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Executive Summary
In the midst of an almost $300 million infra-
structure deficit, concerns about potholes, run-
down community centers and libraries, and 
a deteriorating inner city, Winnipeg and the 
Province of Manitoba have given the go-ahead 
for the development of yet another suburb, 
Waverley West. While there is little question 
that population is rising in the city, it is worth 
exploring why a response to increased housing 
demand necessitates expanding the neighbor-
hood policy area of the city, rather than choos-
ing more sustainable options. This paper exam-
ines many of the arguments that won the case 
for Waverley West, including increasing popu-
lation growth and decreasing household size, 
using data from both the developer’s consulta-
tion company, ND LEA, and the City’s research. 
It finds that the factors that contributed to the 
approval of the development were exaggerat-
ed, and that there are other viable options for 

Winnipeg’s increasing population that would 
better use the space we have and better serve 
anticipated demand. 

Just as concerning as the ongoing wasteful 
use of space in Winnipeg is the lack of clear 
planning policy for the City to guide decision-
making on issues like Waverley West. Indeed, 
there is a need in Winnipeg for a clear shift 
in mindset regarding development in general. 
Urbanization must be prioritized over subur-
banization. Such a shift would be best initi-
ated immediately and fully incorporated into 
the plans for Waverley West to ensure that the 
development reflects a true urban centre, rather 
than a cookie-cutter suburb. Strong policy with 
city-wide plans and goals needs to be developed 
to ensure that Winnipeg’s short and long term 
interests are upheld the next time a Waverley 
West comes around, and that true options are 
explored rather than relying on the developer-
driven suburban standby. 

3000 ACres of phony demand

Consideration on Waverley West

By Kate Sjoberg
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Introduction
Bound by Waverley Street, the Perimeter, 
Brady Road, and the Lot 16 drain, Waverley 
West is a 3,000-acre stretch of mostly farm-
land that is about to become Winnipeg’s next 
suburb — anticipated to be 12,000 lots strong 
by completion. In the context of the current 
housing boom in the city, the development may 
seem worthwhile. This month, Qualico has 
announced upcoming development of their St 
Boniface tract, which will add 12,000 homes 
to the Winnipeg market in the next few years.1 
More urban developments are also doing well, 
exemplified by the Exchange District’s antici-
pated Excelsior condominium project — half of 
the units of which were sold before construc-
tion had even begun.2

Yet, regardless of the strength of the cur-
rent housing market, it is important to look 
at the reasons large-scale developments are 
considered in the first place. Whose interests 
are being served in going forward with these 
developments? In the case of Waverley West, 
arguments for approval of the development 
have included relatively concrete factors like 
population growth, decreasing household size, 
and land availability. Through data on these 
factors, Waverley West and other developments 
have been touted as being in Winnipeg’s best 
interests, and necessary as Winnipeg attempts 
to capture and encourage growth. 

However, from well before City Council’s 
January 26, 2005 policy area change for the 
Waverley West lands — a shift from rural 
to neighborhood policy area as designated 
in the long-range planning document, Plan 
Winnipeg 2020 Vision, and the primary step-
ping stone toward development — to the more 
recent decision by Intergovernmental Affairs 
Minister Scott Smith not to send the develop-

ment to the provincially independent review 
of the Municipal Board, it has been clear that 
there are other interests that are being served 
by going forward with the development. An 
initial clue to that effect is that the majority 
of the Waverley West lands are owned by the 
Manitoba Housing and Renewal Corporation, 
a provincial body, and the development compa-
ny, Ladco Inc. In this light, one must ask — does 
Winnipeg really need Waverley West? 

This paper attempts to answer this question 
by reviewing the arguments for the develop-
ment. Research by ND LEA, the proponent’s 
consultant company on the project, is described 
and critiqued, as well as more general arguments 
for development that large-scale developers 
tend to rely on — for example, that demand is 
strong for new suburban developments only in 
certain areas of the city. In doing so, the paper 
simultaneously addresses Winnipeg’s diehard 
habit of emphasizing outward growth over bet-
ter use of the space it already occupies. With a 
clearer understanding of the situation regard-
ing Waverley West, a context is offered for dis-
cussing Winnipeg’s interests and how, in this 
particular story, bodies with other interests are 
able to distort those values to their own ends. 

As a primary landholder in the area, the pro-
vincial government holds significant respon-
sibility and has an opportunity to work with 
the City of Winnipeg to make the effects of 
developing Waverley West on the rest of the 
city and its citizens more positive. The author 
envisions a time when the development plan 
for Winnipeg takes into account the long-term 
health of the city and its citizens as a whole — a 
consideration long overdue and far off if judged 
by the circumstances of Waverley West. 

We begin with the base of the argument for 
almost any new housing development — popu-
lation growth. 
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Reasons For Waverley West 

Population Growth

Population growth can establish one of the 
more compelling arguments for giving housing 
developments the go-ahead. ND LEA’s Housing 
and Population Summary and the City of 
Winnipeg’s Residential Land Supply Study make 
this case — ie., that the higher the population of 
your city, the more housing your city will need. 
Planners generally calculate this need based on 
projected demand for the next twenty years. 

