6 million by 2053 – a million additional people in just 
35 years.

Prior to the formal creation of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, 
the ten members began preparing an Interim Growth Plan and this 
work continued after the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board formally 
came into existence on January 1, 2018.

The Interim Growth Plan was completed in October 2018, and as well as 
governing development and planning in the region since, was also used 
as the starting point for the permanent Growth Plan.

After much work, the final draft of the actual Growth Plan was 
completed earlier this year and has been submitted to the Minister for 
Municipal Affairs for approval or rejection in the coming months.

We have analyzed this draft in detail and this is the document on which 
this analysis is based.

According to the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, their Growth Plan 
is designed to:

• Establish cohesive planning strategies across the Calgary region to 
mitigate conflict among the municipalities;

• Establish a common planning system for the region, allowing the 
CMRB to implement the principles, objectives, and policies of the 
Interim Growth Plan; and

• Provide policies and guidance regarding land use, corridors for 
transportation, recreation, energy transmission, utilities and transit, 
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infrastructure planning and development, water quality, use and 
management, and environmental sustainability.

But the Growth Plan does much more than this.

Around the world, many regions have introduced growth management 
plans in an attempt to address issues of regional concern, including 
infrastructure, transportation, environment, housing, and more.

Generally, the idea of an all-encompassing, top-down, centralized 
regional plan rests on the claim that such a top-down approach will 
lead to more effective and more efficient planning and growth.

It is understandable, if one accepts the argument that government 
regulation and planning by bureaucrats can lead to more efficient 
outcomes, that one would therefore assume that more government 
regulation and control would provide that more efficient planning and 
growth.

However, there is very little evidence from anywhere around the world 
that this is the case.

This is perhaps best demonstrated by the way that the Growth Plan is 
described by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board themselves.

Even the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board themselves do not 
attempt to claim that more centralization, more rules, more regulations, 
and more control will lead to better outcomes.

In fact, they don’t even claim that the Growth Plan includes more 
centralization, more rules, more regulations, and more control, even 
though it obviously and objectively does.

Instead, throughout the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s 
documents, public statements, website, consultation process, and the 
Growth Plan itself, the emphasis is placed on cooperation, collaboration, 
coordination, and “mutually-agreeable” ideas.
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Unfortunately, the reality is that the Growth Plan implements the exact 
opposite of its stated aims.

For example, right from the start of the Growth Plan, in the 
introduction, it is claimed that:

“We [the Calgary region] have a habit of working cooperatively for the 
common good.”

Yet, the whole justification for the Growth Plan is that, supposedly, the 
Calgary region has not been effectively cooperating.

If the Calgary region already has a habit of working cooperatively for 
the common good, why would a Growth Plan that discards cooperation 
in favour of coercion be required?

The Growth Plan’s introduction also claims that:

“We know we need to plan for a prosperous and sustainable future, not 
just hope that it works out favourably without planning.”

But this is a straw-man argument – literally no one is suggesting that 
there should be no planning in the Calgary region.

The alternative to the Growth Plan is not “no planning”, it’s the 
cooperative status quo (which the document just praised!) where 
individual communities are free to conduct their own planning and 
collaborate together jointly through mutually-agreeable and mutually-
beneficial arrangements.

Overall, the implication and suggestion of the Growth Plan is that 
without collaboration, planning and development in the Calgary region 
will be a messy and costly disaster.

But, again, no one is actually suggesting planning for growth without 
collaboration.

In fact, planning for growth with collaboration is the very system that 
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the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board is designed to replace!

Right now, different municipalities collaborate voluntarily, when 
appropriate.

The Growth Plan is actually the system that includes planning for 
growth without collaboration, as it replaces the collaborative element 
with force and coercion!

The Growth Plan, combined with the anti-democratic nature of the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s voting system, effectively forces 
other communities to do what Calgary wants them to do – there is no 
cooperation here.

This Orwellian double-speak about cooperation is also not a recent 
phenomenon.

In fact, it can be traced all the way back to the NDP’s initial decision in 
September 2015 to introduce mandatory growth management boards 
– the very first step in the process that ultimately led to the creation of 
this plan.

Even back in 2015, the NDP were already using this kind of Orwellian 
language to describe how the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board and 
the Growth Plan would operate.

In a speech in September 2015, the then Minister of Municipal Affairs, 
NDP MLA Deron Bilous, outlined his government’s plan for reforms of 
the Municipal Governance Act.

In the speech, he claimed that cities have competed with each other for 
too long, going so far as to claim that under his government, “the era of 
competition is over” (Bilous 2015).

This naive claim demonstrates both a bias against market-based 
solutions to public policy problems and an outright ignorance of the 
benefits of competition for the general public.
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The idea that cities are in constant competition with each other was 
a simplistic straw-man argument that didn’t reflect the reality of the 
situation at the time as the previous arrangement that the NDP were 
abolishing did not force any municipality to compete with each other.

No municipalities have ever been forced to compete with each other.

Forcing municipalities to compete with each other would require 
banning them from voluntarily agreeing to work together on issues of 
mutual interest even if they wanted to.

This would be as ridiculous a policy as forcing municipalities to 
cooperate even if they don’t want to.

Rather, the voluntary nature of the previous arrangements simply 
allowed cities to decide for themselves whether competition or 
cooperation was most appropriate, on a case-by-case basis, depending 
on the issue and context of each individual situation.

Further, cooperation wasn’t just permitted, it was heavily encouraged 
and incentivized.

The NDP’s proposal to impose a regional board and regional plan 
forced municipalities to cooperate on practically everything, even on 
issues where elected officials, residents, and voters, believe this would 
not be the best option for their own local community.

And yet, the end of this previous voluntary cooperation and the 
introduction of a mandatory system that all municipalities must comply 
with, was described - with a straight face - as the start of “collaborative 
efforts”.

As the development of the final Growth Plan has proceeded in the last 
few years, we have seen the true nature of these “collaborative efforts”.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board has forced through the 
development of a growth management plan that would concentrate 
all future development in urban municipalities, give Calgary city 
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planners even more control over the entire region, and prevent rural 
municipalities from developing their economies in any meaningful way.

This approach and tone carries through to the Growth Plan itself, which 
at one point says:

“We share a commitment to make our region more competitive for the 
changing economy.”

Yet, the Growth Plan explicitly removes competition!

How does the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board intend for the 
Calgary region to become more competitive without competition?

Competition is a good thing – it leads to more effective and efficient 
outcomes.

Removing competition will only harm the Calgary region’s performance.

If the Calgary region begins to slip behind other Canadian and North 
American regions in competitiveness, will the Calgary region then 
appeal to the Canadian and American governments to prevent other 
regions from “unfairly” competing with them?

