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October 7, 2022 
 
Executive Committee 

City of Edmonton 

1 Sir Winston Churchill Square  

Edmonton, AB T5J 4R7 

 

Re: “Progress Land Development at Blatchford” report 

 

Dear Executive Committee and Members of Edmonton City Council, 

 

We are pleased to provide feedback on progress made to date on the Blatchford 

development and wish to expand on the summary of industry input described in 

Executive Committee report IIS01335. Our 160+ member companies work together 

to professionally develop land, build on diverse sites, and create value for 

shareholders and communities across the Edmonton Metropolitan Region. Our 

members develop commercial, industrial, residential, and institutional projects in both 

greenfield and infill contexts and have been successfully building neighbourhoods to 

house 1.4 million residents in the region for the last 100 years. While our members 

operate and contribute to Edmonton’s economy as local businesses, many of them 

also work in multiple markets across North America. It is within this context of 

expertise that we would like to elaborate on the following high-level reflections 

provided by Administration:  

 

Community vision 

 

We would like to commend successive City Councils for advancing a vision to enable 

the comprehensive redevelopment of the lands in Blatchford, starting with planning 

that began in 2008 followed by the official closure of the City Centre airport in 2013. 

This decision opened a major infill opportunity which aligns with modern direction 

outlined in The City Plan. Industry appreciates the development vision of Blatchford 

but cautions that, if rigidly implemented, it presents many unique constraints that 

have, and will continue to, slow development relative to other community 

development projects.  

 

The report reiterates a desire to keep the original scope and public sector-driven 

business model in place, which means that plan amendments or any changes to the 

business case will not be contemplated. In our experience, and as we have seen in 
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Edmonton’s developing and redeveloping neighbourhoods, any community that is 

expected to build out over the period of several decades needs to evolve and adjust 

over time to respond to changes in the market, technology, and demographics. For 

all developments, the private sector looks strategically at their plans at least once per 

year to adjust projections and, where warranted, shifts investment strategies, 

implementation tactics and priorities accordingly. Employing this type of adaptive 

approach for Blatchford would not mean a full departure from the vision but finding 

new pathways to enable key outcomes responsively and responsibly.  

 

Edmonton City Council and Administration, along with the public and private sectors, 

are known for their leadership and ability to pivot, evolve, and champion innovative 

approaches to the most pressing of urban issues. How we reconcile the aspirations in 

Blatchford with current and future development pressures, will no doubt serve as a 

best practice for municipalities across the country – who all continue to grapple with 

similar realities and contexts. The vision for Blatchford is clear, and it is important that 

we do not lose sight of it. At the same time, we need to be intentional and strategic in 

our actions so that the vision comes to life in a timely manner. 

 

Comparables with private sector development 

 

The report summarizes the current financial picture for Blatchford, which has required 

$214 million in capital and operating investments over the last decade and has 

yielded $23 million in return, to date (attachment 3). Between January 1, 2018, to 

September 30, 2022, building permits were issued for 149 new housing units in 

Blatchford while 47,998 units were issued over the same period for Edmonton overall 

with a subset of 13,790 of these in the core and mature neighbourhoods (infill 

development). The sole private sector example provided as a point of reference was 

for the Summerside neighborhood (Attachment 5); Summerside saw 376 units added 

over the same timeframe. Based on this pace and progress, the Blatchford project is 

not performing in alignment with private sector expectations in terms of financial 

targets, speed-to-market, and market uptake.  

 

One key difference in approach from a traditional private sector driven project is that 

none of the ten goals outlined in the business case relate to financial sustainability or 

viability (attachment 1). As stated above, industry is not opposed to the vision for the 

community, but it must be implementable in a timely manner to justify the expenditure 

relative to return on investment and in consideration of the time value of money. In 

discussions with City Administration over the summer of 2022 - requested to help 

inform the preparation of this report - there did not appear to be an appetite to 

recommend potential changes to the existing business model or development 

approach to enable new partnerships. Industry members noted then, as we have 

previously, that the current state is not financially viable from a private land developer 
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perspective, and arguably from a taxpayer’s perspective as well. Therefore, we 

believe that Council and Administration could consider new strategies to expedite the 

sustainable development of this important community. 

