
Growth is 
City Building



Urban Development Institute - Edmonton Region is a 
non-profit, member-driven organization representing 
the land development industry in the Edmonton 
region. Our members are development companies 
and the professionals involved in our industry, 
including planners, surveyors, architects, engineers, 
contractors, finance managers and others. Together 
with the municipalities who regulate land use, we are 
City Builders. We build communities where people 
live, the roads they drive on and the playgrounds 
where families gather.

We want to share our industry’s perspective on 
the way growth can be managed in Edmonton, in 
the spirit of collaboration and best practices, so 
that together we can continue to build a city where 
generations to come can live and thrive, with the 
wonderful quality of life and high standard of living 
that so many of us enjoy here.

Intro
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“That administration provides 
a high-level update describing 
the contents of the growth 
management framework, the 
level of engagement planned 
with relevant stakeholders, 
and an update on the progress 
of infrastructure cost sharing 
strategies.”

At the September 14, 2020 Edmonton 
city council public hearing, the 
following motion was passed: 

The requested update was provided in February 2021. We 
encourage interested readers to read the full update that 
administration provided. The key thread running through 
it is that the City of Edmonton is working on a growth 
management framework, which it plans to use to “activate 
priority growth areas,” (i.e., certain areas of the city where 
more growth, or more intense growth, is desirable).

The City Plan contemplates a future where Edmonton 
has double the population is has now. To create and 
accommodate that kind of growth, Edmonton will need 
to attract new businesses and new residents. We know 
that housing choice and affordability is one of Edmonton’s 
most powerful advantages on both fronts. To successfully 
welcome one million more Edmontonians and the 
businesses that will employ them, we need to maintain 
that key advantage – the expert view of our industry is 
that we need responsible, strategic developments of 
all kinds, including infill and suburban development, to 
ensure Edmonton’s future success. 

SECTION 1  
THE GROWTH MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

Edmonton’s track record on infill is complicated. The 
solution is to create the same sort of market momentum 
all around the city that currently exists in suburban areas 
– we need to make both infill and suburban development 
desirable. Creating conditions that will increase choice for 
buyers (i.e., adding infill choice) can only be a good thing. 
Price sensitivity is an important aspect to this – it needs to 
be market affordable.

However, creating the conditions for growth cannot 
come at the expense of restricting choice, and needs to 
consider the investments in infrastructure required to 
facilitate successful growth. Restricting choice would 
harm the long-term wellbeing of Edmonton and the 
people who choose to live here. If, as a community, we 
are to navigate the uncertain waters that lay ahead of us 
in the decades to come, city builders in the development 
industry and at the City of Edmonton should work 
together to make sure we are providing housing choices to 
meet the market demands in all parts of our beautiful city.
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Alberta’s population 
has the lowest median 
age among Canadian 
provinces at 37.5. 
Edmonton has a higher 
than average number of 
young people looking for 
affordable single-family 
starter homes. 

The most important factor to 
consider when determining what  
to build is market demand.  
Building and development industry 
members conduct market analyses on 
style of housing, pricing and consumer 
preferences that people desire before 
they choose to invest. Get it wrong, 
you’re out a lot of money. Get it wrong 
too often, you’re out of business. 
That’s why our industry is laser-
focused on market needs; we need to 
know what kind of housing products 
people will buy, or at least have a 
pretty good idea, before we build 
them. And so, we spend a lot of time 
and effort building and refining our 
understanding of market demand.

Our industry are experts in the evaluation of market 
demand including consumer preferences (location, 
build form and experience).  Builders and developers 
have their own way of determining market demands. 
One example of national based research comes from the 
2020 Canadian Home Builders’ Association’s Canadian 
Homebuyer Preference National Study. Key findings from 
that study include:

• The largest group of today’s Canadian homebuyers 
are growing families with kids.

• Pricing information is by far the most important 
resource in making a final purchasing decision.