As ridiculous as that sounds, this is exactly what the City of Calgary has 
done by demanding the Province of Alberta step in and prevent the 
municipalities surrounding Calgary from competing with Calgary.

The statement that perhaps most clearly communicates the attitude of 
the central planners who designed the Growth Plan can also be found 
in its introduction:

“We will decide where there will be more. We will determine the type 
and character of growth we want to encourage.”

Who exactly is the “we” in this statement?

It’s certainly not the public, the residents of the communities, the 
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landowners, or even the member municipalities.

Rather, given how this Plan is written, and how the Calgary Metropolitan 
Region Board is designed, the “we” who will be deciding these issues 
are the urban planners in the urban communities – and particularly 
Calgary’s urban planners, thanks to Calgary’s veto.

Is it any wonder that several of the member municipalities remain 
staunchly opposed to the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board and the 
Growth Plan, have voted against the adoption of the Growth Plan, and 
would not be participating in the Board if they were not being forced to 
do so?

The entire Growth Plan is based on the philosophy that a small group 
of people, in this case bureaucrats and city planners - particularly in 
Calgary - can do a better job planning and managing population and 
employment growth than the free market can.

The Growth Plan will not achieve the goals it claims to be designed to 
achieve and, even worse, it will cause significant social and economic 
harm in the process.

In another situation, we would call these harms unintended 
consequences – effects of their policies that politicians and bureaucrats 
did not intend to happen.

But when the politicians and bureaucrats have been repeatedly 
warned of the harms and consequences of their policies, and they 
have decided to proceed against all that advice, the consequences can 
hardly be described as unforeseen, and so one has to wonder just how 
unintended they really are.
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VI. THE CONSEQUENCES
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According to the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board, their Growth Plan 
is designed to help coordinate planning and development across the 
region in a large number of policy areas, including, but not limited to 
land, water, transportation, housing, and environment:

To help create the Growth Plan, the Board hired a consultant to conduct 
modelling on different “growth scenarios” and the impacts of each 
scenario on each issue.

The growth scenarios are:

1. A “business as usual” scenario, where planning and development 
continue as they do now. 
 
This scenario is a little biased, however, as it assumes that there 
are no major expansions of transit in the region – something that 
Calgary is already negotiating with several surrounding urban 
municipalities and so is likely to happen even under the status quo. 

2. A “compact growth” scenario, which assumes much higher density 
than is currently the case, including a much larger percentage of infill 
development. 
 
Ironically, this scenario also assumes fewer new connections between 
urban municipalities, as it focuses on intensification of existing urban 
municipalities, rather than connections between urban municipalities. 

3. A “transit oriented development” scenario which assumes major 
regional transit investment with new Bus Rapid Transit and/or Light 
Rail Transit to Airdrie, Chestermere, Cochrane, and Rocky View 
County. 
 
This scenario envisages more investment into transit and 
infrastructure than presently planned by the region but, again 
ironically, this increases the amount of land used and decreases 
the density of development compared with the ‘compact growth’ 
scenario because transit-oriented development spreads out 
development over more areas of the region.
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4. A “synthesis” scenario which the consultant described as a 
combination of the three other scenarios created after hearing 
feedback from stakeholders. 
 
This scenario is the one that was used to create the Growth Plan 
and, despite claims that this is some kind of “compromise” scenario 
between the others, it is clearly pretty much exactly what the 
consultant and report designers wanted to achieve in the first place.

This is a classic technique used by consultants in consultation 
processes, which involves proposing several options and then 
“compromising” on a new scenario, supposedly developed on the fly 
and incorporating all the feedback that has been collected, and yet 
somehow the final compromise scenario always seems to turn out very 
similar to the original goal anyway.

This can be easily observed in this particular case by comparing the 
four scenarios according to the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s 
own figures about how each one would affect things like land use, 
vehicle kilometres travelled, infrastructure cost, water usage, electricity 
and gas costs, and carbon emissions.

Table 4 in Appendix 1 of the Growth Plan clearly shows that, despite the 
claims by the authors, the “synthesis” plan designed by the consultants 
is almost exactly identical to the other two proposed scenarios in every 
single way, with all three departing radically from the “business as 
usual” scenario.
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More problematically, the consultant’s report reveals that the entire 
Growth Plan is based on modelling conducted by the consultant that 
builds into the model the very result that the consultant wanted to 
receive from the model.

The consultant freely admits that their modelling assumes that more 
dense development is cheaper and less dense development is more 
expensive.

But this assumption is also used as the primary justification for the 
Growth Plan in the first place.

In other words, the consultant programmed their model to show that 
more dense development is cheaper, they ran the models, the models 
showed that more dense development is cheaper, and then they used 
the result of the models to justify proposing policies that create more 
density, on the basis that they would be cheaper.

There is no actual evidence provided in the Growth Plan itself that 
more dense policies are cheaper, just an assertion and a reference to 
unnamed “research” that supposedly shows this.

While we would prefer that such fundamental assumptions in a 
report such as this be actually sourced and referenced, the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board did provide at least some references and 
background reports for some of their claims.

So, where possible, we will assess and analyze the Board and 
consultant’s claims in each of these areas, examine their justification 
for moving control of each of these issues to what is effectively a 
higher level of regional government, explain why top-down, centralized 
planning won’t solve the problems the Board has identified, and show 
how voluntary collaboration and cooperation would produce better 
results in each of these areas.



48

Land

In aiming for sustainable development, proponents of regional planning 
have – at various times – claimed both that there is a shortage of 
developable land in Calgary and also that there is already too much 
land allocated for development to meet future needs.

A shortage of land may be a legitimate concern in cities stuck between 
mountains and the ocean, like Vancouver, or with other constraints like 
Hong Kong or Los Angeles, but that is not the case in Alberta.

Calgary could expand practically endlessly: the land is there. 

So, if the land exists, what is the rationale for restricting the 
development of it?

The usual argument provided is that so-called “urban sprawl” is 
inefficient and is harming the environment somehow.

We will address the efficiency and environmental points in more detail 
in the relevant parts of this section of the report, but it’s important to 
note that even if we accept that these concerns exist and are legitimate, 
there is no evidence that restricting development to certain areas will 
address them.

If anything, history shows that restricting greenfield development 
around cities simply leads to new homeowners ‘jumping the greenbelt’, 
that is to say, building homes even further out in surrounding 
communities, and driving even longer distances on their commutes or 
in their day-to-day lives.

In fact, this trend of responding to restrictions by building even further 
out is exactly what prompted the planners to push for the development 
of this regional growth plan in the first place, as overly restrictive 
land-use rules in Calgary have pushed development out of the City and 
into surrounding municipalities.

There is, however, no indication that this trend will be prevented by the 
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Growth Plan.

