
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Discussion Paper:  

Inner-city Community Renewal  

 

Introduction 

During my term as the MLA for Calgary-North Hill I have continued to bring forward through informal 

and formal discussions, as well as, questions and statements in the Legislature, concerns with what is 

happening in older inner-city communities such as the ones within my constituency.  Over the last 

several months I have had the opportunity to host discussions with community members and 

organizations in the Calgary-North Hill constituency.  I gathered members and leaders in the 

constituency to participate in a meeting during the Calgary Cabinet Tour and I hosted a roundtable 

discussion two weeks later to delve into more specific details surrounding the benefits, issues, 

challenges and potential solutions for ensuring that inner-city communities remain vibrant and livable 

places for families. These discussions were also attended by the Honourable Hector Goudreau, Minister 

of Municipal Affairs, and the Honourable Jonathan Denis, Minister of Housing & Urban Affairs. 

 

The Challenge 

During these discussions it was apparent that community leaders and members have recognized and 

concluded that the natural cycle of a community means that change in older established 

neighbourhoods is inevitable.  The reality is that we are currently undergoing the first transition of the 

post-war suburban communities in our urban centers; it is recognized that these changes can create 

both positive and negative characteristics of a community.  Of the positive aspects, many community 

members mentioned the mature trees, parks and streetscapes as advantages to living in older inner-city 

communities, the close proximity to the downtown core, established infrastructure, and the diversity of 

both the physical (architechural) and human (demographic) environment.  Some of the negative aspects 

of changes in these communities included loss of community identity and character and a reduction in 

quality of life. 

 

The identity and character of a community is defined by the natural, built and human elements of the 

community.  Most community members believe that all three of these elements are strengths of older 

inner-city communities, with the natural element of mature trees and parks being a significant positive 

for their community.  They believe that the built and human elements of their communities are also 

positives; however, without diligent attention throughout their community’s transition, these could 

become very negative aspects of the community.
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Built Environment 

The built environment is rapidly changing, and a quick drive through these communities would provide 

ample evidence as it would seem there are several new houses/duplexes being constructed on almost 

every block.  These new residential units are often bought by young professionals and built by various 

custom/specialty home builders.  Typically these single family dwellings are sold for anywhere between 

$500,000 to $1.5 million dollars depending on the size and finishing.  These new houses/duplexes are 

situated amongst many small war-time bungalows. 

 

The diversity of architecture within the built environment is cherished by many in these communities as 

opposed to the uniform style seen in many new suburban communities.  However, there are also several 

huge concerns with this.  Firstly, many community members see this new residential construction as 

taking away one of the most significant positives of the community - that is the mature trees and 

streetscapes within the neighbourhood.  For example, many of the new single family dwellings being 

built may include attached front drive garages; be much larger than the original dwelling; or the 

property is sub-dived and used to build two single family dwellings.  In all cases, this contributes to the 

loss of space for trees and the degradation of the streetscape.  Many of these developers/builders are 

small custom builders and only have an incentive to provide what their client demands on the particular 

property development with minimal obligations to consider the broader issues of the community such 

as streetscape.  

 

Secondly, these new houses/duplexes that have been built and sold have significantly driven up the 

property value in these communities, which intuitively would seem like a good thing.  However, because 

of our market based property assessment methodology for property taxes, this creates a huge challenge 

for housing affordability in the community.  Seniors (many are on fixed income) that have lived their 

entire lives in these communities have now seen exponential growth in their property taxes over the last 

5-10 years. 

 

Thirdly, as people age and move out of these communities, the original houses are bought by either 

prospective home owners or investors.  In a lot of cases many of these buyers use the residence as 

revenue/rental property (either temporarily or permanently), and as a result these properties tend to 

become run down and their residents very transient. 

 

Challenges facing the built environment in these communities do not stop at the residential sector. A 

sense of loss in access to amenities such as commercial, and more significantly, public infrastructure are 
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also major concerns.  The first issue that many of the older inner-city communities face is the closure of 

public schools.  This can be very agonizing for a community, as these decisions are purely based on the 

education system’s organizational rationale with very little to no consideration for the role that a school 

plays in the community as a hub and gathering place for people. 

 

The second issue that emerges is that with the loss of schools, community centers, which are operated 

by community associations and leagues take on an added importance within the community as a 

gathering place for people.  However, a significant portion of these facilities are just as old as the 

community and, like the community, seem to be deteriorating.  Community associations and leagues do 

not have the volunteer or financial capacity to develop appropriate revenue streams for ongoing 

maintenance and repair and, therefore, they rely solely on municipal and provincial lottery grants from 

the province to fund the upkeep of their centers. This is a challenge for older communities as they have 

a higher demand for CFEP funds.  In my particular constituency a number of community associations of 

been denied funding after investing significant time and effort in submitting a CFEP application because 

the area is significantly oversubscribed for CFEP grants.  The need for upgrades can range from general 

maintenance and upkeep to vital repairs, improving functionality, improving accessibility for the 

disabled, and improving aesthetics so that the community can have greater pride in the facility. 