It is apparent, however, that in making the 
case for Waverley West, the documents of both 
ND LEA and the City of Winnipeg use inflated 
figures for both population and growth rate, 
and thus their projections are optimistic, to say 
the least. There is a certain science that goes 
into predicting the future population of a city, 
but these projections are, at their very heart, 
guesses. The following presents some of the 
inconsistencies in these guesses, and some of 
the questions that arise when the case for build-
ing Waverley West includes so many discrepan-
cies in the ‘supporting’ data. 

Population Growth: ND LEA

There are two main concerns in both docu-
ments: that projections are based on 2001 pop-
ulations for Winnipeg that are different than 
the Statistics Canada report for that year; and 
that the growth rates for the years after 2001 
appear to ignore the trends in population that 
led up to that year. However, there is one other 
questionable issue that deserves noting and will 
be explored first: ND LEA’s selection of refer-
ence data. 

ND LEA’s Summary notes that a middle of 
the road projection strategy has been used to 

come to its projections of population gowth. 
The highest prediction that ND LEA found 
takes into account immigrants from the 
Provincial Nominee Programme, which ND 
LEA says could double immigration to the city 
annually.3 The lowest prediction comes from 
Plan Winnipeg 2020, in which the Manitoba 
Bureau of Statistics (MBS) is quoted as say-
ing that from 1999 to 2020, population will 
decrease by a rate of 4.10%. Neither were con-
sidered in ND LEA’s final projections. While 
one might note that these are both significant 
predictions and should therefore factor into 
ND LEA’s estimates, equally notable are the 
projections chosen as appropriate references. 
Manitoba Health’s data for population projec-
tion are used as a gauge to validate ND LEA’s 
findings because growth rates for both estimates 
are similar, even though Manitoba Health cal-
culates population for the entire Metropolitan 
region, not only the city, to which ND LEA’s 
numbers apply. Statistics Canada is also used by 
ND LEA as a gauge to show that their projec-
tions are reasonable. However, as will be noted 
below, ND LEA’s numbers are otherwise often 
significantly contradictory to those of StatsCan, 
and are used comparatively even though they 
apply to different counting areas. 

To come to its projections, ND LEA com-
bines findings from the Chief Administrative 
Officer Secretariat (with a growth projection of 
.32% per year) and Conference Board of Canada 
population statistics.4 ND LEA’s main projec-
tion in the Housing and Population Summary 
therefore reads as follows:

Winnipeg’s population will increase in the 
order of 18,600 persons by 2011 and 39,700 
by 2021. These figures are in keeping with 
Plan Winnipeg projections.5

Here, the first of the two more major con-
cerns arises. Whether or not these projected 
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increases are accurate, they are meaningless 
without a starting figure for 2001. StatsCan 
notes a 2001 census population of 619,544. 
However, rather than relying on this, ND LEA 
uses the Conference Board of Canada popula-

tion projection for that year of 630,800.6 Using 
an annual growth rate of .32% (the ND LEA 
accepted rate from the Conference Board of 
Canada) and starting from the 2001 census 
count, the 2021 population of Winnipeg would 
be 660,423. The ND LEA projection is 10,000 
higher than this; the Conference Board of 
Canada projection is 50,000 higher. See Table 
One for this comparison.

The second major concern is the growth rates 
presented for Winnipeg’s population to 2021. 
ND LEA predicts that Winnipeg will undergo 
a 39,700 person increase, or 6.4% growth, from 
2001 to 2021 (an average growth rate of .32% per 
year). This overall rate is similar (.4% larger) to 
the StatsCan projected growth rate of 6% from 
1999 to 2020 in Table Two, taken from Plan 
Winnipeg 2020 Vision.

This information is laid out in Table Three 
with census data from  StatsCan (1981-2001) 
and ND LEA projections (2011-2021). This 
comparison between growth in the years before 
2001 and the projections post-2001 is impor-
tant because it shows the disjoint between real-
ity (what we know about population growth in 
Winnipeg) and estimates for the future. When 
looked at in this context, projections from ND 
LEA, the CBC, and even StatsCan may be too 
high.

Consider the growth rates in Table Three. 

Table One  Population Projection Comparisons

StatsCan 2001 
Census + .32% 
growth/year ND LEA CBC*

2001 619,544 630,800 630,800

2021 660,423 670,500 709,400
 
* The CBC uses an unsteady rate of growth. Refer to Appendix Two 
for ND LEA’s table: Projected Population by Source

Table Two  Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision  
Population Projections

Projection to 
2020

Growth Rate 
from 1999

Conference Board of 
Canada 715,000 14%

Statistics Canada 666,000 6%

Manitoba Bureau of 
Statistics 602,300 -4.10%

 
City of Winnipeg, Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision, 2001. 7