Simply emulating Calgary’s restrictive policies across the region will 
likely push people to go even further out, beyond the reaches of the 
region, to other counties and municipalities not covered by these 
restrictive new policies.

This would use more land and be even less sustainable than building 
new homes closer to the urban core.

Long-term trends around remote work – whether partially or entirely 
remote – have obviously been accelerated in the last year by the 
pandemic, making this option even more viable than before, as 
commuting time is less relevant for many workers who are now working 
from home either partially or entirely.

This fact is completely ignored in the Growth Plan, which basically 
assumes working and commuting patterns will remain as they are now 
for the next 35+ years.

While it would be folly to try to predict exactly how work and 
commuting trends will change in the future, everything staying exactly 
as it is now is perhaps the least likely outcome of all!

Alternatively, and even more damaging for the Calgary region is 
the prospect that more restrictive policies will encourage citizens, 
businesses, and industries to locate to entirely different cities in Canada 
or even in other countries – particularly the United States - that do 
not have these restrictive policies, and who do value the economic 
development and expansion provided by these organizations.

We will address the potential economic impacts of these two 
possibilities further in another section of our analysis but, suffice to say, 
that both of these options – pushing development even further out or 
pushing development to other cities with less restrictive policies than 
Calgary - would actually lead to less efficient and less environmentally-
friendly land use than even the status quo.
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The other common argument against land development is the 
“protection” of agricultural land and concern that too much of it will be 
lost to sprawling housing developments.

Now, Alberta is not exactly short on agricultural land, and common 
sense suggests that if some agricultural land is to be converted to 
housing, it should be the agricultural land closest to existing urban 
centres, rather than land further away from cities.

Of course, the concern about lost agricultural land is merely a rhetorical 
device, not actual concern - something that is immediately obvious 
from even the shortest glance at the City of Calgary’s plans.

In recent years, the City of Calgary has repeatedly used concerns 
about lost agricultural land to oppose proposed new developments 
– even agriculture-related developments - by their neighbours while 
simultaneously planning to annex the exact same land from those 
neighbours and develop the land themselves.

Clearly then, the concern is not actually the loss of agricultural land, but 
rather the concern is any development that is not controlled by the City 
of Calgary and could provide competition for the City.

Finally, any debate around land use should also consider the property 
rights of the owner.

A Growth Plan that makes it significantly more difficult for a landowner 
to develop their land should at least consider the impact that the new 
policies would have on those landowners.

While different people can weigh the importance of rights versus 
societal benefit differently, at a very minimum any policy that proposes 
to infringe on a citizen’s rights should at least conduct some basic 
analysis to determine whether the benefits to society of the policy 
being proposed outweigh the harms to those whose rights are being 
infringed.

Yet, the Growth Plan does not even mention the word “rights” once.
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The Growth Plan will permanently and unalterably prevent tens of 
thousands of landowners in the Calgary region from doing with their 
land as they see fit, and yet, it’s as if the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Board doesn’t even realize that their proposal affects landowner’s rights 
at all.

Many rural Albertans ardently believe that if you don’t control your own 
land, you don’t have property rights, and so this issue is not a minor 
one that will go unnoticed. 
 
It is likely to cause continued ongoing distrust and dissatisfaction with 
the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board for as long as this Growth Plan 
is in force.
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Water

Of all the four problems that the Growth Plan is trying to solve, water is 
probably the most important but also the least understood.

Water rights have long been a major friction point between the City of 
Calgary and surrounding municipalities, but, despite their importance, 
the Growth Plan fails to correctly identify the problem or to identify 
anything close to a solution.

One reason why central planners may not have been able to correctly 
identify the problem is likely because it is a problem of their own 
creation.

In August 2006, the Province stopped issuing new water licenses in 
Southern Alberta due to concerns over the long-term supply of water in 
the South Saskatchewan River Basin.

Prior to this restriction, however, Calgary was granted new water 
licenses that provided the City with a sufficient supply of water for up 
to 3 million people - more than double what’s currently required for 
just Calgary, and even enough for the entire region by the end of the 
Growth Plan’s projections.

Meanwhile, many surrounding communities are already at or near their 
limits of water allocation.

Because of the massive misallocation between Calgary and surrounding 
municipalities, Calgary has been able to use water as a political tool, 
leveraging it to get its way in regional planning discussions.

Councillors from surrounding municipalities have variously referred to 
Calgary using water as “a hammer”, “a big stick”, or “to gain control of 
the region” (Nichol p 128).

This power imbalance was also cited – even before the introduction 
of mandatory regional planning - as a primary reason for many 
municipalities feeling like they were forced to participate, and go along 
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with, many regional planning exercises even when they go against the 
municipality’s own interests:

“With zero water license (Airdrie) was totally dependent on not pissing 
Calgary off, for lack of more oblique terms.”, said one representative 
from Rocky View.

Another observed:

“When you’re supplying the water to all those municipalities and you 
want to control, how are they going to vote? There’s no way they can 
vote any other way than with Calgary. So, Calgary can do anything it 
wants.”

A clear example of this can be seen with Rocky View County’s attempt 
to develop commercial and industrial land in the mid-2000s. Rocky 
View County had anticipated that it would be able to get the necessary 
water allocations from the Province but was suddenly unable to do so 
when the Province stopped issuing new water licenses.

Rocky View County was therefore forced to negotiate with the City of 
Calgary to expand their water servicing, but this plan also collapsed 
when the City of Calgary refused and instead wanted to simply annex 
the land (Ghitter 2008).

Eventually, Rocky View County was able to pay the Western Irrigation 
District $15 million for 2,500 dam3 of water, which was the highest price 
ever paid for water in Alberta, at the time (Nichol p 20).

Even this process was extremely bureaucratic and time-consuming, 
including requiring a public referendum simply for the purchase of 
some water.

The Growth Plan will cement in law the control that Calgary has 
effectively held over surrounding municipalities because of this power 
imbalance.

The simple fact is that there is no shortage of water in the Calgary 
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region; there is simply a misallocation of water in the Calgary region.

Even if the water conservation measures proposed in the Growth Plan 
were implemented in their entirety, long-term demand for water is still 
projected to outstrip supply in the communities surrounding Calgary in 
just a few years.

The problem is not how much water these communities are using, it is 
how much water they are being provided.

Rather than bringing in more and more mandates under a Growth Plan, 
the Province of Alberta needs to recognize that water is drastically 
misallocated in Alberta, and the only solution is to implement a 
market-based water allocation system.

The Calgary region, and Alberta more broadly, should move towards a 
real market-based water allocation system by easing transfers between 
municipalities so that water licenses can be freely traded on an open, 
apolitical, and transparent market.

