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Sprawlzine

Here we go again! It’s time for our annual 
members-only print edition.

In 2017, I launched The Sprawl as an exper-
iment: a pop-up journalism project to cover 
Calgary’s municipal election. Four years later, 
here we are to cover the 2021 municipal elections 
in both Calgary and Edmonton, with an open race 
for mayor in both cities.

This is The Sprawl coming full circle.
It sounds weird, but municipal elections give me 

hope. They are democracy at its most local. They 
give us the chance to engage with the future of our 
cities and ask: What now? What can we build on? 
What needs to change around here?

It’s a time when people become more curious 
about the place that they live.

And because we don’t have parties in municipal 
politics (at least, we’re not supposed to), citizens 
actually need to find out and think through where 
their candidates stand on different issues. And 
that leads to interesting conversations in commu-
nity halls, at doorsteps and in coffee shops in the 
run-up to Election Day.

At The Sprawl, this is the first time we'll be 
covering two elections at the same time—
Calgary’s and Edmonton’s. Much like we covered 
the Calgary election as an experiment in 2017, 
we’re doing the same in Edmonton. We can do this 
thanks to our members who pitch in every month 
to support our work. You are the engine that drives 
The Sprawl—so thank you for being a part of this.

Stay tuned for more of our election coverage 
online. And hey, don't forget to vote!

Jeremy Klaszus
Editor-in-Chief, The Sprawl

Thank you to the 2,000+  
Sprawl members who made  
this publication possible!  

We’re crowdfunded, ad-free and made 
in Alberta.
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sprawlalberta.com/support
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O-day’min
O-day’min is the Anishinaabe word 
for strawberry, which means “heart 
berry.” This ward is in the centre 
of the city and contains important 
ceremony, trade, and burial sites that 
have been at the heart of amiskwaci-
wâskahikan, long before it was the 
City of Edmonton. The strawberry 
has its seeds on the outside, which 
teaches us about vulnerability. The 
stem of the strawberry represents 
the North Saskatchewan River, the 
vessels on the berry are the waters, 
and the veins make up the people. 
This ward contains a site where 
local chiefs adhered to Treaty 6 in 
1877, where the Alberta Legislature 
now stands, and a burial ground in 
Rossdale that was the site of Camp 
Pekiwewin in the summer of 2020. 

tastawiyiniwak
The name tastawiyiniwak is one  
of the nehiyaw (Plains Cree) terms 
that refer to diverse genders.  
Traditionally, nehiyawak did not 
have a binary view of gender and 
recognized eight genders within the 
culture. The term tastawiyiniwak 
roughly translates to “the in-be-
tween people.” The ward chosen 
for this name is in the north of the 
city because one of the deities that 
cares for tastawiyiniwak is located in 
the north. This ward name honours 
all the gender-diverse Indigenous 
people within the city whose tradi-
tional roles have been eroded by 
settler colonialism. It calls for a more 
equal future where nehiyawak again 
honour all eight genders.

By EMILY RIDDLE

What  
Edmonton’s 
Ward Names 
Mean

ILLUSTRATION  SIKAPINAKII LOW HORN

Dene
The name Dene means “people of the land and water.” 
Dene from Cold Lake First Nation are signatories to 
Treaty 6 and there are many Dene people from commu-
nities in various provinces and territories who live 
in Edmonton. Ward Dene is located in the northeast 
portion of the city because it contains a route that Dene 
would have used to travel into the area, and because 
most Dene communities are located in the north. 

What Edmonton’s Ward Names Mean

The City of Edmonton was built on Indigenous land that has 
always been an important place of ceremony and trade for  
many Indigenous nations. iyiniw iskwewak wihtwawin, a 
committee of Indigenous women from diverse Indigenous 
nations, have gifted names to Edmonton’s 12 new wards  
through ceremony and consensus.
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Ipiihkoohkanipiaohtsi 
Ipiihkoohkanipiaohtsi is a Blackfoot 
word that refers to the lands where 
the Blackfoot Nation hunted buffalo. 
In the winter, bison would migrate 
through the Edmonton area up to 
300 kilometres north of the North 
Saskatchewan River to stay for the 
winter. The bison are an integral part 
of Blackfoot culture and the cultures 
of all prairie Indigenous peoples. The 
name of this ward honours our bison 
relatives who experienced genocide 
alongside Indigenous peoples. 

pihêsiwin
pihêsiwin is a name that came to 
iyiniw iskwewak wihtwawin in a  
ceremony that took place in 
Kipohtakaw, otherwise known as 
Alexander First Nation. On that  
day, we visited a site in what is now 
the Terwillegar Dog Park, a place 
where Indigenous peoples in the area 
used to conduct ceremonies. In  
nehiyawewin, the Plains Cree 
language, pihêsiwin means “the  
land of the thunderbirds.” For  
nehiyawak, the Plains Cree people, 
thunderbirds are important and 
powerful deities known as the keep-
ers of water—hence the relationship 
to storms. The ward itself is shaped 
like a bird.

Nakota Isga
The Nakota in Alexis Nakota Sioux 
Nation and Paul First Nation are the 
furthest northwestern representa-
tives of the Siouan language family, 
which includes Dakota, Lakota, and 
Nakota. Isga means “the people,” 
and Nakota people still refer to them-
selves with this term. This ward 
includes a section of Stony Plain 
Road, which was named for a road 
travelled by Nakota to trade at Fort 

Edmonton due to its violent removal. 
The stone was taken to Ontario by 
missionaries in the 1800s, but it was 
returned to Alberta in the 1970s. It 
was prophesied that prairie Indige-
nous peoples would fall on hard times 
if the meteorite was ever removed 
and that the bison would go away. It 
has yet to be returned to its original 
location. The meteorite was consid-
ered sacred and was shared by all 
Indigenous nations in the area, and 
Blackfoot would often travel to the 
place where it landed to conduct 
ceremonies. The Blackfoot believe 
that Sspomitapi were sent to earth by 
Napi, a Blackfoot deity, to help main-
tain good relations between the bison 
and the Blackfoot.

sipiwiyiniwak 
Prior to adhesion to Treaty 6 in 1884, 
the nehiyawak who later became 
Enoch Cree Nation were known by 
other people in the area as the sipi-
wiyiniwak. sipiwiyiniwak means 
“people of the river” in nehiyawewin. 
Enoch Cree Nation reserve land at 
one time extended much further 
north and east, encompassing part of 
kisiskâciwani-sîpiy, otherwise known 
as the North Saskatchewan River. 
Over half of Enoch Cree Nation’s land 
base was surrendered under dubious 
conditions. This ward includes some 
of the land unjustly taken from sipi-
wiyiniwak and honours the river and 
the people who have always lived on 
its banks. 

papastew
papastew means woodpecker and 
was the name of the nehiyaw chief 
of the Papaschase Band, who at one 
time had a reserve that made up a 
large portion of south Edmonton. 
Chief Papastew’s people lost their 

Edmonton. The name was given by 
community members from the Alexis 
Nakota Sioux Nation, who signed 
Treaty 6 in 1877 at Fort Edmonton. 
In 1880, they moved to a reserve on 
Lake Wakamne. 