Table Three  StatsCan Counts, ND LEA Projections for Population

Year Population  %Change %Change/Year
Population 
Increase

Stats Canada 1981 564,475

Counts 1991 615,215 8.99% 0.90% 50740

2001 619,544 0.70% 0.07% 4329

ND LEA 2011 638,144 3% 0.3% 18600

Projections 2021 658,244 3.20% 0.320% 20100
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ND LEA are projecting a far higher growth 
rate after 2001, than was the case in the decade 
before 2001, and especially the five years before 
2001. Between 1991 and 2001, Winnipeg’s over-
all growth rate according to Stats Can was 
0.7%. Census data show an overall growth rate 
between 1996 and 2001 that was even lower at 
.2%, or .04% per year.8 This rate is constantly 
changing. Indeed, we see that between 1981 and 
1991, the overall growth rate was almost 9%. 
However, from 1991 to 2001, the growth rate 
appears to have actually been slowing down. 
This trend supports the MBS findings — ex-
cluded from ND LEA’s calculations — that show 
that the population of Manitoba was decreasing 
each year between 1996 and 2001 and that pre-
dict a decreasing total population by 2020.9 (see 
Table Two). Yet, post-2001, ND LEA predicts 
that the growth rate will reach .3% annually, or 
five times the rate from 1991 to 2001, and eight 
times the rate from 1996 to 2001. While this 
jump in growth rate is possible, there is a valid 
argument against such a projection, given the 
decreasing growth trends from the previous ten 
years, and the fact that a declining growth trend 
is projected by at least one study — done by the 
Manitoba Bureau of Statistics. 

Considering the fact that ND LEA is the 
landowners’ and developer’s consultation firm, 
and the possibility of bias arising from that, it 
would be sensible to expect the City to come 
up with its own projections for population. To 
its credit, in 2004, the City did come out with 
its own Winnipeg Residential Lot Inventory. As 
a government document, one would hope this 
would provide an appropriately objective view, 
especially when dealing with planning schemes 
that will significantly affect the city’s future. 

Population Growth: City Projections

Unfortunately, the problems expressed above in 
regards to ND LEA’s calculations are even more 
pronounced in the City’s projections. Here, 
a 2004 Conference Board of Canada study is 
used to predict the rise in population. While 
the study is more current, it still bases its pre-
dictions on a 2001 population that is 15,000 
higher than the Census Canada figures for that 
year, and goes on to cite yearly growth rates that 
peak at .73% for 2002-2003 (see Table Four). 
This rate is more than eighteen times the yearly 
growth rate that Winnipeg experienced on aver-
age from 1996 to 2001, according to StatsCan. 
The twenty-year annual average growth rate 
according to the City, 0.66%, is twice the rate 
of ND LEA’s (optimistic) projected growth rate 
of 0.32%.

Both ND LEA and the City start their calcu-
lations with an inflated 2001 population. Both 

Table Four  Population Projection from the 
Conference Board of Canada for Winnipeg, 
published in 2004, and taken from the Winnipeg 
Land Supply Study

Year Population Yearly Growth Rate 

2001 637000*

2002 639800 0.44%

2003 644500 0.73%

2004 648300 0.58%

2005 652200 0.60%

2006 656200 0.61%

2011 676600 0.62%**

2021 723600 0.66%**
 
*Note that Statistics Canada Census 2001 found the population of 
that year to be 619544, 17000 less than the Conference Board of 
Canada figure.
**Calculated as the average percent growth per year since 2001.
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use annual growth rates that are much higher 
than Winnipeg experienced in the ten years, 
and especially the five years, prior to 2001. 
While population is indeed rising in Winnipeg, 
assessing the extent of this growth is tricky. 
For example, note that with a projected yearly 
growth rate of .07% (the overall trend from 1991 
to 2001), the 2021 population would be 628,275, 
which is nearly 30,000 less than ND LEA’s pro-
jection and nearly 100,000 less than the City’s 
projection. 

It would be impossible to account for all of 
the potential variables in these calculations. It 
would also be foolish to depend solely upon past 
trends to predict the future. Still this examina-
tion of population growth projections is impor-
tant, especially given the weight afforded to the 
population growth argument — that argument 
being that a significant increase in population 
will necessitate the availability of more lots. 
The population projections by ND LEA and the 
City, however, are not nearly as conservative as 
they should have been in the interests of being 
as fair and accurate as possible. 

The case for Waverley West becomes still 
more problematic with the issue of household 
size.

Household Size: ND LEA

When determining projected housing demand, 
population growth goes hand in hand with 
household size. As the average number of peo-
ple living under the same roof decreases, the 
amount of housing a city will need increases. 
ND LEA maintains that this is precisely the case 
in Winnipeg, and attempts to show that popu-
lation is expanding while average household 
size is simultaneously shrinking. The extent of 
population growth in Winnipeg may be ques-
tionable; however, if household size is decreas-

ing, there may be a valid argument that housing 
demand will indeed increase. 

On the issue of household size, the Housing 
and Population Summary asserts the following:

•  Household size will decrease from 
the current average of 2.45 persons per 
household to 2.3 within ten years and 
remain constant thereafter…The impact 
of the decrease in household size is equally 
important in contributing to demand 
for new housing, if not more so, as is an 
increase in population.

•  Overall in the city, the ratio of 
construction between single-family homes 
and multi-family units will increase into 
the range of 65:35 and 70:30…The existing 
single/multi-family split for Winnipeg is 
approximately 77:23.

ND LEA bases its argument that household 
sizes are getting smaller on two sources: UN 
World Population Prospects from 2002, and 
Overview of Household Projections for Japan 
from 1998.10 ND LEA concludes that both 
illustrate that household sizes are diminishing 
worldwide, and further demonstrates this in 
Figure One, made up with ‘historic data’ from 
StatsCan.