Introducing water pricing to help manage demand and incentivize 
conservation would also be greatly beneficial.
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Transportation

The transportation portion of the Growth Plan supposedly covers 
both transportation and transit, and while the document does make 
reference to some upgrades of roads and intersections in the region, 
the vast majority of this section of the document is focused on transit.

Despite the Growth Plan supposedly being an amalgamation of the 
compact development scenario and transit-oriented development 
scenario, transit-oriented developments still influence almost every 
decision made in the Growth Plan.

The idea of forcing new development into existing or new high-density 
communities is based on the notion that adding a million new residents 
will strain the ability of the region to cope with the consequent service 
and infrastructure demands.

The belief is that if almost all new development happens in condensed 
areas, close together, then providing transportation options to these 
new high-growth areas will be easier and cheaper to do

This sounds logical, and the Growth Plan envisages a series of Bus 
Rapid Transit (BRT) lines to surrounding communities, as well as major 
expansions of existing and planned Calgary Light Rail Transit (LRT) 
lines to serve communities north and south of Calgary, but there is no 
actual evidence to back this theory up.

In fact, no one has done a comprehensive study on commute patterns 
in new growth communities in the Calgary area, and there are 
significant reasons to believe that the pro-density policies enacted by 
the Growth Plan may actually accomplish the exact opposite of their 
intent.

When attempting to implement the same policy locally, the City of 
Calgary instead of increasing the number of jobs near people’s homes, 
as was their goal, appears to have actually reduced the number of jobs 
near people’s homes.
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In a review of a Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation report 
comparing traditional suburbs and higher density suburbs - the sort 
Calgary forced in the past decade – a report noted that:

“There was no substantial difference in the use of public transit for 
longer trips. The so-called “smart growth” communities had 17 per cent 
fewer jobs within a 5 km radius. These findings suggest that the smart 
growth objectives of work-home co-location and greater transit use 
may be difficult to achieve.” (Brunnen 2013).

There is no reason to believe that all of this would suddenly change 
when applied to the Calgary region rather than to just Calgary.

Transit is an inflexible method of transportation.

For individuals who do not work in the hub of the transit network - in 
the case of Calgary this hub is downtown - taking transit to reach their 
workplace is extremely difficult and time-consuming.

Automobile commutes, on the other hand, allow an employee to work 
anywhere within driving distance, be it the downtown core, an industrial 
park on the outskirts of the city, or even outside of the city.

Building cities in such a way as to try and force users to use transit 
rather than private vehicles can limit residents’ employment options, no 
matter how much is spent on public transport options.

This reflects the experience of other urban areas in the developed 
world.

One notable report found that there is a significant positive correlation 
between automobile use and decentralized employment in US 
metropolitan areas; in other words, forcing employees into trains and 
buses is unlikely to produce the desired co-location of employment and 
housing the Growth Plan tries to impose. (Glaeser, 2007)

There are also serious questions about the rigour of the work put into 
the Growth Plan when it comes to any kind of cost-benefit analysis of 
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regional transit.

The various transportation reports relied upon to write the Growth Plan, 
for example, conduct a cost-benefit analysis on various transportation 
infrastructure projects, providing a priority ranking for various road 
construction projects, but no cost-benefit calculation was done on any 
transit projects, and so no transit projects were given a priority ranking 
whatsoever.

Yet, somehow, this translates in the Growth Plan into an array of 
recommendations for transit-oriented developments and a complete 
reworking of development in the region, along with an assertion that 
this model would be cheaper and more efficient, all without any actual 
cost-benefit analysis of any of these transit projects having been done.

The other concerning issue when it comes to transit development is the 
ability for municipal governments to deliver projects on time and on 
budget.

How can the Calgary region even consider reworking their entire 
development plan to be built around BRT and LRT, when Calgary can’t 
even build a new Green Line LRT that is wholly within their City limits, 
without going massively over budget?

In fact, Calgary’s Green Line LRT is perhaps the perfect example of this 
problem with large-scale government projects.

It’s already massively over budget, running years late, and had already 
been cut down to less than half the length that was originally promised 
- all before the plan is even finalized.

It didn’t meet a basic cost-benefit analysis when it was first imagined, 
the calculation got far worse when the project was amended, and the 
recent economic downturn and devastation of Calgary’s downtown, 
along with increasing trends towards remote work, have further put the 
viability of the project in question.

The Calgary Metropolitan Regin Board’s Growth Plan is almost entirely 
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dependent upon successful implementation of new BRT and LRT lines.

The assumptions that are built into the Growth Plan are based on the 
results of other studies that are built on other assumptions, including an 
assumption that the Green Line is successfully constructed.

If the Green Line is not successfully constructed, either due to a lack of 
funds, delays, or other unforeseen problems, then the reports that the 
Growth Plan relied upon for its assumptions will be faulty, meaning the 
Growth Plan’s assumptions will also be faulty.

The whole Growth Plan is a house of cards, resting on the ability of 
governments to implement massive infrastructure projects when there 
is no evidence that they have the ability to do so successfully.

The parts of the transportation section of the Growth Plan that don’t 
focus on transit are no better either.

For example, in one section of the Growth Plan, it says that statutory 
plans, in order to be approved by the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Board, should “promote walking, bicycling and transit access to jobs in 
urban municipalities and Joint Planning areas”.

The Joint Planning Areas identified in the Growth Plan include areas 
north and east of Calgary, as well as land between Okotoks and High 
River.

This means that the Growth Plan requires municipalities to promote 
walking and bicycling to work in areas that are currently empty fields 
and, even once fully developed, will still be very long distances away 
from the vasty majority of employment areas in the region. 
 
This shows that the Plan is clearly just a triumph of ideology over 
practicality.
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Housing

The recent economic challenges faced by Calgary, the Calgary 
region, and Alberta as a whole, have somewhat alleviated the housing 
affordability crisis in the region, and therefore the attention this issue 
has received during the debate about the new Growth Plan.

However, it would be naive to assume that this lull in the housing 
market is anything but temporary.

There may be some legitimate debate about the exact timelines 
involved, but it is almost inevitable that, as Alberta’s economy recovers, 
housing prices will eventually also recover, and the previous pressures 
on housing affordability will return. 
 
In fact, there is some evidence to suggest that this has already started 
to happen.

This time, however, the challenge will be even more acute, as there may 
be pent-up demand from the economic recession and the pandemic, 
combined with far stricter land-use rules than in previous booms.

Besides, just because housing prices are not as ridiculous as they were 
a few years ago does not mean that housing affordability is not an 
issue.

Hardly a day goes by when one doesn’t hear a story of someone failing 
to pay rent, someone forced into homelessness, or someone cashing in 
their entire net worth to barely make a down payment on a new home.

Sadly, it’s usually government policy that contributed to these 
outcomes in the first place.