 

The third challenge facing the built environment is that the need for maintenance and modernization of 

public infrastructure does not stop at community centers, but is extended to the schools that do remain 

open, as well as the transportation infrastructure.  This challenge can be broken into two specific 

themes; erosion and capacity. 

 

Again, much like community centre, other public infrastructure like roads and schools are as old as the 

community and, in many instances, well past their intended life cycles.  The challenges are obvious and 

this can have a huge impact on the quality of life and services that are offered in a community.  Many 

community residents are significantly concerned that governments continue to build new schools, 

roads, overpasses, and extend the LRT to the benefit of newer suburban communities, while the 

maintenance and renewal for older infrastructure is put aside.  When combined with the fact that 

property taxes in the older inner-city communities are significantly higher, this causes for a tremendous 

amount of frustration in these communities. 

 

In addition to the erosion of public infrastructure in older inner-city communities, there are large 

challenges with infrastructure capacity, most specifically when it comes to transportation infrastructure.  
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Many of the roads and intersections were not build to handle the volume that they currently do.  Again, 

residents see huge sums of funding for transportation that benefits newer suburban communities (ring 

road, regional transportation funding through GreenTrip, extension of LRT), but very little funding to 

increase the capacity of their neighbourhoods to deal with the increased commuter traffic from the 

suburbs to the inner-city and downtown core that usually happens in a large city.  Combined with the 

push for increased density, the challenge is exacerbated.  Communities have already seen large numbers 

of people divert their vehicles from main roads/arteries onto small residential roads in order to avoid 

traffic congestion, which poses a significant threat to the quality of life and safety in these communities.  

In addition, a simple trip to the local shopping centre or grocery store could mean sitting in gridlock 

during certain periods of the day for residents in these communities.  

 

It is very obvious that the built environment in older inner-city communities cannot sustain communities 

that are livable and desirable to raise a family, which should be the ultimate benchmark for community 

development.  The challenges facing the build environment in these communities have a significant 

influence over their current and future identity and character.  There is no doubt that these 

communities are rapidly changing within the local context, but also in the broader context of a growing 

metropolitan centre as well as province.  As such, more attention and resources are required to address 

these issues and facilitate greater community involvement in decision making, thereby ensuring that the 

built environment in a community supports the goal of having safe, secure, vibrant communities where 

it is desirable to raise a family. 

 

Human Environment 

Beyond the need to support the transition of the built environment in older inner-city communities, 

there is a need to support changes in the human environment as well.  Community is best defined as a 

group of people living in a shared geographical area who are organized around common values and 

social cohesion. As I have indicated, the concept of community is being challenged by the transition 

happening in our older inner-city communities. 

 

Diversity comes in many forms. Some are obvious, such as race, religion, ethnicity;–some are not so 

obvious such as socio-economic status or family composition.  However obvious diversity is, it still has 

an impact on the overall identity and cohesion of a community.  The current transition in our older 

inner-city communities is leading to greater diversity in both obvious and not-so-obvious forms, creating 

a human environment that is less likely to support social cohesion.  Indeed, there is a noticeable 

difference in comparison to both suburban communities and small rural communities where there is 
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greater cohesion and stability amongst community residents and, therefore, a stronger sense of 

community and common values. 

 

Older inner-city communities are not only seeing a more diverse population, their residents are living 

closer together as density increases.  Many studies have suggested that there is more likely to be social 

unrest, violence and crime in areas of greater diversity and density.   Obviously this is a huge concern for 

many community members. Many see greater diversity and density as positives in their communities, 

but only if it is supported through a strategy that provides a greater allocation of community building 

and policing resources.  Again, without this support it is believed that these challenges will create a 

human environment that is not desirable for raising a family and does not support a high quality of life. 

 

Through strategic support, residents see the changing demographics and increasing diversity in their 

communities as a positive and, indeed, encourage such diversity. It is the concentration of a particular 

segment of the population that these communities are trying to avoid.  Most communities want to be 

open and inviting, not closed and exclusive to one or two particular groups.  This is why many older-

inner city communities see current government policies, practices and decisions as running contrary to 

this objective.  Again, for example, it would seem that the market based assessment methodology for 

property taxes could create neighbourhoods that are “exclusive” to only those that could afford to pay 

the taxes.  

 

More controversial however, is the sighting of social facilities such as group homes, homeless shelters, 

affordable housing units and/or addictions treatment centers.  These social issues have their own 

significantly unique challenges that we as a society and government must address. However, many 

community members feel that these facilities are disproportionately dealt with by concentrating these 

certain segments of the population in their neighborhoods.  Again, studies have shown that 

concentrating these services in a limited space has significant negative consequences and can quickly 

lead to some communities being ghettoized.  