• Just under half of homebuyers in 2020 (48.1%) have 
annual household incomes were between $75,000 - 
$149,000. This is by far the largest group of buyers by 
household income.

• In 2020, roughly a quarter of homes purchased were 
between $300,000 - $400,000, another quarter were 
between $400,000 - $500,000, and a third quarter 
were between $500,000 - $750,000. All in all, three 
quarters of homes purchased were in the range of 
$300,000 - $750,000.

• 70% of respondents indicated they would be seeking 
a single-family detached home. This is an increase of 
25.3% since 2015.

Furthermore, there is increasing demand for amenities 
and community connection that is driving new 
development. These preferences are an increasingly 
important part of the homebuyer’s decision making, in 
addition to location and price.  Affordability challenges, 
as well as choice and demographics, are also driving the 
purpose built rental market. 

SECTION 2 
ANALYSIS OF DEMAND
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We agree that growth should  
pay for growth regardless of 
where it occurs.

Historically, suburban and infill development in Edmonton 
has paid for itself and benefited the city as a whole. In 
part, this is because developers contribute significantly to 
infrastructure costs when these areas are developed, and 
economic activity is stimulated as businesses and residents 
move, in creating an ongoing tax base for the city.

Dramatically increasing the density of existing 
neighbourhoods calls for significant upgrades to 
infrastructure, and it isn’t clear yet the magnitude of 
required investment, and who will pay for those costs.  
We believe that infill development is important for 
choice and can be done effectively and responsibly and 
UDI-ER is looking forward to working with the City to 
resolve these questions. 

SECTION 3 
REAL COSTS OF GROWTH

Growth

should

pay for

growth.
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Single Family 
Home

New home ownership in a new neighbourhood 

% of households who cannot a�ord to purchase
% of households who cannot 
a�ord to rent

% in subsidized
housing

Ownership

Townhome/Duplex Condo Unit Townhome
/Duplex

Condo/
Apartment

Subsidized

Rental

$469,250

54% 76% 35% 46% 29% 41% 25% 21% 9%

$324,018 $392,000 $1,265/mo

$1,183/mo

274,639

$729,000

$369,000

Infill ownership mature neighbourhood 

Rental

Subsidized

When compared with other 
major Canadian cities, the 
availability and affordability of 
these homes gives Edmonton 
a key strategic advantage. We 
know what homebuyers are 
looking for, and Edmonton offers 
those options – including market 
affordable home purchases and 
rental - at a reasonable price, 
where many other large cities 
can’t.  As markets become 
less competitive, their ability 
to attract and retain both 
investment and talent becomes 
compromised, also further 
challenging social and non-
market housing.

According to the Government of Alberta’s most recent 
statistics (2018), the median household income in 
Edmonton is $95,480. We know that roughly 70% of 
homebuyers are looking for a single-family home with 
three bedrooms, and in general a family can qualify for 
a mortgage around four times their annual income. This 
means a household making the median income could 
qualify for a mortgage around the $400,000 range, but 
not much higher.

According to the REALTORS Association of Edmonton, the 
benchmark price for a single-family home is $389,000 as 
of February 2021. This is in line with what a middle-income 
Edmonton family can afford. Looking at current listings 
in Edmonton shows that most new, single-family homes 
in that price range are in suburban developments – as a 
rule, a new infill home with similar features and square 
footage costs a great deal more. New construction in 
particular is the appropriate sample to consider here, as 
we’re contemplating adding homes for another million 
Edmontonians.

In one of Edmonton’s suburban developments, like 
Keswick, $400,000 will easily get you a three-bedroom 
single-family home – the kind of home we know most 
families are looking for. A similar, recently built infill home 
in neighbourhoods like Hazeldean, Kenilworth or Capilano 
costs upward of $650,000, which the average Edmonton 
family can’t afford. The overwhelming majority of new 
homes that fit homebuyers’ desires and budgets are 
available because of suburban development.