According to the 2021 Demographia International Housing Affordability 
Survey, Vancouver, the poster child for such restrictive land-use policies, 
is the second-least affordable housing market in the world, falling only 
behind Hong Kong.
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Unlike the commonly heard claims in the media, Vancouver’s lack of 
affordability is not simply due to mainland Chinese investors driving up 
housing prices, or because of so-called ‘shadow flippers’.
 
In Vancouver, housing prices have been driven up because of 
restrictions on the development of new housing.

Building out is effectively illegal as the Lower Mainland has an 
‘Agricultural Land Reserve’ that limits new land availability.

Building up is only marginally easier, given the huge number and variety 
of regulations in place.

The end result is that the supply of land is artificially lower than the 
demand for land, reducing the number of new houses constructed.

The reason for Vancouver’s unaffordable housing is a lack of housing 
supply.

Demographia has also found that, even just a few decades ago, there 
was very little difference in housing affordability across different 
countries across the developed world, relative to income.

They found that the single biggest contributing factor to housing 
becoming unaffordable in a city in the last few decades, versus 
remaining affordable in other cities, was whether the city adopted 
urban containment, growth management, or compact city policies.

A paper published for the National Bureau of Economic Research also 
found that zoning, land-use and pro-density controls account for nearly 
all of the difference in housing prices between American metropolitan 
areas. 
 
The marginal costs - including land, material and labour - are effectively 
the same between all major areas and the only differences are the 
constraints imposed upon the development of new homes, such as 
zoning laws and urban growth boundaries (Glaeser and Gyourko 2003).
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Glaeser and Gyourko (2008), Glaeser (2011), Bruegmann (2012), 
Holcombe and Powell (2009), and others, have all shown the exact 
same thing: that Vancouver-style land controls – such as urban growth 
boundaries, density promotion, and the like – increase the price of 
housing to unaffordable levels.

Calgary has not pursued anti-growth policies to quite the same extreme 
extent as Vancouver, so the affordability crisis in Calgary was not quite 
as bad, even before the recent economic turmoil, but the trend has 
been identical – just as economists would suggest.

In 2004, the median price of a home in Calgary was $183,077 while the 
median household income at the time was $61,800, making Calgary an 
‘affordable’ metropolitan area with a median multiple of just under 3.0 
(Cox and Pavletich 2005).

After the adoption of the Calgary Metropolitan Plan in 2009, and 
despite Calgary’s excellent household income growth, Calgary’s housing 
reached ‘seriously unaffordable’ levels.

Data from the federal government’s Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation backs up the assertion that a lack of housing supply was 
the reason for the increased housing prices in Calgary.

From approximately 2007 to 2017, new housing construction was 
between 10,000 and 18,000 units total per year while net migration was 
between 30,000 and 40,000 people per year.

Continuing trends toward smaller household sizes and natural 
population growth simply further compound the problem.

Calgary and the surrounding region already had extensive and harsh 
zoning and development laws even before the introduction of the 
Calgary Metropolitan Growth Board.

Regardless of whether or not a development is greenfield or brownfield, 
developers encounter extensive delays in the building permit process 
and are often unable to receive zoning permission to build. 
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The City of Calgary even admits this themselves, offering a “Partners 
in Planning” certificate program to better educate citizens on the 
ridiculously complex processes that they describe as:

“[involving] many different laws and complex processes. It can be tough 
to learn how development is regulated in Calgary, and can be even 
tougher to know how to effectively participate in the urban planning 
process.” (Calgary 2016)

The Growth Plan will inevitably bring these types of rules and 
regulations to all developments in the Calgary region.

This is because, while Calgary won’t directly control the development 
processes of all the surrounding municipalities, because Calgary will 
hold a veto over any development it doesn’t like, it has the ability to 
reject any development it decides doesn’t meet its standards.

There is another major issue with the Growth Plan with respect to 
housing.

Development and construction are incredibly time-consuming 
processes and time-consuming processes are very expensive.

Because development requires many approvals at different levels from 
local planning departments, there are a lot of delays -- sometimes over 
multiple years -- between when a developer starts planning a project 
and when construction can begin.

This is, of course, a problem in itself, but the Calgary Metropolitan 
Region Board’s Growth Plan introduces a second challenge - 
uncertainty.

The way that the Growth Plan is designed, a developer could spend 
years and millions of dollars going through the entire application 
process for a development in their municipality, receive the support of 
the municipality to proceed and be ready to start construction, only to 
have the entire project cancelled at the last hurdle by a single yes/no 



64

vote at the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board.

The simple fact is that the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board 
introduces an almost impossible level of uncertainty into the planning 
for these types of projects, and uncertainty represents risk.

What developer or investor would go to the trouble of investing large 
sums of money into a residential, or even commercial or industrial, 
development in the Calgary region when a single vote at the end of the 
whole process could kill their entire project?

These developers and investors will almost certainly take their money, 
their investments, and their job creation to other jurisdictions.

If housing affordability is a goal of the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Board, they should be promoting housing construction by reducing 
development rules rather than further limiting construction by 
introducing new regulations that will inevitably increase house prices.

Alberta does not currently have an acute housing affordability problem, 
however, house prices in the region are still higher than they need to be, 
and an economic recovery could trigger a significant price increase.

Economists widely recognize that lighter zoning restrictions mean more 
affordable housing, and one of the most effective ways to improve the 
quality of life of poorer Canadians is through more affordable housing.

Unfortunately, the Growth Plan will have the opposite effect. 
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Environment

Finally, the Growth Plan attempts to address environmental concerns.

In many ways, “environmental” concerns are essentially a consolidation 
of all of the other concerns that urban planners have about land use, 
water use, carbon emissions generated by transportation, etc., as 
already outlined in this report.

If their concerns about urban sprawl, water, transportation and such are 
valid, then these flow through to their concern for the environment.

But if, as we have shown, their concerns about these other issues are 
misplaced, then the environmental concerns must also be misplaced.

Equally, if their policies will be counter-productive with respect to these 
other issues, then they will also be counterproductive with respect to 
the environment.

For example, if the planner’s policies designed to reduce urban 
sprawl actually just lead to people moving even further out of the 
city, or to other cities that don’t have these restrictive policies, then 
the environmental issues caused by urban sprawl will actually be 
exacerbated, not reduced.

Similarly, if their policies lead to more urban sprawl, not less, then 
carbon emissions will increase, not decrease.

It is also important to acknowledge that Canada has a tremendously 
clean environment, that has actually improved across a wide range 
of measures in recent years, including 50 consecutive years of 
reforestation (Government of Ontario 2015), record high duck and 
waterfowl populations (Zimpfer et al. 2015), a doubling of the number 
of grizzly bears in southern Alberta (Stenhouse et al. 2015) (Sexton 
2016), and much more.