Anirniq
Anirniq means “breath of life” in 
Inuktun, an Inuit language. This 
ward contains the former Charles 
Camsell Hospital, which is now under 
a transformation to become a condo 
building, but was at one point a 
tuberculosis hospital for Indigenous 
peoples, including many Inuit. Indig-
enous patients at this hospital were 
subject to medical experiments and 
forced sterilization. Many patients 
of this hospital did not return to their 
home communities. The name Anir-
niq honours those whose lives were 
lost at the Charles Camsell Hospi-
tal and the many Inuit who make 
Edmonton home. 

Métis
Ward Métis straddles both sides 
of the river and this is significant 
because it was the Métis people 
who established the river lot 
system. Many Métis who worked 
at Fort Edmonton later developed 
farms on river lots. The Métis are 
a distinct Indigenous nation that 
emerged during the fur trade with 
their own culture and political 
history. Edmonton is historically 
and contemporarily an important 
centre in the Métis homeland. 

Sspomitapi
Sspomitapi means “star person” and 
was given to this ward in honour of 
the meteorite that was once located 
near Viking, Alta., and is now housed 
in the Royal Alberta Museum in 

reserve in 1888 under questionable 
circumstances after politician and 
newspaper publisher Frank Oliver 
campaigned to open their land to 
white settlement. This is one of the 
wards that contains the former site of 
their reserve and an important camp-
ing spot for Chief Papastew's people. 

Karhiio 
During the fur trade, Haudenos-
aunee men from the east joined the 
Hudson’s Bay and North West compa-
nies as traders. As such, they spent 
extensive time on the Prairies and 
many of them married nehiyaw and 
Métis women. One of the communities 
that emerged out of these marriages 
was the Michel First Nation. Michel 
Karhiio was the chief at the time 
Michel Band adhered to Treaty 6. Of 
course, this treaty was not upheld and 
life under the Indian Act was difficult. 
Under the Indian Act, Status Indians 
could neither sell their grain without 
permission from the Indian agent, nor 
receive the same benefits as other 
veterans, and were required to send 
their children to residential schools, 
among other stipulations. These are 
some of the reasons why, with the 
pressure of Frank Oliver, Chief Johnny 
Rodgers sought to enfranchise their 
band in 1958. The Michel people are 
still fighting to restore their status as a 
First Nation and Ward Karhiio honours 
them and refers to the tall trees that 
once stood in the ward. 

Emily Riddle is nehiyaw and a 
member of the Alexander First 
Nation in Treaty 6. A writer, public 
library worker and researcher, she 
sits on the board of advisers for the 
Yellowhead Institute, a First Nations-
led think tank.
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In 2021, Police Budgets Are an Election Issue

Fallout from the May 2020  
murder of George Floyd at the hands 
of a Minneapolis police officer, and 
the ensuing global protests, were 
widely seen as a watershed moment.

At issue is systemic racism and 
policing in local communities, partic-
ularly of racialized minorities.

The relationship between law 
enforcement and racialized people 
has a long and uneasy history. 
Whether it’s Indigenous people, 
Black people or other people of 
colour, trust in law enforcement in 
many racialized communities has 
been frayed.

In the aftermath of Floyd’s murder, 
calls to “defund the police” along 

with other policing reforms rang out, 
both globally and locally.

If recent decisions made by city 
councils in Edmonton and Calgary 
are any indication, policing and 
police funding are poised to be issues 
in Alberta’s municipal elections.

“This will be something to observe 
as the election comes near: How 
are candidates going to handle 
the police funding question?” said 
Irfan Chaudhry, a criminologist and 
hate crime researcher at MacEwan 
University in Edmonton.

Chaudhry notes that historically, 
policing has not received the same 
energy during civic elections as it 
has at the federal level, where parties 

and candidates regularly use the 
language of law and order.

But with the recent scrutiny and 
policing accounting for 15% to 16% 
of city operating budgets in both 
Calgary and Edmonton there is 
a groundswell of support for the 
idea of more accountability and 
reallocation of police funds.

Edmonton chose not to freeze 
cops’ funding
In the fall of 2020, Edmonton’s 
city council struck a temporary 
community and wellness task 
force to “develop recommenda-
tions to address racism, discrim-
ination, excessive use of force, 
poverty and homelessness.”

Several recommendations 
came out of the committee, 
including the freezing of the 
police budget.

Of 14 recommendations 
made, 13 were approved by 
council—but the freezing of 
police funds was tabled until 
2022, pending additional 
investigation into the issue.

PHOTOS  PAULA KIRMAN

By ANMARIE BAILEY

In 2021,  
Police Budgets 
Are an  
Election Issue
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In 2021, Police Budgets Are an Election Issue

in the upcoming election as some 
might expect.

“I expect that there will be more 
discussion of restricting police fund-
ing among some candidates and 
among some in the public,” he said. 
“I still question if there is a broader 
public appetite for any significant 
cuts in police funding.”

King suggests that the public is 
in favour of increased funding—as 
evidenced by Calgary city council’s 
reversal. 

“I think Calgary city council's deci-
sion to move away from its proposal 
to redirect $8 million from the police 
budget was a direct consequence of 
public opinion,” King said.

Chaudhry, a member of the task 
force, believes funding will be a 
campaign issue in Edmonton’s 
upcoming election.

