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It is a fact that Calgary is a city under construction.  
Right now, 22 new neighbourhoods are in various stages of development. So the 

question of what would the perfect suburb look like has never been more relevant. 
We set out to design a “dream suburb” — one that was sustainable and could 

grow over time and thrive for decades while minimizing its environmental impacts. 
We wanted it to be a� ordable for both the City and for homeowners, but still 
allow developers to maintain their bottom lines. It had to be packed full of ameni-
ties that appealed to the young and old, families and young professionals. And, of 
course, we wanted to create a place that was pretty, where people felt a sense of pride 
and attachment to. 

We had no interest in the age-old battle of suburbs vs. the inner city; instead, we 
wanted to � nd out what elements of Calgary’s neighbourhoods (both inner-city 
and suburb) are shining examples of what goes into creating the best place to live. 
We were inspired by mixed-used developments like Quarry Park, High Street in 
McKenzie Towne and amenity-rich Arbour Lake, as well as the walkability of 
Garrison Woods, the green initiatives employed in Walden and the sense of place 
in Mahogany. 

Developers, contractors, city planners and overall experts in the � eld of development 
and sustainability told us what’s on their must-have lists to build the perfect suburb. 
We discovered there are four elements that go into creating a perfect suburb: 
aesthetics, sustainability, a� ordability and amenities. We also found certain compo-
nents came up over and over — the importance of creating complete communities 
that have a higher density and garner a sense of place, mixed-use developments, 
transit-oriented communities and that ever-elusive walkability.

Living 
the Dream

by Sara Samson 
illustrations by Totto Renna

� ere are 22 new neighbourhoods currently under 
construction in the city and we wanted to know, if 
you could build using the best ideas of each of them, 
what would the perfect suburb look like?

Here’s a look at what 
we dreamed up. 
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Living the Dream

AESTHETICS
1 Elements of design that 

create a sense of place 

make neighbourhoods 

feel distinct. 

2 “Street trees are 

aesthetically more 

attractive, but they also 

support physical activity 

and make it more likely 

that you’ll want to walk 

in a neighbourhood.” 

—Bev Sandalack, 

professor and asso-

ciate dean, Faculty 

of Environmental 

Design, U of C 

3 Rear garages open up 

the fronts of houses, 

creating a more attrac-

tive streetscape.

4 Front porches along 

the street are more 

attractive and are a 

more neighbourhood-

friendly design.

5 “We are looking for 

vibrant, green spaces 

that integrate nature 

into the community.”

—Kevin Froese, 

community planning 

coordinator, City 

of Calgary 

6 Speed bumps, rumble 

strips and traffi  c circles 

slow down drivers and 

create safer streets.

7 “Community gardens 

are great for local 

food production, and if 

you add complemen-

tary elements such 

as seniors’ housing, 

it gives seniors some-

thing to do.”—Bela 

Syal, senior partner, 

Brown and Associates 
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SUSTAINABILITY
8 “Complete streets 

allow people to move 

by foot, bike, bus or 

car, and sidewalks 

and trees line both 

sides of the street.” 

—Bela Syal

9 Bike lanes on major 

roads encourage 

longer-distance 

commuting.

10 A fused grid system 

is a hybrid of a 

traditional suburban 

curvilinear system, 

which doesn’t have 

a lot of access points 

into the community, 

and a grid system. A 

fused grid makes a 

neighbourhood more 

walkable because it 

provides better, 

direct access. 

AMENITIES
11 “Local schools and 

libraries, rather than 

regionalized or 

centralized ones, keep 

people in their own 

communities and cre-

ate a sense of place.” 

—Bev Sandalack

AFFORDABILITY
12 A variety of houses, 

storefronts with housing 

on top, mid-rise build-

ings and townhouses 

provide a range of price 

options and take up 

less land. 

13 A variety of rental 

properties attract a 

diverse mix of families, 

young people, new-

comers and seniors.
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Bela Syal, a senior partner 
at the planning company Brown 
and Associates, points out the 
importance of what she calls 
community legibility. “If you’re 
seeing the same type of houses, 
it creates monotony along the 
street. If there is a degree of 
uniformity, but with enough 
detail within that harmony, 
then it’s creating a streetscape 
that is pleasing to the eye,” says 
Syal. “One of the things that 
neighbourhoods like Mahogany 
and Currie Barracks have is 
memorable landmarks so when 
you are moving though a com-
munity, you know where you are.”

