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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 
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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.”