“Due to the task force on commu-
nity safety, as well as a dialogue in 
Edmonton about freezing the police 
budget, a number of candidates have 
policing as a specific item on their 
platforms,” he noted.

But he suggests that some who 
support maintaining current levels 
of funding or even increasing police 
funding are using various strategies 
to distinguish themselves.

“I think some [candidates] are 
utilizing fear tactics to suggest 
they do not support defunding the 
police,” he said. “When it is framed 
this way, it creates a political divi-
sion between fund versus defund, 
and takes away from the bigger 
issue of equitable distribution of 
funding for community safety.”

He believes the Floyd murder 
played a role in this being an issue 
compared to previous elections—but 
adds that the issue is local.

“The more informed candidates 
will be able to elevate this discus-
sion to connect it to Edmonton, 
while the uninformed ones will likely 
try to utilize the defund language 
to try to gather support and votes,” 
Chaudhry said. “While still early, it 
will be interesting to see if a candi-
date frames themselves as the 
‘police defender’ candidate.”

Calgary also avoided  
cutting police
In Calgary, city council initially 
decided to cut police funding—but 
ended up reversing that decision.

In October 2020, Coun. Evan 
Woolley put forward a motion to 
explore the reallocation of $20 

million of police funding to commu-
nity supports. This sparked vigorous 
council debate.

The Calgary Police Service offered 
to shift $8 million per year from 
police coffers to a new community 
safety investment framework to 
address gaps in crisis response, but 
instead, council approved a proposal 
made by Coun. Jeff Davison to allo-
cate a one-time transfer of $8 million 
from city reserves to fund it. 

Doug King, a professor of justice 
studies at Mount Royal University 
in Calgary, agrees that historically, 
policing has not been an election 
issue in Calgary. He notes that previ-
ous discussions around funding have 
always been to increase, rather than 
to decrease, funding.

Given that history, he does not 
believe it will feature as prominently 

“The fact that Calgary coun-
cil ended up giving Calgary police 
more than it originally requested was 
also influenced by voters in those 
communities that are expanding—
and who wanted sufficient police to 
cover calls-for-service in these grow-
ing communities.”

According to the results of an 
Angus Reid survey released in 
October 2020, only 20% of Alberta 
respondents said police should 
receive less money, while 64% 
thought that police funding was 
either fine as is or lacking.

But as demographics in Alberta’s 
major cities continue to shift, creat-
ing more diversity, the issues that are 
seen as important will likely change.

Anmarie Bailey is an Edmonton 
writer and journalist.
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Can you tell me about the moment 
you first decided to run for mayor? 
What was going on in your life?
It wasn’t a single moment, but I 
remember over a year or two ahead 
of the 2013 municipal election, I 
just had a sense that we could aim 
higher on urban and environmen-
tal policy, and that we were going to 
need to do that to be sustainable, to 
be competitive, and to attract and 
retain the talent and investment we 
were going to need.

We had been doing a lot of early 
work around energy transition 
and climate change, and trying to 
depolarize that issue. There was a 
moment where I thought, “OK, this 
is doable. It's possible for Edmonton 

to take leadership on climate change 
and energy transition.”

One of the things that gave me 
hope to do this, even though I have 
taken a fairly audacious position 
on the environment and on urban-
ism and on inclusion, was a citi-
zen assembly that we did with the 
University of Alberta, where 60 
Edmontonians from diverse walks 
of life were brought together to look 
at energy and climate issues—a 
representative group of people in 
terms of diehard greens to skeptics 
and deniers. They spent six weeks 
listening to experts, asking ques-
tions, having debates, and making 
sense of the science and policy 
recommendations. 

10 ILLUSTRATION  AMANDA SCHUTZ

Before winning his first run for Edmonton city council in 
2007, Don Iveson was an advocacy director for the University 

of Alberta Students’ Union, where he worked to secure a 
universal transit pass (U-Pass) for students. After two terms 
as a councillor, Iveson ran for mayor and won in the 2013 and 

2017 elections. In 2021, however, he decided to step aside. 
The Sprawl spoke to Iveson about his vision for the city, his 

challenges as mayor, and the future of Edmonton.

Unfinished 
Business: 
An Exit Interview 
with Don Iveson
Interview by HAMDI ISSAWI

Fall 2021
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Unfinished Business: An Exit Interview with Don Iveson

I thought we needed to really raise 
our level of ambition when it  
came to efficient and sustainable 
growth for the city and, necessarily, 
for our region.

Fast forward eight years later. We 
have a city plan, which will accom-
modate the next million people within 
the boundary of the City of Edmonton 
through secondary suites, through 
transit-oriented development and 
through a lot of densification as the 
city matures.

We’ve modeled that the city will 
have considerably lower emissions, 
a lot more transportation alter-
natives and a much more robust 
public transit system—not just LRT 
to all corners of the city, but also a 
revamped bus system, which we’ve 
just redesigned. All in all, the urban 
character of the city will increase.

After talking to and working for 
Edmontonians for 14 years now, I’m 
reasonably confident that these 
are the things that they want. They 
want the city to be more efficient 
and compact and well planned, to 
be more cost effective, and to have a 
smaller environmental footprint.

So I think we’ve made a lot of prog-
ress on urbanism while maintaining 
the affordability of housing, which 
were my key goals eight years ago.

Do you wish you did anything 
differently? Was there anything 
you wanted to tackle but never had 
the chance to or couldn’t?
Before I was even on council, the 
previous mayor, Stephen Mandel, 
had started some work around a 
Housing First initiative. That ulti-
mately culminated in the City of 
Edmonton’s 10-year plan to end 
homelessness, which is now in its 13th 
year of relentless implementation. 

Over that time, we reduced 
homelessness every year until this 
year because of the pandemic, 
and the economic situation in 
northern Alberta—which means 
people come to the city looking for 
services or they’re pushed by other 
circumstances. 

I absolutely believe that it is possi-
ble to end chronic homelessness, 
which doesn’t mean nobody’s ever 
homeless ever, but that homeless-
ness, to the extent that it presents 
in our communities anywhere in this 
province or in this country, is brief 
and non-recurring. Housing First 
and housing-focused shelter and 
transition services are critical to that. 
We’ve come a very long way, and 
the federal government has come a 
long way in the injection of resources 
through the national housing strat-
egy, and the rapid housing initiative 
in response to COVID.