Brown and Associates helped 
plan the southeast neighbour-

WORKING WITH THE 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
Calgary lies in the heart 

of the prairies and is part 

of a unique agricultural 

environment that includes 

wetlands, migratory bird 

habitats and woodlands.

But, in decades past, 

suburbs have been built 

over many of these natural 

features. The City estimates 

that 90 per cent of pre-set-

tlement wetlands in Calgary 

have been bulldozed to 

make room for development. 

The City’s Municipal 

Development Plan encour-

ages development that 

incorporates the natural 

environment to conserve 

these ecological gems. 

“Instead of simply bulldozing 

a new area, we are look-

ing for vibrant green spaces 

that integrate nature into 

the community,” says Kevin 

Froese, community planning 

coordinator with the City 

of Calgary. 

The Bridlewood Wetlands 

is a great example of de-

velopment taking a natural 

feature and integrating it. In 

this southwest community, 

wetlands have been modifi ed 

and built into the water-

processing system. 

Wetlands are a transition 

zone between land and water 

and provide food, habitat 

and shelter for wildlife, 

migratory birds and aquatic 

species. They also provide 

water storage and fi ltration 

and protection during fl oods, 

while adding to the unique 

identity of the area. 

WORKING WITH THE 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
Calgary lies in the heart 

of the prairies and is part 

of a unique agricultural 

environment that includes 

wetlands, migratory bird 

habitats and woodlands.

suburbs have been built 

over many of these natural 

features. The City estimates 

that 90 per cent of pre-set-

 O ur dream neighbour-
hood would look great, 
but not just for the sake 

of beauty. Attractive neigh-
bourhoods create a sense of 
place and can feel safer. 

“� e places people seem 
to have the strongest sense of 
attachment to are ones where 
they’re interacting with their 
environment on a direct level,” 
says Bev Sandalack, profes-
sor and associate dean in the 
Faculty of Environmental 
Design at the University of 
Calgary. “Places where there 
are opportunities for walking, 
meeting neighbours and doing 
some of your shopping.”

Aesthetics also have a huge 
impact on walkability. “If you 
have sidewalks and street trees 
and things to look at, and if 
it’s safe and comfortable, then 
that makes it more walkable,” 
says Sandalack.

hood of Mahogany and Hope-
well Residential Communities 
designed the homes, which 
have been recognized for their 
unique architectural style and for 
straying away from traditional 
“cookie-cutter” housing.  

� e aesthetics of a neighbour-
hood also impact sustainability. 
People in a beautiful community 
will become attached to their 
neighbourhood and will be 
more likely to want to stay in it. 
Businesses and services will also 
be attracted, resulting in a higher 
density of work opportunities 
and making the neighbourhood 
more of a complete community 
where people can live, work 
and play. 

Living the Dream

AESTHETICS
 O ur dream neighbour-

hood would look great, 
but not just for the sake 

of beauty. Attractive neigh-
bourhoods create a sense of 
place and can feel safer. 

Living the Dream
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T o be sustainable, 
neighbourhoods need 
to be able to take care of 

themselves and continue to be 
vibrant and thrive over decades.

Mixed-use communities that 
attract a diverse population are 
more sustainable because they 
have the opportunity to develop 
over time and to continue to be 
a good home for people at all 
stages of their lives. 

Traditionally, new communi-
ties attract young families, but as 
they age, kids grow up and leave 
and then the communities start 
to decline in population and 
schools and recreation ameni-
ties become under-utilized, says 
Bela Syal. 

Providing a range of hous-
ing types, like senior and adult 
housing, builds resilience 
into a community, says Kevin 
Froese. “� e neighbourhood 
doesn’t just progress through 
a population which peaks 
20 years a� er the community 
starts and then slowly declines 
because there’s not housing 

there to support the changing 
demographics,” he says. 