ND LEA explains household shrinkage 
with age cohorts, indicating that many baby 
boomers are moving towards the empty nest 
stage, and their childrens’ cohort — the echo 
generation — are still younger than typical mar-
riage age.11 ND LEA also makes reference to the 
declining birth rate.12 However, and perhaps 
more importantly, the world population projec-
tions for 2002 and the population projections 
for Japan from 1998 do not provide a credible 
basis for the argument made by ND LEA that 
Winnipeg households are getting smaller.
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Indeed, while ND LEA backs its popula-
tion projections with multiple sources, its spe-
cific projections for household sizes (excluding 
world trends) are based solely on “historic data 
from Statistics Canada.”13 They are explained 
with census cohort information which confirms 
popular suspicion that people are getting older, 
but does not predict trends in household size 
as people age. In fact, as August (2004) notes 
in regard to the one figure provided to illus-
trate average household size (included above 
as Figure One), the declining trend from 1996 
to 2001 seems to be leveling off rather than 
continuing in a steady decline. Indeed, “while 
average household size has been decreasing 
since 1960, it has been doing so at a decreasing 
rate.”14

Household Size: City Projections

The Winnipeg Residential Lot Inventory makes 
similar projections for household size to ND 
LEA. And once again, the City’s projections are 
based on even less evidence than the devel-
oper’s consultants. However, one key piece of 
information that the City study does offer is 
that at the time of writing the study in 2004, 
there were approximately 250,000 households 
in Winnipeg. Applying this to the 2001 Statistics 
Canada population gives a ballpark figure for 
household size between 2001 and 2004 of 2.49 
people. If, instead, the population that ND LEA 
projects for 2004 is used and factored into the 
number of households, we get an even denser 
average household size of 2.59. This is consider-
ably larger than the average size of 2.45 quot-
ed for 2001 in both ND LEA’s and the City’s 
study.15 In addition, if one were to indulgently 
take the 2004 household size of 2.59 and apply 
the City’s projected rate of shrinkage at .015 per 

Figure One  Projected Winnipeg Household Size, 1966 to 2016 

2.00

2.25

2.50

2.75

3.00

3.25

3.50

Year

Pe
rs
on

s
pe

rH
ou

se
ho

ld

1966 1971 1976 1981 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016
(est.)(est.)(est.)

 
ND LEA. Housing and Population Summary, 16
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year,16 then by the year 2021 average household 
size in Winnipeg would still be above 2.3 — the 
size Winnipeg is predicted to reach by 2011. In 
short, average household size in 2021 may well 
be larger than what ND LEA and the City are 
predicting, and larger household size requires 
fewer houses. Again, ND LEA and the City may 
be exaggerating future housing need.

All of this points to the fact that projections 
for household size are tricky to determine, and 
potentially unreliable. And, while the City may 
have lower projections for housing demand 
than ND LEA, its statistics are based on evi-
dence no more concrete than ND LEA. While 
one might anticipate the bias of a consultant 
company, one could be justified in expecting 
more honest findings from a City department. 
Unfortunately, the expectation has not been 
met, in the cases both of population growth and 
household size. 

It has been found that two of the elements 
that determine housing demand projections for 
the City of Winnipeg — population growth and 
household size — are based on questionable 
evidence. Further, since they work in tandem 
to determine demand (for as population rises 
and household size shrinks, demand increases), 
we can conclude that projections for housing 
demand based on these numbers are likely to 
be excessive. 

However, it is important to delve further 
into the issue of household size and address 
the reasons given for its decline in Winnipeg, 
and determine whether the solutions suggested 
by ND LEA would even attend to the primary 
causes. 

Household Size: Addressing the 
Proposed Demand

ND LEA  emphasizes the transitional 
cohorts — baby boomers and the echo genera-

tion — in explaining decreasing household size. 
Baby boomers are no longer living with their 
offspring. Their children, who may be plan-
ning families, are not, as a rule, hoping for five 
or six children of their own, but rather one or 
two. Such trends could indicate that Winnipeg’s 
housing demand is rising, as more houses are 
needed to accommodate people who are choos-
ing to live in smaller groups. 

There are, however, some current housing 
trends that should be pointed out that provide 
a more complete view of the effects of dimin-
ishing household size on the general housing 
picture. The Canada Housing and Mortgage 
Corporation (CHMC), for example, points out 
that in 2001, nearly half of all condominiums 
were owned by people who were 55 or older. 
The other half were owned mostly by singles, or 
couples without children. The CHMC predicts 
that as the 55+ group grows (the very cohort 
that ND LEA indicates as a demand driver), 
demand for condos will rise.17 Condo popu-
larity is on the rise in Winnipeg with conver-
sions and condo developments on Wellington, 
Grosvenor, Osborne and Corydon Village, 
and the Exchange District.18 Condos offer not 
only empty nesters, but their kids as well, just 
the right amount of space to meet their needs. 
While this does not dispute the claim that 
household size is going down, it does point out 
that such a phenomenon does not necessitate 
the same kinds of suburban development we 
have seen, nor the kind Ladco is proposing. In 
other words, while ND LEA’s or the City’s study 
may indicate that square footage per capita is 
going up as people move to smaller households, 
the trend to more compact living could indicate 
that required square footage per capita is stay-
ing relatively steady. 