SECTION 4 
ANALYSIS OF AFFORDABILITY

Edmonton Metro   
Affordability Continuum 
% of households who cannot  
afford the following homes

Increased costs erode affordability 
and increase pressure along the 
affordability continuum.

Increased costs to one segment of 
the market impact all other segments 
of the market: from new home to 
resale, suburban to infill.

* Affordability assumptions are based on median household income and median sale and rental price
Ownership Data Source: Intelligence House / RAE. 2017 (annual) / CMHC Edmonton Rental Market Report 2017
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Part of doing urban development 
well is looking at the real-world 
results of different approaches 
and applying best practices. 

In many case studies of cities that have been successful 
in transformation and attracting business and investment, 
there are three common drivers of success: Vibrancy, 
Cost of Business (i.e. property tax), and Ease of Doing 
Business. We need to continue working in collaboration to 
ensure we successfully balance these three pillars.

In addition, there are many cities all around the world that 
have artificially restricted where growth can happen – we 
can look at those cases to see whether those policies 
had the intended effect, and also look at the unintended 
side effects. The impact of restricting growth, through 
measures such as green belts, has been explored in many 
academic studies.

One of the main effects where growth has been 
restricted is that housing prices increase for everyone. 
This includes both homeowners and renters - including 
people who live near the city centre. A report from the 
government of New Zealand found that this growth 
restriction disproportionately impacts low-income groups. 
Many people assume that new homes are a relatively small 
part of a city’s overall housing stock, but investigations like 
the Barker Review of Housing Supply (from the UK’s HM 
Treasury) show that controlling land supply for residential 
development deeply harms the bottom of the housing 
market. In Toronto, a study on housing affordability from 
Ryerson University found that the average price for new 
low-rise and ground-related homes skyrocketed when 
green belt policy was introduced, increasing from the 
low $300,000s to $829,766 – and those prices are still 
climbing. The price of apartment-style condos in Toronto 
also increased significantly, albeit at a more moderate rate.

SECTION 5 
ANALYSIS OF “GREEN BELT” USE 
AND RESULTS ELSEWHERE

Economists have found that these housing affordability challenges, in addition 
to their social impact, negatively affect a city’s overall GDP. This is because 
higher housing prices limit the number of workers who choose to live – or 
can afford to live – in those cities. There is also the common phenomenon of 
leapfrog development, where housing demand pushes developers to “leap 
over” areas where development has been restricted and build just outside it. In 
cities like Seoul, this has actually increased urban spread, along with commute 
times, dependence on driving and the associated air pollution.

These challenges arise when cities stop basing their decisions on whether a 
particular development makes sense, and instead start basing decisions purely 
on the development location. What we’ve seen looking at other cities that try 
to restrict and direct growth this way isn’t successful densification and a more 
vibrant city – it’s rising housing costs, people choosing to live elsewhere, and 
in some cases this expansion comes with negative impacts on the environment 
and quality of life. None of this means that densification and infill shouldn’t be 
priorities but observing what’s happened in other cities suggests that artificially 
restricting other kinds of growth isn’t the way to accomplish those goals.

We should focus on making infill and redevelopment as robust as 
Edmonton’s suburban development has been. There are various ways 
to increase that kind of growth without stifling others. For example, if 
densification is a public priority, offering public-private partnerships and 
incentives to encourage infill development could be an opportunity – nearly 
every other municipal priority, from LRT expansion to developing the Ice 
District, has been supported by public spending. An investment of public 
dollars in supporting the growth the City wants to see could be a good strategy 
that avoids increased costs and unwanted side effects. A discussion on further 
incentives for downtown development, including property tax implications, 
could be helpful. 
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Heritage  
Valley

SECTION 5A 
15-MINUTE SUBURBAN COMMUNITIES

Edmonton’s suburban communities defy 
suburban development stereotypes. 
Instead of expansive, isolated 
neighbourhoods where residents have to 
drive long distances to meet their needs, 
we build some of the most vibrant, dense, 
amenity-rich communities in North America. 
Some of these new developments are three 
to four times as dense as mature Edmonton 
neighbourhoods closer to the core.