I helped secure the rapid housing 
initiative as chair of the Federation 
of Canadian Municipalities’ Big City 
Mayors’ Caucus. I helped convince 
the federal government to raise their 
ambition from reducing it by half 
to ending chronic homelessness in 
this country. Through that initiative, 
dollars are being invested in commu-
nities across this country to rapidly 
deliver housing. 

There are two streams in that proj-
ect for funding. We were eligible for 
a little over $30 million in the first. 
We applied for $68 million from the 
second stream, which is more of a 
merit-based rather than an alloca-
tion-based pot, and we were turned 
down because the Government of 
Alberta will not commit to fund the 
embedded services to make this 
supportive housing successful—so 
that people will stay housed. 

Despite all their divergence and diversity of 
opinions, there was more than 90% agreement 
on these recommendations, which are now more 
or less embedded in council’s recently-approved 
energy transition strategy, the goal of which is to 
achieve net-zero emissions by 2050. 

People still scratch their heads and say, “How 
can the City of Edmonton—in the heart of oil and 
gas country in Alberta—take that position?” The 
answer is very simple. Edmontonians, confronted 
with the same scientific information and analysis, 
will come to the same conclusion as thoughtful 
people from anywhere in the world, which is that 
we have to make this transition. 

That exercise really gave me the hope that this 
community was up for those complex conversations, 
and that city hall and a mayor can have an impact by 
bringing people together to tackle complex issues 
like that. We’ve done it since with poverty, we’ve 
done it subsequently around the innovation econ-
omy, and we’ve done it with our neighbours in the 
region on a number of initiatives ranging from public 
transit to economic development.

When you decided to run for mayor, did you 
have a sense of the kind of mark you wanted to 
leave on the city, and did you accomplish that?
Yes and yes. I think so. But time will tell because 
some of the things we’ve set in motion will take 
longer than eight years to bear fruit. 

Between the financial sustainability of the city 
and the region against the meteoric growth that 
we had seen through the mid-2000s boom, I could 
just sense we were building a city and a region that 
was not going to be very efficient or cost-effective. 

“I absolutely believe that it is  
possible to end chronic homelessness… 
That’s the biggest sense of unfinished 
business I have.”
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Unfinished Business: An Exit Interview with Don Iveson

I think this election may be an 
opportunity for Albertans to send a 
signal about how they feel about their 
communities, how they feel about 
the vibrancy and importance of their 
local democracy and how they feel 
about the provincial government 
right now as well. 

What advice do you have for 
mayoral candidates?
It’s always easier to divide than to 
unite. But we need uniters now more 
than ever in a fractured time like this, 
where politics has gotten so nasty at 
other levels. And I think that is what 
Edmontonians want, in their heart 
of hearts. It’s what I’ve seen them 
respond well to time and time again. 
So, as tough as things are right now, 
and as easy as it would be to blame 
other people, ultimately we’ve got to 
stand up for justice when an injustice 
is occurring. 

I believe that it was achievable 
to end chronic homelessness as a 
COVID response. 

The federal government has 
stepped up on grants to build and 
acquire units necessary to house 
people. But the absence of the 
provincial government on this file is 
a humanitarian tragedy and a public 
policy failure to the extent that the 
Government of Alberta is insisting on 
the status quo through their inaction, 
where tens of millions of dollars a 
year are spent supporting vulnerable 
people in the health-care and justice 
system on a reactive basis. There are 
also COVID construction jobs and 
federal relief dollars that are going to 
go to other jurisdictions that bought 
into this approach. 

There was an opportunity to do 
more, and I lay this squarely at the 
feet of the provincial government—
that we don't have a clear pathway to 
supporting vulnerable people, clean-
ing up our business districts, getting 
savings where they need them in 
health care and justice. 

To the extent that it’s veterans, 
refugees, and Indigenous Canadians 
who are overrepresented because 
of trauma in the homeless popula-
tion, there is an opportunity to right a 
series of historic wrongs and provide 
justice to people who've been strug-
gling on the margins in a country that 
can afford to do right by them, and 
just hasn't yet. 

So that breaks my heart because I 
see what's possible. I see what we've 
achieved with the units we built 
and the lives that have been turned 
around and saved and are giving 
back in the community. That’s the 
biggest sense of unfinished business 
I have.

What’s the biggest chal-
lenge facing the next mayor of 
Edmonton?
The biggest challenge facing the 
next mayor is the Government of 
Alberta—same as the challenge 
facing this mayor. We have a provin-
cial government that does not see 
the value of local democracies. It is 
arguably actively undermining them 
with the campaign finance rules that 
they brought in to loosen up dark 
money, and also bringing clickbait 
referendum questions into our mix. 
I think those are all impositions on 
local democracy. 

I think the way local governments 
have been treated with respect to 
funding, with respect to grants, with 
respect to promises made to us that 
were even embedded in legislation 
and embedded in the UCP platform—
those were promises made and 
promises broken. So that’s where 
you’re starting from with the Govern-
ment of Alberta to be crystal clear 
about it. 

But it's also an opportunity too, 
because it has brought together 
urban and rural mayors. Wedges 
were being driven between urban and 
rural, and yet we all find ourselves in 
the same situation with the Govern-
ment of Alberta, being treated like a 
second-class or third-class govern-
ment—glorified community leagues 
at worst and economic development 
commissions at best. 

And so that’s created a lot of unity 
among urban and rural municipal-
ities. It’s created sympathy for the 
situation that they find themselves 
in, with orphan wells, and oil and gas 
companies that won't pay their bills, 
and the Government of Alberta not 
supporting those municipalities in 
their fiscal challenges. 

“The biggest challenge facing 
the next mayor is the Government 
of Alberta—same as the challenge 
facing this mayor.”

I’ll continue to do that with respect 
to the Government of Alberta’s posi-
tion on a number of issues. But ulti-
mately, we need to take our destiny 
into our own hands, control what we 
can control, and influence what we 
can influence. 

We need to build and work with 
coalitions of our neighbours in 
the region—with other municipal 
governments across Alberta and 
across the country—to get things 
done that Edmontonians and  
Albertans and Canadians want 
done—on the economy and 
economic recovery, on social  
inclusion and justice for people, on 
sustainability and climate change in 
the environment. 