Overall, the picture of Canada’s environment as constantly under threat 
from modern society is more activist fiction than reality.
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VII. THE IMPACT
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Alberta, and in particular the Calgary region, are currently facing the 
worst economic downturn seen in multiple generations.

A prolonged economic slump caused by low resource prices has been 
compounded by the inability of Alberta to build new energy projects 
and export infrastructure.

Then, just when it appeared the economy might be beginning to slowly 
recover, a global pandemic and accompanying further economic 
sluggishness made things even worse for residents and businesses.

One might think, then, that now would be the perfect time to reduce 
red tape and regulation, streamline processes, relax stifling rules and 
restrictions on new investments, and start getting the Calgary region’s 
economy going again.

In fact, the current Alberta government has repeatedly stated that their 
core focus is on reducing red tape and unleashing Alberta’s economy 
and they have put significant effort into achieving this goal in many 
other policy areas.

Yet, when it comes to regional planning they have, so far at least, 
permitted the exact opposite to continue.

Simply put, the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s Growth Plan is 
bad policy that will stunt economic growth.

We have already demonstrated how the Growth Plan will fail to actually 
achieve any of its environmental, social, or development goals, but even 
if it did fulfil those goals, we must also ask the question – at what cost?

When conducting public policy we must consider both the benefits 
and the costs and weigh up the two against each other to determine 
whether the benefits outweigh the costs.

Not only does the Growth Plan essentially assume that all the benefits 
that the Board expect to happen will occur no matter what, it also 
completely ignores the vast majority of the costs of the Board’s Plan.
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It’s perhaps no surprise then, that the authors of the Growth Plan found 
that their plan will be beneficial for the region, given they assumed all 
the benefits would definitely occur while ignoring most of the costs.

In reality, there will be significant economic harm done not only to 
individual municipalities, but also to the Calgary region, and Alberta as 
a whole, by the proposals in the Growth Plan.

Rather than reducing red tape and regulation to get the Calgary 
region’s economy going, in almost every policy area it does the 
complete opposite.

The Growth Plan essentially centralizes planning decisions for the entire 
region.

All types of development – single family houses, row houses, 
apartments, shopping malls, retail stores, manufacturing, warehouses, 
agricultural services, and more – will now have to be approved not only 
by the local municipality but also by an unelected board dominated by 
the City of Calgary.

The entire concept underpinning the Growth Plan rests on the idea 
that top-down central planning is the best way to run a region and 
its economy and that urban planners – and in particular the City of 
Calgary’s urban planners – best know what each plot of land in the 
region should be used for.

Thrown out the window is any concept of the free market, individual 
choice, property rights, competition, and, frankly, basic economics.

This dramatic centralization will impose a series of significant direct and 
indirect costs on the economy of the Calgary region, none of which are 
considered by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board in their Growth 
Plan. 
 
Of course, all of these costs will also lead to increased taxes for both 
municipal and provincial taxpayers.
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Costs Of Operating The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board

While the vast majority of costs to the Calgary region are created 
by the policies included in the Growth Plan, it is undeniable that the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region Board itself imposes costs on member 
municipalities and their taxpayers.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board is funded by both the Province 
of Alberta and the ten member municipalities of the Board and has an 
annual budget of almost $3 million.

This budget includes almost a million dollars for full-time staff, 
hundreds of thousands of dollars on travel, hundreds of thousands of 
dollars on honorariums and expenses, hundreds of thousands of dollars 
on meetings and catering, and last-but-not-least a series of expensive 
consultants, including more than $3.5 million budgeted by the Board 
across multiple years to be paid to the consultants who developed the 
Growth Plan itself.

It’s also likely that this budget will only continue to increase as 
the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board will have more work to do 
reviewing, analyzing, assessing, and either approving or denying 
applications that come before it in future years.

As well as having to fund the operations of the Calgary Metropolitan 
Region Board itself, the member municipalities of the Board, and their 
taxpayers, must also pay for the additional costs that they will face 
from having to present each of their already approved plans to another 
level of government for their approval.

This will require a significantly increased investment of staff time 
and resources by each member municipality after the usual approval 
process within the municipality has already been completed.

Similar costs, required to prepare and present plans to the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board will also be incurred by project proponents 
who have already incurred significant expense to present their projects 
to, and have their projects approved by, the member municipality. 
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Costs Of Amended Or Cancelled Projects Under The Growth Plan

The first and most obvious impact of the Growth Plan is that the 
average development in the future is likely to be much smaller, as small 
developments do not require the approval of the Calgary Metropolitan 
Region Board – significantly tilting the scale towards conducting 
smaller rather than larger developments.

While urban planning activists may celebrate this change, and see it 
as an example of their plan working, in no other industry would we 
celebrate a new project being smaller than it could have been, creating 
fewer jobs than it could have, and bringing less investment to the area 
than it could have.

Even more significantly, however, we are likely to see a radical change 
to the types of projects getting approved, leading to many already 
planned projects being significantly amended for the worse, or simply 
being cancelled entirely.

Under the Growth Plan, all municipalities in the Calgary region must 
meet new density targets, but density caps only apply to land that is 
not in a ‘Preferred Growth Area”.

Given that all urban municipalities are considered a “Preferred Growth 
Area” by default, in practice this means that density caps only apply to 
rural municipalities.

The Growth Plan also prevents rural municipalities from placing 
employment areas - other than home based business, agriculture, and 
natural resources - anywhere other than in ‘Joint Planning Areas’ or 
‘Growth Hamlets’, unless they are given an exemption by the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board, which is unlikely to be approved.

While some existing Joint Planning Areas do exist, this means that in 
the long-run, practically all future employment opportunities must be 
within urban municipalities, and there is almost no opportunity for rural 
municipalities to create new employment opportunities at all!
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The likely impact of these new rules is three-fold.

First, many developments currently being planned or under 
consideration – and their accompanying investment - may be moved 
outside the Calgary region, to elsewhere in Alberta.

Second, many developments may be moved outside of Alberta or 
even Canada, to jurisdictions without such restrictive planning and 
development regulations.

Third, developments may simply be cancelled entirely.

The simple fact is that any development that will happen in the Calgary 
region under the Growth Plan will happen under a “Calgary’s way or the 
highway” model.

If Calgary – and particularly the urban planners at Calgary City Hall – 
like the development, it will be allowed to go ahead, whereas if they 
don’t like it, it won’t.

Using their veto at the unelected fourth level of government – the 
Calgary Metropolitan Region Board – Calgary will push jobs out of the 
Calgary region, and Alberta, to more economically friendly pastures.

Demand for new industrial, commercial, and residential development 
will not be reduced, merely relocated to more business-friendly parts 
of Canada and North America, simply to help fulfil Calgary’s ideological 
obsession with a particular style of top-down centralized urban 
planning.