 

In instances where these social facilities are sighted with little or no input from the community, the 

facility then causes negative tensions in the community, further eroding the community’s cohesion and 

impacting its identity and character.  Currently, there is no standard in determining how communities 

should be engaged when choosing a location for these facilities and this has led to frustration in many 

older-inner-city communities.  In some instances, best practices have been identified and used, but 

these have yet to become the norm and are often put aside in the name of expediency, often 
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overlooking the long-term consequences siting social facilities without community buy-in. The challenge 

of siting social facilities is further complicated by the number of agencies, entities and organizations 

involved.  In many cases, there are anywhere from three to twelve decision- making entities and 

authorities involved.  It seems that practice has dictated that each entity deal only with their very 

narrow scope of authority, leaving the community to deal with the overall consequences of the project.    

 

Many residents envision their communities as having the potential to be an environment that is positive 

and is built on understanding and differences.  They want a human environment that is fostered by a 

keen desire to be involved in the community and supportive of other community members; this can be 

achieved through supporting and empowering these communities and their members to take ownership 

of how their community evolves.  Ensuring that, through their transition, strong community 

relationships are at the centre of what the community becomes. 

 

Relationships 

Our province has changed significantly over the last decade. While each community has it challenges, 

older inner-city communities have seen their neighbourhoods evolve rapidly.  Alberta and its two largest 

cities, Calgary and Edmonton, have matured into economic and metropolitan leaders in Canada and 

across the world.  Reality suggests that our decision making entities and processes must also change if 

we are to seize the opportunity to sustain the livability in our older inner city neighborhoods or lose 

them, as has happened in other jurisdictions. 

 

More specifically, many community members are frustrated with the relationship between the 

provincial government, municipal government and their community.  As older inner-city communities 

transition it is important that these communities own the change and that the change not be dictated by 

either the provincial or municipal government.  These communities need to be empowered through 

proactive decision making powers and supported by both levels of government. 

 

A huge concern amongst many community members is that governments do a good job at dealing with 

pan-provincial or pan-municipal issues, but a lousy job at dealing with local “on the ground” issues.  

They often expressed frustration with the hands on, restrictive and bureaucratic nature of the 

municipality and distant paternalistic nature of the provincial government.  Quite often, the 

relationships between the municipalities, the province, and communities are very narrow in scope with 

communities left filling in the holes. 
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A closer examination of the provincial-municipal relationship as it has evolved today is very important.  

This relationship is governed by the Municipal Government Act (MGA), which sets out the powers, 

authorities and responsibilities of municipalities.  Curiously, the Act, broadly speaking, does not 

differentiate between a smaller municipality such as Edson and the two major municipalities of Calgary 

and Edmonton.  In many areas covered by the MGA a distinction between small and larger 

municipalities may not have any utility, however, by having a uniform AGM apply broadly across all 

municipalities, it fails to recognize the complexity of Alberta’s two large cities. 

 

Further, many government of Alberta policies and programs conceptualize “communities” as 

municipalities.  This works fairly reasonable for smaller towns and municipalities, however is completely 

at odds with how Calgary and Edmonton have grown in the last decade.  It ignores the reality that the 

municipality of Calgary and Edmonton are not communities in and of themselves, but that they are 

another large bureaucratic level of government, under which is a complex web of communities that 

cannot necessarily be commonly defined. 

 

Not only does the provincial-municipal relationship need to evolve and mature, but the provincial-

community relationship needs to be strengthened.  While it is natural that communities are likely to be 

more engaged with their municipal government, it ignores the impact and influence that the provincial 

government has on communities through its various policies, authorities and programs.  Many members 

of older inner-city communities believe that this relationship must be strengthened in order to better 

understand and leverage how the provincial government can support sustainable communities. Many 

inner-city communities believe that to achieve the goal of making their communities family friendly the 

province must provide a framework to establish  a symbiotic three-way partnership between the 

province, its two largest municipalities and the various communities they encompass.  

 

Solutions 

To develop a framework that enables the provincial and municipal governments to support older inner-

city communities and others as they evolve, the provincial government must take on the lead. 

Community members have indicated that they would like the province to develop a strategy and 

framework that would accomplish the goal of ensuring that all inner-city communities remain livable 

and want to raise their family.  This would mean that the provincial government should develop a new 

partnership between itself, its big cities (Calgary and Edmonton), and the communities within these 

municipalities, by exploring: 
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• A “big city” charter for Calgary and Edmonton with unique powers, responsibilities and 

authorities; 

• The delegation of certain formalized decision making authority and/or input at the community 

level through the establishment of community councils; 

• The allocation of authority and resources to older-inner city communities to develop specific 

community transition plans (area redevelopment/renewal plans) within the context of provincial 

and municipal strategic priorities and plans; and 

• Different funding model(s) that maximizes impact and flexibility for communities while providing 

for greater accountability and that recognizes that there is just one tax payer no matter who 

collects or spends the money. 

 

These suggestions are very broad in nature and I would advise that the government develop a task force 

to explore these ideas in further detail through research and stakeholder consultation, with the 

objective of developing a truly sustainable urban re-development strategy that takes into account the 

complexities of older inner-city communities.   

 

    

 