Hamdi Issawi is the Edmonton editor 
of The Sprawl. This interview has 
been edited for brevity and clarity.
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Naheed Nenshi Reflects on His Purple Reign

When you ran for mayor, what mark did you want to 
leave on the city? And when you look back did you 
accomplish that?
When I ran, there were 12 things that I wanted to 
change. And I think we've accomplished all 12 of them. 
But really, the broader question was around a new 
kind of discourse for a new kind of future. When I ran in 
2010, politics here was very rigid. It was very scelerotic. 
Voter turnout was very low. And we tended to think of 
government as something that happens to us, rather 

16 ILLUSTRATION  KYLE SIMMERS

Interview by JEREMY KLASZUS

Naheed Nenshi 
Reflects on His 
Purple Reign

Naheed Nenshi was first elected as Calgary’s mayor in 2010. He’d  
previously worked as a professor of non-profit management at Mount Royal 
University, moonlighting as a civic activist on issues like urban sprawl and 
campaign finance reform. He was reelected in 2013 and 2017, making him the 
third longest serving mayor in the city’s history. The Sprawl sat down with 
Nenshi to discuss his legacy—and what’s ahead for both Calgary as a whole 
and its next mayor.

“This is not a moment where we 
need a caretaker mayor.”
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understand that. So we’re in a situation right now 
where I’m really trying to find the funding for all 
those athletic facilities. So we’re going to have to 
spend the money anyway—without the Olympics 
at the end. I wish that we had made that much more 
clear for people.

And I wish I had been much more aggressive 
with the provincial and federal governments at the 
time, who, frankly, I don’t think did a great job on 
that file at all. I wish I’d actually said to the federal 
and provincial governments: If you guys aren’t 
serious about this just save me a lot of time and 
heartache and money and just pull out now, long 
before that plebiscite. But they always said they 
were serious about it. It’s just their actions didn’t 
show that. And so that was frustrating for me. 

But I think that that whole period—end of 2017 
to mid-2019—was just very problematic. New 
councils always have growing pains, but this 
particular council took a long time, and frankly, 
made some big mistakes. I think that the mid-year 
budget cut in mid-2019 was a big mistake. We had 
to reverse most of that anyway. But it was a coun-
cil that was panicking, because they had badly 
mismanaged the conversation around the 2018 
budget. And so I really regret that I didn’t really 
take much more firm leadership.

Ultimately, I think council works much better 
now. I think that they themselves are able to get 
their agendas through much better now than when 
everyone was just fighting with one another. And 
the only thing that unified them is that they were all 
fighting with me. I think we lost a year and a half of 
work that could have been much better. 

than something we participate in—
something that happens with us 
and for us. And I don’t think that's 
going to happen again.

I think that people are now really 
engaged in the future of their city. 
And sometimes that’s for the best. 
Sometimes it means that there’s a 
lot more partisanship and anger and 
divisiveness than there has been in 
the past. But at the same time, I feel 
like people are just more muscu-
larly involved with the future of the 
community. And I’m really happy 
about that. 

And we built a lot of stuff. We made 
the largest investment in transit in 
our history, we’ve also made the larg-
est investment in roads in our history. 
And that’s not just cycle tracks, but 
it’s also cycle tracks. And we built 
a bunch of social infrastructure. 
We've renovated every library. We’ve 
built three brand new libraries, four 
new rec centers, and other kinds of 
investments that just really improve 
people’s quality of life.

I need to ask about sprawl, of 
course. When you ran, you spoke 
very openly and forcefully about 
changing the way that the city 
grows. When you look back, how 
would you surmise your legacy 
there? You've had some wins, 
you've had some losses—I’m 
thinking of the 14 new communi-
ties that council approved on the 
city’s outskirts. 
You’d have to look, I think, at the 
broad arc here. The city has grown 
enormously over the last 11 years. 
We're more than a third larger than 
we were 11 years ago. But that growth 
has happened in a very different 
way. When you go to the brand new 
greenfield neighborhoods now, they 

look completely different than the 
neighbourhood I live in, which was 
completed in the ‘90s and early 
2000s. They’re much more walkable. 
They have much more diversity of 
housing and different kinds of people 
living in them. And even the local 
retail—the strip malls and so on—
looks different. They’re less auto-ori-
ented. And they’re much more dense 
than they were before.

So from the outer ring, I think that 
we’ve succeeded. We ended the 
capital-project sprawl subsidy, and 
what subsidy is still paid towards new 
development is now very transparent 
and explicit. But we ended most of it.

When you think about redevelop-
ment in the core of the city, the econ-
omy has shifted that somewhat—we 
still need more people living down-
town. But by and large, we have far 
more people living in the core of the 
city than we did before.

The area where a lot of work 
remains to be done is the doughnut 
around the core—the neighbourhoods 
that were built between the 1950s 
and the 1980s. And as those neigh-
bourhoods start to change—as kids 
leave home, as the population starts 
to shrink in those neighbourhoods—
we are still not where we need to be 
in terms of sensitive redevelopment 
of those areas, so that they remain 
attractive while still remaining afford-
able for families. There’s still a lot of 
work to be done there. 

When you look back on your 11 
years, what do you wish you did 
differently?
Number one is the Olympics. I main-
tain that that would have been a great 
thing for Calgary. And I think it was 
badly managed by me and by others, 
in terms of really helping citizens 

“I maintain that the Olympics would 
have been a great thing for Calgary. 
And I think it was badly managed by 
me and others.”
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I’m curious how your own 
approach has changed, since you 
decided you’re not running. It 
seems like since you’ve made that 
decision, you’ve been a little bit 
more outspoken.
That’s an easy frame, but it’s totally 
wrong. I’ve always been like this. 
To my own detriment, I’ve always 
spoken my mind. I think people 
are just seeing that as a conve-
nient frame. The “this is the give no 
F’s Nenshi” is just not right. I have 
always been like that.

But I mean, your relationship with 
the province has changed. I’m 
curious, is that what has changed 
dramatically?
No, not really. I’ve had six premiers 
since I've been mayor. The first one, 
Premier Stelmach—we had a very 
good and collaborative relationship. 
And ever since then, it’s been differ-
ent shades of not great. Whether it 
was PC, NDP or UCP, I always felt like 
the province wasn’t championing its 
largest city, but rather used its larg-
est city as a foil.