Despite the apparent growing demand in 
the transitional cohorts for compact space, ND 
LEA’s initial plans for Waverley West included 
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densities of four units per acre, which is com-
parable with River Heights. Clearly, initial plans 
for the area were not for dense development at 
all.19 More current information indicates that 
plans are now for a density of five lots per acre.20 
However, this density is still no greater than the 
other current developments in Winnipeg. For 
example, Qualico is currently in its last stages 
of development of River Park South where it is 
building at a density of five lots per acre.21 In 
planning for an average density of five lots per 
acre, Ladco comes short of its promise for dens-
er development, thus the developed Waverley 
West will not address the need ND LEA has 
tried (if unsuccessfully) to establish in raising 
the issue of falling household sizes and transi-
tional cohorts. Further, it is difficult to see from 
ND LEA’s explanation that the issue of shrink-
ing household sizes is all that significant, given 
that the rate of household shrinkage has been 
relenting every year and given the hypothesis 
presented here that square footage per capita is 
remaining relatively steady. 

ND LEA’s projections for household demand 
and therefore justification for Waverley West 
appear to be less convincing than their popula-
tion projections. 

Thus far, the arguments for the develop-
ment have been focused on overall statistics. 
The more difficult argument to assess is that 
the development of Waverley West is necessary 
because demand is highest in the southwest 
quadrant. The following explores that argu-
ment, and then continues with an analysis of 
land availability in Winnipeg — showing that 
space for development already exists in the city 
as long as developers and planners are willing 
to find it. 

Southwest Demand

The Housing and Population Summary presents 
the argument that demand for new housing is 
strongest in the southwest area of the city, and 
that Waverley West is therefore the most logi-
cal development location to meet this demand. 
Ladco has expressed interest in meeting inten-
sifying demand and breaking ground as soon 
as possible, claiming that there is only a one-
year supply left in the Southwest Quadrant.22 
The Housing and Population Summary states 
that the projected demand for the Southwest 
Quadrant is 30-35% of the total market share,23 
and that demand will be most intense in the 
Fort Garry area.24 

Once again, these projections are based 
on no more evidence than current market 
trends and ND LEA’s population and house-
hold projections. Therefore, this case could be 
questioned solely on its projection methods. 
Turning to a broader approach, however, it is 
important to look at the general argument for 
the location of new development. How much 
of the demand is truly consumer driven, and 
how much is influenced by current develop-
ment location and developer preference?

Residential development is going on all 
over the city in both urban and suburban 
areas. Qualico, for instance, is building in 
Canterbury Park (Transcona), Island Lakes 
(St Boniface East), Whyte Ridge (Fort Garry 
North), Harbourview (River East East), and 
Eaglemere (River East East), and is speculating 
on land in Charleswood (Assiniboine South).25 
Genstar’s Amber Trails development in Seven 
Oaks West has been successful with comple-
tion pending, and its prospects in Transcona 
include space for two thousand homes that 
will get underway next year. In the words of 
Eric Vogan, Land Development Manager for 
Qualico Developments, “when the market is 
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hot, you can sell anywhere in Winnipeg.”26 
Hence, it would appear that since the market is 
indeed doing well right now, unmet southwest 
demand is less of a worry, as long as there is 
adequate development going on elsewhere.

Southwest Demand: Urban Flight

On the other hand, what about the concern that 
unmet demand in any area of the city will head 
out of town? This cause-and-effect argument 
does not account for the many factors that go 
into purchasing a home. Arguably, someone 
looking to buy land or a home outside the city 
does so for very specific reasons — some of 
which have to do with factors related to sup-
ply, but many of which do not. Similarly, for 
someone looking for a home in the Winnipeg 
region, the issues of living far away from many 
urban amenities and schools, upkeep of greater 
amounts of land, and added responsibility with 
water use, could be just as much a deterrent 
as lower out-of-town taxes are an inducement. 
Demand inside the city exists for reasons of 
proximity, city life, community, family, access, 
and service/infrastructure availability. To sug-
gest that being unable to find a house close to 
one particular street or in one particular neigh-
borhood will force one to choose an out-of-
town residence requires a certain leap of logic 
when other similar options are available inside 
city limits. The idea that the proponents have 
raised — that people want to buy in the south 
end or not at all — is a fallacy, demonstrated by 
the fact that developers in the city are willing 
to build and have been successful in building 
elsewhere in town. Genstar, for example, is cur-
rently doing work in Transcona, and Qualico is 
currently moving on its holding of nine hun-
dred acres in St Boniface East.27 

In fact, Greg Jasper from Genstar 
Developments in Winnipeg believes that, to 

some extent, demand is created at the site of 
development, where neighborhoods are fresh 
and appealing, and does not necessarily have 
to exist there beforehand to be strong.28 By this 
line of thinking, the possibilities are endless 
for new areas within city limits that have not 
yet been developed, or are undergoing some 
reinvestment, such as the Exchange District or 
pockets of Fort Rouge. 

Southwest Demand: Is it All About the 
Market?