From a broader economic perspective for the Calgary region, 
whichever of these three scenarios happens doesn’t actually matter.

In all three scenarios, the economic benefit of the projects is lost to the 
Calgary region to the benefit of other jurisdictions with more rational 
rules.

Some of the largest projects planned in the region, and now at risk of 
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being lost, are residential development projects. 
These fall in to three categories – developments that are already mostly 
complete but could be expanded, developments that fall into Joint 
Planning Areas, and developments that are planned or being planned 
but not yet fully approved.

While existing developments that are not contained in Joint Planning 
Areas are grandfathered into the new plan, any changes or updates 
required for future development or expansion of these areas would 
require approval by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board and are 
likely to be vetoed because these areas would not comply with the new 
rules.

Exemptions are possible but would be unlikely to be given by the Board 
as the Growth Plan’s policies explicitly exclude many of these types of 
developments from being created in the future.

While there are many existing developments in the Calgary region, the 
developments that would most likely be impacted by this new plan - as 
they were likely to see significant further development without the 
Growth Plan - include the Glenbow Ranch, North Springbank, South 
Springbank, and Bearspaw Area Structure Plans in Rocky View County.

Existing developments that are in Joint Planning Areas in the Growth 
Plan would be allowed to have further development or employment 
opportunities added to them. 
 
At a minimum, though, this would require approval from the 
municipalities in the relevant Joint Planning Areas and this process 
would create an opportunity for these urban municipalities to 
place demands - either density, planning or financial - on the rural 
municipalities applying to expand these developments.

Developments most likely to be impacted by these approval 
requirements include the West Balzac, East Balzac, Conrich, Janet, and 
OMNI Area Structure Plans in Rocky View County and the Sirocco and 
Hwy 2 East Side Area Structure Plans in Foothills County.
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The Sirocco Area Structure Plan may become a moot point however, as 
the City of Calgary has recently announced plans to attempt to simply 
annex this land away from Foothills County, regardless of the Growth 
Plan.

Finally, developments that are underway or planned, but not yet fully 
approved, are the most vulnerable to being cancelled under the Growth 
Plan. 
 
Developments that fall into this category include the actively underway 
Elbow View, Shepard Industrial, Highway 1 East, and Glenmore Trail 
Area Structure Plans and updates to the North Springbank and South 
Springbank Area Structure Plans in Rocky View and some prospective 
new developments in a joint planning area between Foothills County 
and Okotoks.

These developments are under threat because they will not be 
grandfathered into the new Growth Plan and will have to go through 
the full Calgary Metropolitan Region Board Growth Plan process.

They are very unlikely to be approved through this process as they are 
precisely the type of development that the City of Calgary was hoping 
to be given the power to block when they pushed for the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board to be created in the first place.

The City of Calgary wants all future development to happen in 
“Preferred Growth Areas” and these developments fall outside these 
areas.

While it is extremely difficult to quantify the exact direct costs to the 
Calgary economy of some or all of these developments and Area 
Structure Plans being scaled back, relocated, or even cancelled entirely, 
even a very conservative estimate suggests it would have an incredibly 
large impact.

A number of academic studies from the United States estimate the 
economic impact to a local economy, per 100 house constructions, to 
be anywhere from 69 to 161 direct jobs and $4.1 million to $11.7 million of 
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direct investment into the local community in the first year.

Economic research on the impact to local economies of housing 
construction in Canada has also been conducted by Will Dunning Inc, 
and find that:

11,909 new construction housing starts in 2019 in the Calgary Census 
Metropolitan Area (excluding the City of Calgary) created 29,697 on 
and off-site jobs (approximately 2.5 jobs per house), paid $2.1 billion in 
wages (approximately $176,000 in wages per house), and represents 
$3.4 billion in investment (approximately $285,000 in investment per 
house) into the local economy.

10,632 new construction housing starts in 2019 in the City of Calgary 
itself created 25,502 on and off-site jobs (approximately 2.4 jobs per 
house), paid $1.8 billion in wages (approximately $169,000 in wages 
per house), and represents $2.9 billion in investment (approximately 
$272,000 in investment per house) into the local economy.

It is quite likely that the higher number of jobs, wages, and investment 
per house constructed in the Calgary Census Metropolitan Area 
(excluding the City of Calgary) is more representative of prospective 
new developments in the Calgary region as the research finds even 
higher investment figures for other parts of rural Alberta while the City 
of Calgary figures are most likely affected by the smaller average size of 
each unit.

But even if we take the most conservative figures found in the City of 
Calgary data and apply this to just three of the Area Structure Plans 
that are likely to not go ahead under the Growth Plan, we can get a feel 
for the size of the impact of these development restrictions.

The North Springbank Area Structure Plan was projected to include 
approximately 6,500 units of housing, the South Springbank Area 
Structure Plan was projected to include approximately 4,000 units of 
housing, and the Elbow View Area Structure Plan was projected to 
include approximately 7,000 units of housing.
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Combined, these three developments alone would include about 17,500 
units of housing which would represent about 42,000 jobs, $3 billion in 
wages, and almost $5 billion in lost investment to the Calgary region.

And remember, this figure uses a deliberately conservative figure, 
represents just three housing developments in just one part of 
the Calgary region, ignores all other new housing developments, 
expansions to existing developments, future developments that haven’t 
yet been conceived but might have otherwise been, and all industrial, 
commercial, retail, and agriculture development!

While residential projects that are planned may be cancelled once 
the Growth Plan is in place, the situation is even worse for industrial, 
commercial, and agriculture projects.

Several large projects have already been cancelled even before the 
Growth Plan is finalized, because the investors and backers of these 
projects could see the writing on the wall already.

Investers were proposing projects that the City of Calgary have already 
expressed opposition to, and since the investors are perfectly aware 
that the Growth Plan will give Calgary the ability to veto their proposed 
projects, why wait around for it to happen?

Western Securities, an investor in a prospective mixed-use development 
that was to include approximately 2,000 homes and 300,000 square 
feet of retail and commercial space, pulled out of their project entirely 
after working on the plan for 16 years.

The project would have taken approximately 15 years to complete 
and was set to be worth over $3 billion dollars and Western Securities 
laid the blame for its cancellation squarely at the feet of the Calgary 
Metropolitan Region Board and the Growth Plan.

Almost any way you calculate it, the direct lost economic investment 
in the Calgary region caused by the Growth Plan will be in the tens of 
billions of dollars, if not significantly more.
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Indirect Costs

The costs to the Calgary region’s economy are not limited to just those 
direct costs from project cancellations.

Though more difficult to quantify, the knock-on effects of cancelled 
projects flow right through the region’s economy.