With this government, believe it or 
not, the pandemic’s been very helpful 
for that relationship. Because when 
this government was elected, they 
were kind of itching for a fight. They 
were kind of fighting with every-
body. And then once the pandemic 
happened, we ended up in a situation 
where we had to work together. We 
really had no choice in the matter, 

What do you think will be the 
biggest challenge facing Calgary’s 
next mayor?
The ability to create a post- 
pandemic Calgary. Because it’s 
going to be hard. The Calgary of 
2022 and forward will not look the 
same as the Calgary of 2019; it 
shouldn’t look the same. We should 
be able to build back stronger. And 
so their big job will be to create the 
post-pandemic city. 

The biggest and most important 
part of that is economic recovery and 
economic resilience. But there’s also 
environmental resilience, there’s also 
social sustainability. And I’m really 
optimistic that the new mayor and 
council will be in what I call a “wet 
concrete phase” where anything is 
possible and you can create molds. 

It’s likely that the majority of  
council members after the October 
election will be new. Are you torn 
on that? I imagine after invest-
ing so much in the city in this role, 
you’d want some level of  
continuity. On the other hand, 
you've been very outspoken about 
campaign finance reform, about 
the need for municipal democracy 
to be strong and for a level playing 
field and all that. So I’m curious 
how that sits with you as we head 
into this election.
I’m totally torn on it. Everyone has 
ego. You want the ability to say: 
These things that I did will continue. 

because we had this common enemy. 
And in fact, I believe that my relation-
ship with the premier at the moment 
is very good. And I hope that contin-
ues post-pandemic.

What advice do you have for 
mayoral candidates who are 
running in 2021?
My biggest advice would simply be: 
Don’t rely on personality. So far this 
election seems to be about: “I’m 
collaborative. I’m nice. I will fight 
for you.” And in my mind, it actually 
really needs to be about: What is your 
vision? This is not a moment where 
we need a caretaker mayor. This is 
not a moment where we need some-
one who is charismatic and talks 
about low taxes all the time.

And so my advice for the candi-
dates would be to assume that 
citizens can handle a tough conver-
sation and put out a bold vision. Make 
some choices on what you stand for, 
and put that out to citizens.

Jeremy Klaszus is editor-in-chief of 
The Sprawl. This interview has been 
edited for brevity and clarity.

And I think most of those things will 
continue. But we also have to remind 
ourselves that ego aside, the city 
doesn’t work because of the mayor, 
right? The city works because the 
people in the city make it work.

Way back in 2010, the first line of 
my victory speech, in that sweaty 
basement on Macleod Trail was: 
Calgary is different than it was 
yesterday. It’s better than it was 
yesterday. And it’s not because of 
me, it’s because of you. And some-
times those of us who have titles 
need to be reminded that there are 
1.4 million people in the city who love 
the city, and who are doing extraor-
dinary things every day to make the 
city better. 

So while I’ve been lucky to be the 
voice for that—sometimes I was the 
firestarter, sometimes I had the idea 
that I threw in—ultimately, I didn’t do 
the work. It’s the people of Calgary 
that did the work. And at some point, 
we have to put the work back to the 
people and not just rely on the mouth 
or the voice in the mayor’s chair. So 
I want to create that space for new 
voices. I want to create that space for 
diffuse and diverse leadership.

The next mayor will not be like 
me. The next mayor will be differ-
ent in small ways and in large ways. 
And ultimately, that’s a good thing, 
because it really will allow us to 
build the community in a thoughtful 
way, I think.

“The next mayor’s big job will be to 
create the post-pandemic city.”
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In 1981, Calgary city council went 
against the advice of city staff  
and greenlit a new coliseum in 
Victoria Park as part of its bid for 
the 1988 Olympics. This is the 
aging facility now known as the 
Scotiabank Saddledome. 

While city admin and the Victo-
ria Park Community Association 
cautioned that this would be a death 
knell for the surrounding neigh-
bourhood, then-mayor Ralph Klein 
dismissed their concerns. 

“This is not the death of Victo-
ria Park, it’s the chance for revital-
ization and it will remain an exciting 
enclave,” Klein said in March 1981.

Fast forward 40 years and Calgary 
city council’s latest arena deal, which 
will see the Saddledome replaced, is 
looming over the upcoming election 
and the mayoral race in particular.

University of Alberta sociolo-
gist Jay Scherer, who co-authored 
the book Power Play: Professional 
Hockey and the Politics of Urban 
Development, says with these 
massive arena deals, benefits to the 
community are ancillary. 

“The main beneficiaries to these 
deals... are the owners of the teams,” 
said Scherer. “The deals are the 
results of an orchestrated cycle of 
facility obsolescence that the owners 
of major sports franchises have initi-
ated and done so very cleverly.” 

Coun. Jeff Davison was the 
biggest proponent of a deal to split 
the cost of a new $550-million arena 
50/50 with Calgary Sports and 
Entertainment Corporation, which 
owns the Calgary Flames. In July 
2019, council voted in favour of this 
deal 10-4, with councillors Jeromy 
Farkas, Druh Farrell, Evan Woolley 
and George Chahal opposed.

Echoing Klein, Davison pitches 
the project—which has already gone 
over budget—as part of a broader 
revitalization effort.

“It re-establishes downtown as the 
place to be,” he said, adding that the 
arena will be the centrepiece of an 
arts and entertainment district that 
will also benefit Calgary’s tourism 
industry. “Having large scale event 
centres or arenas in the middle of park-
ing lots doesn't do any of those things.”
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By JEREMY APPEL

The  
Political  
Arena

“The deals are the results of an 
orchestrated cycle of facility 
obsolescence.”
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What’s the deal—and how’d it  
go down? 
Here’s what the city agreed to in 
2019. The city would pay $275 million 
in exchange for ownership of the 
building and impose a 2% tax on 
ticket sales to recoup $155 million 
over the arena’s lifespan.

In addition to their half of the cost, 
the Flames would pay $75 million to 
fund local amateur sports. Mean-
while, the city pays 90% of the costs 
for demolishing the Saddledome, or 
$12.4 million.

The cost of the arena has already 
ballooned to $608 million, up from 
the $550 million that council  
originally approved. The city has 
agreed to pay $12.5 million more—
with the Flames responsible for any 
further overruns.