One could infer that developing Waverley West 
has much less to do with demand or trying to 
curb the flow of people moving outside the city, 
and more to do with ease of development, and 
opportunity for Ladco. For instance, the empty 
lands lining the railroad tracks in Transcona 
could accommodate a development the size 
of Richmond West. For developers, however, 
the problem is the time and energy required to 
negotiate development and buyout with each 
of the multiple landowners of the area. The 
most desired land for development companies, 
especially those who specialize in developing 
whole ‘communities,’ is fresh greenfield land 
that has been used for little more than agri-
culture in the past. Greenfield lots are defined 
as “larger parcels usually containing four or 
more acres of vacant land.”29 Such a location 
gives the developer free reign over planning 
choices. There are no buildings, existing roads, 
and sewers or historic sites to constrain design; 
no multiple landowners to please in a buyout. 
Eric Vogan of Qualico developments says there 
are plenty of examples in Winnipeg — like 
Transcona — where the housing would be 
marketable, but developers are not interested 
because negotiating the multiple ownership is 
just too energy-intensive. 
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The more intense design constraints of 
brownfield development present what should 
actually be an exciting possibility for the inno-
vative and attractive use of urban space — such 
as the Fort Rouge Yards, or Kapyong Barracks, 
or even infill development of the over 2,300 
lots in Winnipeg.30 Unfortunately, large-scale 
developers like Ladco, Genstar, and Qualico 
have not typically been interested in working 
around the constraints of infill or brownfield 
development. Such projects are either taken on 
by smaller companies in the city with broader 
design creativity and a willingness to adapt to 
constraints, or not at all.31 Indeed, regardless of 
the creative possibilities of such sites and the 
opportunity for efficient use of existing space, 
larger development companies still argue that 
development is unfeasible there due to physi-
cal constraints and the challenges that multiple 
ownership presents. 

Such shortsightedness should not be toler-
ated. A long-term take on development issues 
understands that what costs a city more money 
in the end is avoiding the challenge of brown-
fields and multiple ownership greenfields in 
favour of comparatively easy, no-fuss sprawl 
like Waverley West. Filling in our tracts of land 
inside the city with dense, compact develop-
ment should be a priority for responsible city 
planners and governments interested in effi-
cient, sustainable land use.

It may make sense from the provincial gov-
ernment and Ladco’s perspective to move for-
ward on Waverley West. The project will be 
beneficial for short-term revenue, and it’s a sen-
sible — ie. , a profitable — place for a large-scale 
developer to start a project. 

However, such a perspective ignores a 
wholistic look at Winnipeg’s long term inter-
ests. The section below compares Winnipeg’s 
current land availability with projected demand 
for the city. One will find that the opportunity 

available for development in the city has the 
potential to comfortably satisfy demand in the 
city…for the next 20 years and beyond!

Urban Sprawl: Residential Lot Tally

Forgoing infill development, which large-scale 
developers such as Ladco tend to avoid, the 
Winnipeg Residential Land Supply Study indi-
cates that Winnipeg has 20,000 greenfield 
lots available for development. According 
to Winnipeg Free Press reporter Mary Agnes 
Welch’s tally, 4,360 of these lots currently 
have services either already on site, or close 
by. These include Inkster Gardens, Canterbury 
Park, Transcona West, South St Boniface, and 
Kapyong Barracks. Options for development 
also exist at the Fort Rouge Yards and the old 
Molson Brewery location.32 Most of these lots 
are ready to be built on. Some require some 
arrangements (due to such aspects as multi-
ple ownerships and permit requirements) to 
allow development. For example, the Kapyong 
Barracks are still in the purview of the Federal 
Government and would need to be transferred 
to the City. Need for special arrangements has 
been and continues to be the primary reason 
development does not go forward in many oth-
erwise favourable areas of the city. For example, 
there is greenfield space in Charleswood where 
Qualico is considering development; however, 
because of the lack of existing services and mul-
tiple ownership of land, development will prob-
ably not occur in the near future. 

Urban Sprawl: Industrial Land 
Inventory

In 2002, UMA Engineering Ltd. did a study on 
the city’s inventory of industrially-zoned land. 
It found that there were about 6,500 acres of 
vacant industrial land in Winnipeg and that 
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net growth to 2010 would occupy about 35 to 43 
acres per year. Extending this estimate to make 
it comparable with projections by ND LEA for 
housing demand means that Winnipeg could 
anticipate demand for new industrial develop-
ments to occupy 820 acres of current vacant 
industrial land by 2021. This leaves about 5080 
acres of current industrially-zoned land vacant. 
If only half of this land were rezoned residen-
tial, and developed at the current trend of five 
lots per acre, it would provide space for over 
12,500 homes. 

Combining this projection with the city’s 
greenfield inventory of 20,000 lots, there is 
space for 32,500 greenfield lots in Winnipeg. 
This projection is at the upper end of the City’s 
projected demand range to 2021 of 20,876 to 
35,507 lots, and just below ND LEA’s projected 
demand range to the same year of 36,550 to 
53,600 lots. Additionally, as it has been estab-
lished that the demand projections for both the 
City and ND LEA are based on inflated or flawed 
data, it is clear that adding additional space for 
residential development in Winnipeg is unnec-
essary. This is especially true since this account 

of the space available for residential develop-
ment in Winnipeg has not included options for 
infill or brownfield development, nor does it 
account for the current trend toward the con-
version of larger urban houses to multiple unit 
condos, which is presently providing what could 
be interpreted as ‘new’ lots in already devel-
oped areas of the city. As mentioned above, this 
is proving to be a fashionable option for the 
cohorts ND LEA claims are driving the need 
for Waverley West — the aging baby boomers 
and their post-grad children. Amber Trails and 
Transcona exemplify successful developments 
in areas with supposedly lesser demand — areas 
that developers avoid due to perceived stigmati-
zation. This example also supports Eric Vogan’s 
assessment that when demand is high, people 
are much less concerned with in which city 
quarter they are buying their land. Evidently, 
the ‘battle’ between infill advocates and subur-
ban developers is nonsensical, if it exists at all. 
While land exists to build on in the inner city, 
there is also plenty in other suburban areas of 
town.
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Discussion