These types of indirect costs can be realized through the reduced 
spending that will occur in the region’s economy if fewer jobs are 
created, or if less investment comes into the region from outside of 
Calgary, Alberta, or Canada.

They can also be caused by a lack of investor confidence in general, 
caused by uncertainty and a lack of trust and stability in the regulatory 
environment.

Development and construction are time-consuming processes that 
already require many approvals at different levels from local planning 
departments.

The complex nature of the industry means that there can often be 
numerous lengthy delays - sometimes spanningr multiple years 
- between when a builder starts planning a project and when it is 
completed.

This uncertainty already leads to high costs for builders and 
homeowners because the price of building materials can increase, or 
market conditions can change, during an extended construction period.

But additional rules and regulations that create even more opportunity 
for delays or longer approval processes would add even further to 
these risks.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s process is particularly 
egregious as a project’s fate will rest on a single yes/no decision by a 
politically motivated board, at the end of a very long and expensive 
process.
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Were the decision to be made by the Calgary Metropolitan Region 
Board earlier in the process, at least developers would have wasted 
less time and money on a proposal before finding out it would not be 
permitted, but this is now how the Board operates.

On top of all the indirect costs already outlined, perhaps the most 
significant indirect cost will be the hit to the entire region’s economy 
caused by the lack of jurisdictional competition that lies at the heart of 
the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board’s structure and mission.

The entire point of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board from 
the City of Calgary’s perspective is to reduce competition between 
municipalities in the region.

Development within the City of Calgary has long been overburdened by 
red tape and regulation, while taxes within the City are far higher than 
those faced by residents and businesses outside of the City limits.

The difference in ease of doing business and in tax rates between 
the City of Calgary and the surrounding communities has become so 
significant that the City has seen a large number of commercial, retail, 
residential, and industrial activity move outside of the City and new 
developments be planned for outside the City limits in recent years.

This was a direct result of the policy choices made by the City of 
Calgary and the Calgary Council, but rather than changing course and 
changing their own policies to be more competitive, the City of Calgary 
instead decided to try to eliminate the competition.

The City of Calgary lobbied the Province of Alberta to give them more 
control over the Calgary region so that they could force more rules and 
regulations on to surrounding communities, making Calgary relative 
more competitive by comparison, rather than more competetive in 
absolute terms.

This is because Calgary will now have a veto power to restrict 
development in the entire Calgary region, and will be able to use this 
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veto power to impose their own rules and regulations on surrounding 
communities and force development to only happen within urban limits 
where there are considerably higher regulatory burdens and tax rates.

But while raising the amount of red tape and regulation across the 
whole region might make the City of Calgary more competitive by 
comparison, it makes the entire Calgary region less competitive overall.

The same effect will likely also be seen in the area of housing 
affordability as additional restrictions on development will force up the 
price of houses in surrounding communities, reducing the disadvantage 
that Calgary finds itself in, but harming the wallets of citizens of the 
whole region.

As well, the additional services and infrastructure forced on the 
Calgary region by the Growth Plan will necessarily force surrounding 
communities to raise their tax rates, reducing the differential between 
them and the City of Calgary.

Finally, this is not only bad news for residents of communities 
surrounding Calgary, this is also really bad news for residents of the 
City of Calgary.

While regulations, rules, restrictions, compliance costs, and taxes have 
all skyrocketed in Calgary, the one thing that constrained them - at 
least partially - and prevented them from growing even faster and more 
dramatically than they did, was the competition that Calgary faced 
from surrounding communities.

Just as in a competitive market for any other product, Calgary had 
to remain at least reasonably price and feature competitive with its 
competition: other municipalities.

Now, with the Growth Plan handing the City of Calgary a de facto 
monopoly over the region, the competitive pressure that was previously 
faced by the City of Calgary will be relaxed.

The Growth Plan consolidates political power in the region into the 
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hands of the same people who decide taxation rates in the City of 
Calgary.

Everything that acted to prevent the City of Calgary from hiking taxes 
and complicating rules even further has now been lifted.

As any Alberta business will tell you, competition is difficult – it requires 
hard work, skill, dedication, and determination.

It’s far easier to lobby a government to prevent competition and award 
yourself a monopoly, but Albertans have traditionally rejected that 
style of business and politics because it rewards those who are best at 
lobbying at the expense of those who are best at innovating.

In this case, the City of Calgary lobbied for a monopoly for decades, 
were handed one by the NDP, and – so far at least – the UCP have 
shown no sign of taking it away from them.
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Intangible Costs

Finally, there are also significant intangible costs imposed by 
government mandates, that are not just difficult but actually impossible 
to quantify and describe in a financial manner.

What dollar value would one put on a family losing the ability to choose 
the type or style of house they would like, or not being able to afford a 
particular lifestyle?

How would one measure the loss faced by someone who would have 
discovered a new favourite restaurant or café or retail store in their 
community if it weren’t for restrictive planning policies that banned the 
construction of that store in the first place?

One might describe these concepts more generally as the benefits of 
progress in society.

As society becomes richer and more advanced, individuals have more 
choice and more control over their lives.

Government restrictions on the choices that can be made by 
individuals, even if the government claims these restrictions are being 
implemented for the good of those individuals, nevertheless restricts 
the free choices and free will of those individuals.

Planners often like to talk about all the amorphous benefits individuals 
will receive because the planners are going to do such a good job 
planning out their lives for them.

They never stop to consider that, actually, the planners’ version of 
someone else’s life might not actually be as good as it would have been 
had that person been left to their own devices.
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VIII. CONCLUSION
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For years, politicians and bureaucrats in Calgary have claimed that 
growth in the Calgary region is financially and environmentally 
unsustainable.

Concerned that the region’s population growth is putting too much 
strain on land, water, and infrastructure, they have proposed numerous 
plans for ‘sustainable’ growth.

No one disagrees that growth should be sustainable, but the solutions 
proposed by the Growth Plan won’t address the issues they have 
identified and may even make the Calgary region less sustainable and 
less affordable.

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board proposes to preserve land by 
restraining the ‘sprawl’ of new development.

Yet, evidence shows existing current attempts to curtail so-called 
sprawl have actually led to more sprawl, while negatively impacting 
housing affordability and the environment.

The Growth Plan would implement a system that would be worse for 
the environment, less effective and efficient, harmful to the economy, 
and more expensive for citizens.

Instead of regulating what kind of housing can be developed 
and where, the focus should be on promoting cooperation where 
cooperation makes sense and competition where competition makes 
sense.

To fix the Calgary region’s challenges we must remember that both 
competition and cooperation have important roles to play.

Growth is not a threat to the Calgary region that needs managing in a 
top-down centralized manner, rather, it is an opportunity that should 
be allowed to flourish in a free, open, and competitive market-based 
system.
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