The origins of this project go 
back to 2015, with CSEC’s ill-fated 
CalgaryNEXT pitch, which would 
have built a an NHL and CFL  
megaplex on sparsely-occupied land 
west of downtown. 

That plan fell through, but the 
Flames were obstinate in their desire 
to get a new arena with city funds. 

In the runup to the October 2017 
election, the City of Calgary’s talks 
with the Flames were at an impasse, 
with Flames CEO Ken King and NHL 
commissioner Gary Bettman dangling 
the prospect of moving the franchise. 

In September 2017, the Flames’ 
proposal that the city pay $225 
million for a privately-owned 
$555-million event centre was 
leaked to the public.

But even after the election, the 
threats continued
Steve Allan, whom you may recog-
nize as the leader of the Alberta 
government’s $3.5-million 

fall, Woolley proposed a motion 
to scrap the arena deal and dedi-
cate those funds towards the Green 
Line, community housing and a new 
downtown police station, which was 
also defeated. 

The cost of the arena has already 
ballooned to $608 million, up from 
the original $550 million that council 
originally approved.

How was Edmonton’s deal 
different?
Edmonton’s arena deal, which it 
reached in 2014 under then- 
mayor Stephen Mandel, is a bit of a 
different beast, because it was part  
of a $1.4-billion entertainment 
district plan on land that was mostly 
owned by the Katz Group, which 
owns the Oilers. 

The City of Edmonton agreed 
to pay for about 70% of the 
$480-million Rogers Place, while 
much of the broader revitalization 
was privately funded, with property 
taxes on downtown development 
helping subsidize the city’s portion of 
the arena costs.

But, unlike Calgary, the arena is 
privately owned.

In Edmonton, the Katz Group had 
rumbled about the team moving 
if Rexall Place wasn’t replaced as 
early as 2011, which Mayor Don 
Iveson characterized as “emotional 
blackmail.”

“When you look at the script of 
these types of political debates, the 
relocation threat is the classic card 
that’s played by the owners of these 
businesses,” said U of A’s Scherer.

“And it’s used persuasively to 
extract significant concessions 
from cities.”

Meanwhile, in Edmonton, the old 
Rexall Place sits unused—a “white 

inquisition against foes of the prov-
ince’s oil and gas industry, was the 
chair of Calgary Economic Devel-
opment and a member of the arena 
committee in January 2019. At that 
time, he suggested the option was 
either to subsidize a new arena—or 
the city would be on the hook for the 
costs of keeping the Saddledome 
operational without the Flames.

Then-city manager Jeff Field-
ing called Allan’s ultimatum of 
the Flames leaving town “totally 
inappropriate.”  

Although Mayor Naheed Nenshi 
practically ran in the 2017 election 
against the Flames offer, he said the 
council-approved deal, which had 
the city paying $25 million more than 
the Flames’ previous offer, was quali-
tatively different. 

“For some years now, I have been 
saying that any investment of public 
money in this project must come 
with public benefit,” Nenshi said to 
explain his apparent reversal. “This 
deal does that.” 

This deal was approved quickly 
just before council was to break for 
the summer, at the same time as the 
city was implementing $60 million 
in cuts to transit, fire services and 
affordable housing to help fund a 
property tax cut. The public was 
given just a week to weigh in before 
the ultimate arena vote. 

Coun. Woolley put forward a motion 
to delay the final debate on the deal to 
give more time for public feedback. 

In response, Davison echoed 
Allan, King and Bettman’s threats to 
council: “If this passes, this deal is 
done tonight, and you will forever be 
known as the council that likely lost 
the Calgary Flames.”

Woolley’s motion failed.
When council returned for the 

elephant,” as Scherer calls it. The 
city had to forgive a near-$50 million 
loan it gave Northlands, which 
owned Rexall Place, that it couldn’t 
pay back. As in Calgary, the city has 
to pay the cost to demolish the old 
arena while figuring out what to do 
with all that public land. 

To take power back from team 
owners, Scherer suggests future 
arena deals go to plebiscite. 

“I’m not saying plebiscites are a 
great way to make decisions, but in 
terms of something that is contro-
versial, with significant use of public 
resources, I think that should be left 
for citizens to decide,” he said.

“It takes a lot of courage to say 
no to them, but when you look at 
other examples across the country—
Montreal, Toronto, Ottawa, Vancou-
ver—they’re privately built. Winnipeg 
had a much more modest contribu-
tion from the public. It can be done if 
cities are prepared to push back.”

Jeremy Appel is The Sprawl’s  
Calgary politics reporter.
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6 Tips for Hitting the Campaign Trail

Take stock of what matters 
to you. 

Eric Peters, who co-chaired Calgary 
Coun. Gian-Carlo Carra’s 2017 
campaign, suggests that anyone on 
the periphery of municipal politics 
start by taking stock of what matters 
to them personally. “Whether it’s a 
cracked sidewalk, the neighbour-
hood pool, parks, taxes, roads, 
cycling, infrastructure,” Peters says, 
a campaigner needs to know what 
those issues are, why they matter, 
and what their vision is for them. 

From there, he adds, it’s much 
easier to start reaching out to candi-
dates that interest you because 
“the more thoughtful and thought 
out [your] messages or questions 
are, the more likely you are to get a 
substantive response back.”

Find a candidate you’re 
passionate about. 

You may be primed to get involved 
in a municipal campaign, but how do 
you figure out which candidate best 
reflects your values? Brown says that 
looking at candidates’ social media 
presence, past media interviews, and 
job or volunteer history can be far 
more telling than campaign websites. 

“I want to have an understanding 
that they know what the job entails,” 
he said. “Has [the candidate] talked 
about land use? Have they talked 

about parks or development or tran-
sit in whatever community they're 
running in? Have they been on a 
community association in the past? 
What’s their volunteer track record? 
Those are the things that I would 
prioritize when I’m researching 
ahead of helping out a candidate.”

If you can’t get excited about any 
of the candidates in your own ward, 
Brown adds, consider volunteer-
ing outside your ward—or better 
yet, get involved with a mayoral 
campaign, as these often have an 
even greater need for volunteers 
than councillor races.

Once you’ve found a candidate 
that excites you...