Why Waverley West is the Wrong Idea

The issues surrounding Waverley West are 
much less about the battle between infill advo-
cates and suburban dwellers, and more about 
the real reasons behind changing the policy 
area — in other words, whether Winnipeg needs 
Waverley West in the first place. This point is 
important because more and more planning 
experts are taking the stance that the health of 
a city and its citizens has much to do with the 
way that city is planned. Any Winnipegger can 
list off a litany of municipal issues at a moment’s 
notice that need addressing; many that affect 
them on a daily basis. Potholes, water quality, 
school capacity, lack of low-income and afford-
able housing, mass public transport, deteriorat-
ing infrastructure, the social problems exac-
erbated and encouraged by inner city decay, 
traffic, and more, are all problems very familiar 
to Winnipeggers and they can all be linked, at 
least in part, to inadequate urban planning. 

The Real Cost-Benefit

The real reasons for building Waverley West 
are not based on the city’s need for more hous-
ing space. And clearly, building new roads 
for Waverley West will not fix the potholes in 
St. James or North Kildonan, nor solve any 
of the other challenges Winnipeg has with 
its infrastructure. However, ND LEA wants 
Winnipeggers to believe that the taxes from 
Waverley West will help to pay for costs else-
where in the city.33 To put that in perspective: in 
terms of potholes, the City spent over $330 mil-
lion in 2003 just on streets and bridges.34 Yet, 
Winnipeg will net a total of $70 million over 
the 80 year life of Waverley West, or less than $1 

million per year, after all the services have been 
paid for.35 This seems to be a small figure con-
sidering that annual revenues for Winnipeg are 
more than $900 million, and the Province and 
Ladco will take away about $200 million once 
the project is complete — well before the end 
of the ‘life’ of Waverley West.36 This is because 
the developers benefit as soon as the houses are 
sold, while the City does not see any profit until 
taxes have paid off all the new services. So the 
net gain goes to the developer and the Province, 
while the net risk for another suburban devel-
opment is cast on the City and its citizens, who 
will bear the brunt of the costs of expanding 
our service infrastructure to meet a population 
which is too sparsely distributed to generate the 
taxes required to meet its servicing needs. 

The Benefits of Using Space 
Efficiently: Winnipeg’s Reality

Winnipeg’s overall future health will depend 
in large part on what it can do to curb inner 
city and general infrastructure decay. And this 
is not an issue of promoting the downtown, 
or focusing solely on revitalization projects. It 
is an issue of using all the space within city 
limits, which includes many suburban areas, in 
the most efficient way possible. This is the only 
way to ensure that the taxes collected from the 
area are adequate to finance the infrastructure 
required to keep the whole of the city afloat. 
What hurts cities like Winnipeg is not neces-
sarily sprawl, growth, or expansion. Instead, 
Winnipeg’s challenge is confronting the cur-
rent planning trends that put developer inter-
ests before and above the economic and social 
welfare of the city and its citizens. 

Winnipeg’s infrastructure deficit is current-
ly estimated to be $298 million.37 The drivers 
for this cost?: road and bridge maintenance, 
community centres, parks and recreation ser-
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vices, public works and utilities like water and 
sewer services, and older inner city infrastruc-
ture that requires slightly more attention than 
in other western Canadian cities. The alterna-
tive to immediately dealing with the deficit in 
repairs is eventual replacement — an endeav-
or with a much larger price tag. Any kind of 
capital investment in a city requires long-term 
upkeep. It only makes sense that a city ensure 
that it has the resources to maintain the cur-
rent infrastructure before it moves on to expan-
sion. Unfortunately, this has not been the trend 
in Winnipeg. In expanding the Neighborhood 
Policy Area before such a move is truly neces-
sary, thereby stretching the tax base to cover a 
larger set of services, Winnipeg is continuing in 
a planning style that encourages many growth-
related problems exemplified by the infrastruc-
ture deficit.38

Waverley West: Smart Growth?

Furthermore, while Waverley West is likely 
to exacerbate the current infrastructure defi-
cit,39 it will also fail to address one Winnipeg 
problem in particular that it has a clear oppor-
tunity to help alleviate. At this point, Ladco 
and the Province have mentioned no concrete 

plans for affordable or low-income housing, 
even as Winnipeg experiences a shortage of 
both. Commercial and industrial uses for the 
development will be minimal, and employ-
ees of those commercial developments, such 
as grocery stores and outlet malls, will not be 
able to afford to live close by. Lack of planning 
for mixed-use, mixed-income neighborhoods 
directly counters smart growth philosophy. This 
is problematic not only because smart growth is 
promised in the development of Waverley West, 
but also because many speakers were arguing 
for a turn to smart growth planning when they 
opposed Waverley West in the January 4, 2005 
City Council hearings on the proposed policy 
area change. 