Suburban communities are already 
being built with the City Plan’s ideal 
of the “15-minute district” in mind. 
Heritage Valley is an excellent example, 
with employment opportunities, 
community gathering spaces, a hospital, 
and other essentials all accessible within 
a one-kilometer radius – connected by 
transportation corridors that allow residents 
to walk, bike or drive. With an average 
density of 48 dwelling units per hectare, 
Heritage Valley’s neighbourhoods provide 
an abundance of homes within a compact 
geographic footprint and offer exceptional 
quality of life.

Several suburban communities in 
Edmonton have received national 
recognition as great places to live. As the 
City of Edmonton’s partners in city building, 
we’re committed to continuing this kind of 
development and bringing the City Plan’s 
vision to life in new developments.

Population Average dwelling  
units/hectare

48 81,838 

39 DU/NRHA
18,229 POP

54 DU/NRHA
6,776 POP

165 DU/NRHA
10,671 POP

47 DU/NRHA
4,536 POP

47 DU/NRHA
5,938 POP

43 DU/NRHA
12,026 POP

26 DU/NRHA
2,714 POP

67 DU/NRHA
3,905 POP

39 DU/NRHA
3,414 POP32 DU/NRHA

4,149 POP

32 DU/NRHA
1,325 POP

40 DU/NRHA
8,155 POP
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CONCLUSION

The way to achieve 
smart growth is 
by listening to 
market demand 
and consumer 
preference..  

Smart growth  
pays for itself.

Growth should pay for itself, and when we’re planning something as important 
as Edmonton’s future, we can’t afford to start from a false premise based on 
incomplete data. When it’s done appropriately, suburban growth is not more 
costly for the City, but artificially restricting growth is more costly – in financial 
terms and in ways that go beyond dollars and cents. It drives up housing prices 
all around the City, with a disproportionate impact on people with limited 
income.

We know that’s not what Edmonton is striving for. Housing affordability and 
choice help create vibrancy, while attracting people and businesses. This 
is a key strategic advantage for Edmonton, and one that every city council 
should firmly value. It’s a key factor in Edmonton’s future success, the City’s 
economic growth and the lives of the people who live here. If revitalizing 
existing neighbourhoods and increasing density is a priority, our aim should 
be to encourage and stimulate infill growth so that it thrives in the same way 
suburban development has, rather than restricting other kinds of growth that 
Edmonton still needs. There’s a wealth of compelling evidence that blocking 
certain types of growth with arbitrary planning barriers won’t get us where we 
want to go.

When we look at market demand and what has been successful in 
attracting people to Edmonton, it’s clear that smart, responsible suburban 
development still has a valuable part to play in building Edmonton’s future. 
However, so does infill and redevelopment, and making infill development 
as successful as suburban development has been in Edmonton, should be a 
priority. Edmonton needs both, and there’s no reason Edmonton shouldn’t 
have both. The way to achieve this is to be committed to smart growth. 
By listening to market demand and consumer preference, growth should 
continue to pay for itself.

We are your partners in city building. We want to help make Edmonton a great 
place to live – a place that more and more people and businesses want to be 
part of. UDI-ER is eager to partner with the City, share our expertise and move 
forward together in a way that embraces new opportunities without sacrificing 
the advantages we already have. And we know, based on long experience and 
careful analysis, that evaluating each development on its own merit is the way 
to do that.
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Contact

The Urban Development Institute 
Edmonton Region is a not-for-profit 
association representing the land 
development industry and its 166 
member companies in the Region.

Recognizing that the development 
of land is an essential function of our 
economy and the environment, UDI 
ER’s activities and objectives, short 
and long-term, focus on Building 
Communities Together with the
City of Edmonton by promoting
wise, efficient and productive
urban growth.

About Us

#324 Birks Building
10113 - 104 Street
Edmonton, Alberta T5J 1A1

info@udiedmonton.com
780.428.6146
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