By MIRANDA MARTINI

Tips for Hitting the 
Campaign Trail

With mayors in Edmonton and Calgary stepping aside, and 
numerous incumbent councillors from both cities deciding not 
to run, we’re likely to see sweeping change in Alberta municipal 
politics this October.

Mike Brown, a campaign strategist and organizer who has 
worked on more than a few Calgary city council campaigns 
since 2010, encourages anyone who cares about city politics to 
get involved.

“It’s a way to shape how you want your city to look,” Brown said. 
“Too often, people say politicians are all the same. No, they’re not. 
They have their own viewpoints. We need to get beyond this cyni-
cism and look for what we can actually do for our city.”

If you’ve never been involved in a campaign before, it might be 
hard to know where to start. With that in mind, we asked a couple 
of veteran campaign coordinators to share their tips for first-
time campaigners.

1

2
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“It’s a way 
to shape how 

you want your 
city to look.”

Reach out!

The campaign period is a great time 
to get to know candidates because 
they have a vested interest in being 
accessible. “They want your vote,” 
Peters said. “They want donations, 
they want to build an infrastructure 
to win the election. So reaching out 
to them, asking them their opinions 
on those issues that matter to you, is 
really the first step.” 

Most campaign websites will 
include a general information email 
address and an email address specif-
ically for new volunteers, Brown 
adds. “You may not get to talk to the 
candidate right away, but you’ll talk 
to the volunteer coordinator or the 
campaign manager, and they’ll set 
you up with whatever they need.”

Keep going. Elections are 
just the beginning.

If you discover a love of volunteering 
on municipal campaigns, then here’s 
some great news: municipal politics 
don’t stop after the election. Whether 
your candidate wins or loses, you 
have a voice as a constituent, and 
there are plenty of opportunities for 
you to use it. 

Peters cites issues-based groups 
like LRT on the Green (a Calgary-
based group that advocates for 
the Green Line LRT) that can help 
burgeoning activists stay involved 
in municipal issues outside of 
campaign season and be around like-
minded community builders.

“You have these groups that 
advocate to make the city better, but 
they’re not necessarily attached to 
any particular candidate,” Peters said. 
“Especially in a pluralistic society, I 
think that is a great thing to have.”

Happy (campaign) trails!

Miranda Martini is the associate 
editor of The Sprawl.

Don’t knock door knocking 
‘til you try it!

Brown encourages even the intro-
verted to give door knocking a go, 
saying you might be surprised by 
how fun and rewarding it can be. It’s a 
good way to get to know your neigh-
bourhood and your neighbours. 

“The goal is to chat for maybe a 
minute or two and not take up some-
one’s whole afternoon or evening, 
but sometimes you just hit it off with 
someone and have a nice conversa-
tion for a few minutes about issues 
that are important to them,” he said.

Sure, you might encounter the 
odd cranky or rude person, but there 
are also interactions that make the 
work worthwhile.

“I liken it to a golf game,” Brown 
said. “I’m a terrible golfer, but I get 
that one or two shots a game where 
it’s fantastic, and that’s what keeps 
me coming back.”

Once you’ve gotten a taste for the 
campaign trail, he adds, you might 
find it hard to stop.

Find the role that’s right 
for you. 

When we talk about volunteer-
ing on political campaigns, many 
people picture door knocking. This 
is indisputably an important part of 
campaigning, but there’s always tons 
of other work to be done. 

Volunteering at a phone bank is 
another popular way to help out. 
Brown points out that phone bankers 
are always given a script, and that a 
senior volunteer or campaign staffer 
will supervise your first few calls until 
you get into the swing of things. But 
there are a number of other ways to 
help out, including some you proba-
bly wouldn’t expect. 

“Some of the best campaign memo-
ries I have are around food,” Brown 
said. “We had some great older ladies 
who weren't able to do the long walks 
that you need to do for door knocking 
and flyer dropping, so they’d drop off 
lunch or dinner for all the campaign 
staff. I’ve had some of the best meals 
ever on the campaign trail.”  

That said...
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The best part of the mini election sign? Its portability. Where will your sign 
live—propped next to a garden gnome? On your desk, between the house-
plant and the pencil cup? Taped to a popsicle stick and waved proudly at a 
protest? The possibilities are endless!

Want to advertise your election priorities to 
candidates and neighbours, but don’t have room 
for a big splashy lawn sign? Go small instead! 

Fill in the blanks below—and be sure to show us 
what you come up with by sharing it on social 
media, and tagging us on Twitter and Instagram  
(@sprawlalberta).

Make your own
mini election sign!

THE
!

Verb (build, protect, save, axe, defund, abolish, free)

Noun (LRT, parks, police, arena, bees, ring road, pedal pubs)

ActivitiesSprawlzine Fall 2021

36

1

6

9 10

1211

17

22

24 25

23

18 19 20

13

7

8

21

2

14 15 16

3 4 5

ACROSS DOWN

To immunize against disease. (You 
wouldn't think it political but here we are)
One of the candidates running for Druh 
Farrell's vacated council seat
Edmonton’s major transit project that is a 
major election issue [2 wds]
Zoning laws were needed when this 
became legal to sell
What you should do before you vote
CUPE collects these from its members
Many candidates say the city should be 
this for business
One of a group that will not be voting in 
numbers come election time
What I need after the year that we've had
Two things are certain, but this one is rarely 
an issue during an election
Its removal eats up a significant amount of 
a city's budget
Hoping that the reopening of the province 
isn't another one of these [2 wds]
Candidate running in Ward Métis
The winner of either mayoral race will not 
be this

One of the Indigenous ward names  
in Edmonton
If we get a fourth wave, will campaigns 
have to be this? [2 wds]
How I take my ham and cheese sandwich, 
to enjoy along with 17 across [2 wds]
A quality that is hopefully held by most of 
the candidates
One of the mayoral candidates in the 
Edmonton election
This perennial Calgary mayoral candidate 
issued a lawsuit to nullify the results of the 
last civic election
What Councillor Magliocca got in hot 
water for earlier in his term
These should not be held as untouchable, 
but should be reconsidered in the face of 
verifiable truths
Candidate running in the newly drawn 
Ward O-day’min in Edmonton
One of the mayoral candidates in the 
Calgary election
St. Patrick’s, for one
To counter, as in a candidate debate
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