If there is a mix of housing 
— including starter homes, 
condos, townhouses, rental 
units, single-family homes and 
senior housing — then people 
have the potential to stay in 
their neighbourhoods most of 
their lives. � ey can rent their 
� rst post-university condo 
on Main Street, buy a starter 
townhouse on the next street 
over, move to a larger, single-
family home two blocks away 
and � nally downsize to seniors’ 
housing back near Main Street, 
all while staying in the neigh-
bourhood and continuing to 
use the existing amenities and 
infrastructure. Maintaining a 
consistent demographic mix 
over time means the neighbour-
hood is less likely to sink into 
decline as home owners age.

Living the Dream

“If you can give people the 
opportunity to stay within 
their community depending 
on their changing life needs, 
it’s really special,” says David 
Allen, president of Brook� eld 
Residential. He says if mixed 
housing isn’t there then, “all 
that they have invested in 
their community right now 
is lost because they have to 
make a move because the 
choice isn’t there.” 

Stormwater directed 
into the rain garden 
from street. 

Special soil fi lters 
and absorbs storm-
water as it moves 
through the bed.

Filtered storm-
water collected 
and directed to 
river or creek. 
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LOW-IMPACT DEVELOPMENT 
Low-impact development refers to managing 

stormwater runoff  in a way that is more environ-

mentally sensitive and has a lower (and less costly) 

impact on the City’s storm sewer system.

By using green roofs, increasing the amount of 

permeable surfaces and adding stormwater capture 

areas, low-impact development helps to control 

the fl ow and improve the water quality of runoff  

before it enters the sewer system. All of these 

measures help to filter out pollutants and lessen 

the strain on City infrastructure. 

The best current example of low-impact 

development is Currie Barracks. Before the City 

would approve the development on the former 

CFB Calgary land, developers had to adhere to 

strict stormwater-management regulations so they 

didn’t further stress the already overworked down-

stream storm sewers. The resulting award-winning 

urban stormwater-management system was the 

fi rst of its kind in Canada. 

Landscapes in Currie Barracks are designed to 

act like sponges, absorbing and fi ltering rainwater 

through water-retaining trenches (where rainwater 

can permeate the soil), bio-swale (which holds water 

and carries it to sewers) and rain gardens with super-

rich topsoil. 

SUSTAINABILITY
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Living the Dream

N eighbourhoods where 
people can work, play 
and live are already 

sprouting up around Calgary 
and are being explored further 
by planners, developers and the 
City. Walkability and ameni-
ties go hand-in-hand because, 
as Bev Sandalack points out, 
in order to achieve walkability, 
you need places to walk to. 

Quarry Park in southeast 
Calgary is a shining example of 
a complete community in the 
midst of development. Quarry 
Park provides a variety of hous-
ing, retail, restaurants, o�  ce 
space and even a live-theatre 
venue. Jacobs Engineering 
recently moved 1,400 employ-
ees into o�  ce space in Quarry 
Park and Imperial Oil plans to 
do the same in the near future. 
Employees of these businesses 
will have the opportunity to 
live and work in the same 
neighbourhood. 

“As the city grows, we need 
to look for other opportunities 
for employment to occur,” 
says Kevin Froese. “We need 
to bring jobs closer to where 

people are living, recognizing 
that the downtown will eventu-
ally reach its capacity.”

Having a lot of amenities 
within walking distance from 
housing is a key part of the 
concept of the compact urban 
form, an idea that again ties 
back to sustainability by trying 
to make cities use resources 
more e�  ciently. 

“If you have compact urban 
form, you can build commer-
cial businesses because there is 
enough population to sustain 
them,” says Syal. “� e same 
goes for recreation amenities 
and schools.”

� e success of neighbour-
hoods like the newly planned, 

COMPLETE COMMUNITIES
When the City of Calgary drafted its Municipal 

Development Plan in 2009, building complete 

communities was on the list of city-wide policies. 

“Complete communities” are fully developed 

neighbourhoods that include a range of 

housing, offi  ce and retail space, recreation 

opportunities and public spaces — neighbour-

hoods where residents and visitors can live, 

work, learn and play. 

These neighbourhoods are dense, with 

enough people to support businesses and 

amenities including schools, and to sustain 

infrastructure and services over the long term.