Building a whole new suburb, essentially 
detached from any other tract of developed 
land, is about as far removed from the princi-
ples of smart growth as a development can get, 
no matter how many smart growth features the 
proponents are promoting. The next section 
concludes with what could be done to mellow 
the risk the City is undertaking in proceeding 
with a mammoth residential development that 
seems to be guaranteeing little more than the 
sprawl Winnipeggers have come to expect. 
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Conclusion

Next Steps: Making the Most of the 
Next 3000 Acres

By virtue of its close to fifty percent ownership 
of the lands of Waverley West, the Province has 
a slim but fleeting chance to redeem itself from 
its current fat cat image. The Manitoba Housing 
and Renewal Corporation has an obligation to 
ensure adequate low-income and affordable 
housing for all Manitobans. With the current 
shortage of low-income housing in Winnipeg, 
the Province must, in the following months, 
include a variety of low-income options in the 
plans for Waverley West that blend in with the 
rest of the housing to create mixed-income 
neighborhoods. This detail has thus far been 
ignored as a possibility. At the same time, the 
controversy surrounding the issue of Waverley 
West could also be the impetus for a real growth 
management plan for the Winnipeg Region 
between the Province and the City in the hopes 
of moving toward the most efficient use of our 
newly expanded developable policy areas. 

Along those lines, there are certain argu-
ments that development proponents regularly 
put forward — such as avoiding development 
in the lands of Charleswood because they are 
under multiple ownership, or phase two of the 
Meadows West development remaining unde-
veloped because demand in the south end is 
greater — that should never be so compelling as 
to justify so large a mistake as Waverley West. 
Long-term plans for the city should delineate 
parameters to address areas of multiple owner-
ship. Long-term plans should also include word-
ing that puts the marketing of developments 
under the responsibility of the developers. The 
City should never be forced into approving one 
development over another because one is said 

to be in a more marketable end of town, even 
though the other is already within the neigh-
borhood policy area. 

Making the Most: Winnipeg and 
Waverley West

This brings us back to two of the key ques-
tions alluded to in the introduction: what are 
Winnipeg’s interests as a city? How do we use 
these values to gauge the need for new develop-
ment? 

Clearly, the arguments presented for 
Waverley West are flawed; developer interests 
in selling a product are contrary to a City’s 
interests in sustaining a community of people. 
Yet, Waverley West exemplifies the case where 
these interests are being confused. Somehow, 
decision-makers are being convinced that what 
is best for developers (suburban outcrops of 
developed communities) is congruent with 
what is best for a city (assessing overall supply 
and demand, and planning to accommodate 
demand appropriately over the long term). This 
confusion must stop. The most pressing need 
in Winnipeg is for an unbiased, strong gov-
ernmental presence that decides for itself what 
kind of development is best and needed for 
the city, and clear policy that upholds values of 
long-term sustainability rather than developer 
interests of continuous outward development. 
In the case of Waverley West, this presence was 
not felt from the City government, and cer-
tainly not from the Province. 

Winnipeggers have been left with little more 
than the hope that the promises for Waverley 
West as an urban, smart growth, environmen-
tally-friendly development will be upheld. 
Better development policy may seem long off 
as the City’s attention has been seized by new 
developments in St Boniface and the Exchange 
District. However, if government is interested 
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in acting in a responsible, accountable manner, 
they have an obligation to work toward more 
sustainable, long-term development policy. 

Without this policy, we can only expect demo-
cratically-elected decision-makers to continue 
to mistake developer interests for their own. 
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Figure 1.  Plan Winnipeg Amendment Area 

Source: Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision Policy Plate A
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Table 1.  Projected Population by Source – Winnipeg. 

Statistics
Canada
Census
Count

Manitoba
Health
Data*

ND LEA
Projection

Conference
Board of 
Canada

(1996-2021)
1996 618,477 629,700 629,700
1997 637,000 627,700 627,700
1998 635,400 626,900 626,900
1999 636,706 627,900 627,900
2000 640,000 629,700 629,700
2001 619,544 642,200 630,800 630,800
2002 644,400 631,200** 635,300
2003 633,200 638,400
2004 635,300 641,500
2005 637,200 644,700
2006 639,100 647,900
2007 641,200 651,200
2008 643,200*** 654,700
2009 645,300 658,300
2010 647,400 662,100
2011 649,400 665,900
2012 651,500 669,700
2013 653,600 673,700
2014 655,700 677,800
2015 657,800 682,100
2016 659,900 686,400
2017 662,000 690,800

2018 664,100 695,200
2019 666,300 699,800
2020 666,000**** 668,400 704,600
2021 670,500 709,400

* MB Health data derived from Winnipeg Regional Health Authority less RM
of East St Paul and RM of West St. Paul. Note: as MB Health changed to the
Regional Heath Authority system in 1996, it is not possible to compare data
prior to 1996/1997.
** preliminary estimate from CAO Secretariat. 2003-2007 data based on CAO
Secretariat projections.
***ND LEA logarithmic projection of 0.32% per year based on Conference
Board data and consistent with CAO Secretariat extension method (2008-2021).
**** Statistics Canada Projection from Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision.
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