 

Evolving market and emerging needs 

 

A major priority across major Canadian cities right now is to address the pressing 

need for market attainable housing and ensure speed-to-market. In Edmonton, our 

affordability advantage is a key strategic asset to attract talent from across Canada 

as other major markets face a structural housing crisis; there is an opportunity for 

Blatchford to play a role in that. The Province of Alberta has recently launched the 

“Alberta is Calling” campaign and Edmonton’s housing affordability is central to that 

pitch. Blatchford provides an excellent opportunity for our community to answer this 

call but only if it is developed in a timely manner, at an affordable price point, and 

offers products that meets consumer demand. Currently, housing in Blatchford is 

approximately twice as expensive as direct comparables in developing 

neighbourhoods within the city and region. As of September 2022, the median selling 

price for a duplex/townhouse in Edmonton was $383,000 whereas a comparable 

product in Blatchford is selling in the $600,000-800,000 range. This shrinks the 

potential market considerably as it will only meet a niche need, which would be 

expected to lengthen the development timeframe for this community overall. 

 

The City has selected a market lane for this project that is narrow and that will 

struggle to support velocity. A community of 100% multi-family housing for a target 

population of 30,000 people in a single geographic location will struggle to develop 

consistently over a 20-year timeframe in Edmonton’s market. Regardless of whether 

if it is the City or private developer advancing the project, the narrow market lane will 

limit the timely build-out of the development. Any developer would have selected a 

wider market spectrum than the City had in order to generate a return on investment 

and stimulate momentum. As long as the market lane remains narrow the result in 

development velocity is unlikely to change. The reason why private developers are 

not expressing interest in the current program is not that we do not share and value 

the social and environmental objectives of this project. Rather, the issue is that 

developers cannot afford to advance a project that is not economically supported by 

appropriate volumes of consumer demand, particularly at a time when consumer 

demand for attainable housing is so high and the need so pressing region wide.  

 

Recommended next steps 

 

City Administration recently retired its Real Estate Advisory Committee (REAC), a 

group of land developers and consultants who were tasked with providing volunteer 

insight and feedback to the City on projects, policy, and processes. As this forum is 
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no longer in operation, as your city-building partners, UDI – Edmonton Metro and the 

development industry would be pleased to provide advice on how to bring this 

community to market more rapidly and efficiently. Rather than providing Council and 

Administration with perspectives on an issue-by-issue basis, we welcome a 

collaborative venue to share our experiences and expertise – to ensure a more 

holistic approach is advanced.  

 

The questions posed to private industry on this project, to date, essentially boil down 

to: would you be interested in taking on portions of this project, as is, and under the 

current business model? Instead, we think a better question to ask would be: what 

actions could be taken to stimulate growth and investment to bring Blatchford in line 

with private sector project delivery and pacing while maintaining the overall vision of 

a sustainable community as approved by Council? A wider array of solutions can be 

found by asking more questions and seeking creative alternatives. If not, the lands 

will continue to develop more slowly than comparable areas within the City and 

region and development phases will continue to be subsidized by the tax base over 

the foreseeable future as it builds out at its current rate until a critical mass and 

momentum is reached in the coming decades. 

 

This is an important project for Edmonton and we are eager to see it through to 

completion. We welcome the opportunity to connect on the ideas and solutions raised 

in this letter with Council and Administration. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Kalen Anderson 

Executive Director, UDI-EM 

 

Copy:  Office of the City Clerk 

 Andre Corbould, City Manager 

Adam Laughlin, Deputy City Manager, Integrated Infrastructure Services 

Tom Lumsden, Development Manager, Blatchford, Integrated Infrastructure 
Services 

 