The new neighbourhood of Seton in the 

deep southeast is taking the idea of a com-

plete community all the way by building a 

large area that will serve as a community hub. 

Anchored by the new South Health Campus, 

Seton will grow to include a market street 

fi lled with shops, restaurants and services. A 

330,000-square-foot recreation centre complete 

with a library, art studio and theatre is set to 

open in 2017. 

amenity-rich Seton in the deep 
south of Calgary shows that 
people are looking to move 
into areas where they don’t 
need to leave their immediate 
community for their day-to-
day or even weekly needs. 

“Neighbourhood shopping 
is evolving, and I think it’s 
becoming a much more impor-
tant hub of the community,” 
says David Allen, the president 
of Brook� eld Residential in 
Calgary, the developers behind 
Seton. “We’re really looking 
at neighbourhood centres as 
hubs and bringing more transit 
into these areas so they are no 
longer on the periphery of the 
community like they used to be.” 

COMPLETE COMMUNITIES

AMENITIES
Seton.
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A � ordable means 
di� erent things to 
homeowners, devel-

opers and the City, but, in all 
cases, it’s about watching the 
bottom line.

surfaces all act as a natural 
� lter before rainwater � ows 
into our rivers and streams. 
Stormwater-management sys-
tems also minimize the water 
demand (and cost) because 
stormwater is stored and  used 
for irrigation. 

“� e advantages of storm-
water management are 
two-fold. We aren’t putting as 
many pollutants in our rivers 
and streams and we are re-
using water, so we aren’t using 
potable water where it’s not 
needed,” says Syal. 

For homeowners and busi-
nesses, building a variety of 
mixed-use housing, including 
storefront businesses with 
housing above can make neigh-
bourhoods more a� ordable. 
“Mixed-use buildings add den-
sity and o� en create units that 
are a� ordable,” says Sandalack. 
“You can make smaller units 
above the store.”

Entry-level and subsidized 
housing is also vital to af-
fordability and sustainability. 
Programs like Attainable 
Homes Calgary, provide 
entry-level homes to middle-
income buyers who otherwise 
may not be in a position to 
buy. An added bene� t is that 
moving former renters into 
their own homes also opens 
up rental housing. 

Living the Dream

� ings like sidewalks, trees, 
parks, stormwater management 
and mixed-use buildings are 
must-haves for the dream sub-
urb, but each comes with a cost 
and a� ects a� ordability for one 
group or another. � e real task 
here is � nding a balance. 

Increasing the density in an 
area seems to be at the centre of 
a� ordability from the City’s point 
of view. A dispersed population 
creates economic challenges for 
the City because infrastructure 
money is spread thin trying to 
keep up with the demands for 
roads, pipes and transit. 

Being smarter with how 
we manage waste and natural 
resources like rainwater can 
also make neighbourhoods 
more a� ordable for the City 
because low-impact develop-
ment helps minimize the costs 
of our water treatment. 

Rain gardens, green roofs, 
wetlands and permeable 

MINIMUM THRESHOLD INTENSITY 
A big part of aff ordability for the City is ensuring 

there are enough people in that area to support 

City services and infrastructure, particularly transit. 

This is called intensity. 

The City has established a “minimum thresh-

old intensity” of 60 people and jobs per gross 

developable acre for future greenfi eld (previously 

untouched land) developments. The plan also 

requires the intensity to increase to 70 over time. 

Other areas require higher thresholds such as 

urban corridors — a fancy way of saying main 

streets — that require a minimum of 200 people or 

jobs per gross developable acre and an area within 

walking distance of a transit network must have a 

minimum threshold of 100. 

To put the numbers into perspective for those 

of use who don’t speak developer-planner talk, 

convert “minimum threshold intensity” to “house-

hold density” and talk about units of housing or 

business space per acre. The communities built 

from the late 1970s to early ’90s had a density 

of about four and a half to six units per acre. 

In the late ’90s, policy plans required densities 

to increase, so suburbs in the early 2000s were 

about seven to nine units per acre. Current 

policy requires eight and a half to nine units 

per acre. 

This baseline intensity not only supports 

City services but also local businesses, schools 

and recreation centres. The hope is that the 

community will be more dynamic if it can off er 

residents more than just housing.

AFFORDABILITY
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