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Cross
Canada 
connections

East and West 
influences shape 
Calgary’s condo 

culture

By RichaRd White

toronto

»

If a time traveler from 1980s Calgary arrived in the 
downtown core today, he will find a very different place 
where glass and steel condos now rule the skyline. 
The question is: will he like this change?

Condo developers from Canada’s coastal urban centres, 
Vancouver and Toronto, have been attracted to Calgary’s 
robust economy, and they have brought their modern, stylish 
glamour to transform Cowtown into a gleaming metropolis 
befitting its stature as the region’s economic powerhouse. 
Vancouver developers have been particularly active.

Since Calgary’s urban living renaissance began in the 
early ‘90s, Vancouver developers have been instrumental in 
transitioning our city’s condo culture into the 21st Century. 
Vancouver’s Nat Bosa was one of the first developers to 
realize that Calgary’s downtown could be more than just a 
place to work before heading back to the ‘burbs to live.  Today, 
his children — Ryan and Natalie Bosa — are championing 
the revitalization of East Village, helping turn land that 

had once been a prime example of urban blight into a hip, 
modern riverside community.

Calgary’s largest single condo development project to 
date — Waterfront (eight buildings, 1,000+ condos and 1,200 
parking stalls) on the old Greyhound bus barn site east 
of Eau Claire Market was the brainchild of Vancouver’s 
Anthem Properties. This developer also has a 5.4-acre 
site across from Erlton Station that could accommodate 
a similar scale project. 

Vancouver’s Qualex-Landmark, has almost single-handedly 
reshaped the Beltline with five condo projects including 
sold-out Mark on 10th which is currently under construction.  
It just recently announced Park Point, a two-tower (500+ 
condos) in the heart of the Beltline north of Memorial Park; 
this means Qualex-Landmark will have built 1,500 new 
condos in Calgary in just over the past 10 years. 

The list of Vancouver developers shaping Calgary’s urban 
condo culture doesn’t end there. Bucci Development Ltd. 
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is very active north of the Bow with mid-rise projects in 
Bridgeland and Kensington. And, Maple Project is respon-
sible for Ten and UNO, both in lower Mount Royal, with 
plans for a high-rise apartment in the Beltline, as well as 
the redevelopment of the Highland Golf course.  And yet, 
there’s even more.

International Influence
Calgary’s new urban living renaissance has captured the 
interest of the global investment community. Grosvenor, 
an urban development company based in London, England 
that dates back to 1677, identified Calgary, Vancouver and 
Toronto as the best three cities in the world for investment 
potential.  Currently, Grosvenor Americas, based in Van-
couver, has three Calgary condo projects — Drake, Smith 
(Beltline) and Avenue (West End).  

Vancouver’s Concord Pacific (developers of the Vancouver 
Expo ’86 site), with ties to Hong Kong, recently announced 
they will be proceeding with their uber-chic Eau Claire 
condo project west of the Princeton, simply named Concord.  
Concord Pacific is associated with luxury condo commu-
nities with a reputation of choosing only the “best of the 
best” sites. Eau Claire and Mission are competing to see 
who will become the “Mount Royal of condo living.” 

Toronto developers get some  
skin in the game
Toronto condo developers, though late in the Cowtown condo 
game, have hit the ground running. Both FRAM+Slokker Real 
Estate Group and Lamb Development Corp. have entered 

the Calgary market in the past few years. FRAM+Slokker is 
focused on East Village with three projects — First will be 
completed in 2015, Verve in 2016 and a site for an unnamed 
major retail, office and residential development has also 
been acquired. 

Lamb has acquired two properties for development — one 
on 10th Avenue S.W. named 6th and Tenth and another on 
12th Avenue S.E. next to Stampede Park.  The latter named 
The Orchard will be comprised of two 31-storey towers with a 
one-acre apple orchard in the middle. (See its Condo Feature 
in this issue for more details.) 

Rafiiville or Little Vancouver 
Not only are these  developers shaping Calgary’s condo cul-
ture, but so are their design and marketing teams. Vancouver 
architect Foad Rafii has had more influence on Calgary’s 
architectural look than any other architect over the past ten 
years. In 2001, the Vancouver Sun identified Rafii as one of 
the 10 architects who shaped Vancouver’s urban sense of 
place. In 2014, you could say he has also shaped Calgary’s 
sense of place as he was the design architect for Calla, Luna, 
Mark on 10th, Nova, Stella (all for Qualex Landmark), Drake 
(for Grosvenor) and Waterfront (for Anthem). Perhaps we 
should rename the Beltline “Rafiiville.” 

Grosvenor is also using a Vancouver architectural firm 
— James KM Cheng Architects — for its Avenue condo 
project in our downtown’s West End while Concord Pacific 
is using Vancouver “starchitects” Arthur Erickson and 
Peter Busby for their upscale Eau Claire condo project. In 
addition, Busby + Will Architects are designing a complete 

redo of the Eau Claire Market site for Regina’s Harvard 
Properties. Could our downtown Bow River condo district 
become “Little Vancouver.” 

Obviously, it is not a coincidence that Calgary’s downtown 
skyline is perhaps looking a bit like Vancouver’s given the 
number of high-rise Vancouver condo developers who are 
capitalizing on the residential rejuvenation of Calgary’s 
urban core. 

Fostering a sense of place
I am anxiously awaiting the completion of Qualex-Land-
mark’s Mark on 10th as it has potential to be a signature 
architectural statement for Calgary. But if I had to choose 
my favourite uniquely contemporary condo designs, I would 
pick ones designed by Calgary architectural firms. Arriva 

is probably my favourite — designed by BKDI. (Ed. Note: 
The Arriva site across Olympic Way S.E. was bought from 
receivership by Hon Developments who are now building 
The Guardian twin towers – the tallest residential condos 
in Calgary at 44 storeys. It is designed by IBI Group.)

I have also come to admire what I like to call “The Chess-
men” on Macleod Trail — SASSO and NUERA, designed 
by Calgary’s Abugov Kaspar Architects and Alura and 
Nuera, designed by Calgary’s S2 Architecture.  These condo 
towers make a modern, robust and masculine statement 
with their massing and mechanical design elements. To 
me they have an engineering look that reflects Calgary’s 
huge engineering community.  

Good architecture doesn’t have to shout out “Look at 
me! Look at me!” Rather, it just stands out over time as 
something interesting to look at.

Condo living is in its infancy in YYC
“Condo living will soon be the norm in Calgary,” says Mi-
chael Ward, Senior VP & General Manager of Grosvenor 
Americas. His rationale is that Calgary will have a very 
robust economy for the foreseeable future (although there 
will be periodic downturns) given its political stability and 
the large fixed costs and long-term commitments to the oil 
sands by both domestic and international firms. This in 
turn will attract young professionals, not only from Canada 
but internationally to work in Calgary’s downtown office 
towers. He believes “living in condominiums is a preferred 
choice for an increasing number of young people, looking 
for affordable housing and centrally located.”  

He even postulates that “as seen in Vancouver, large 
parts of Europe and Asia, people are choosing to stay in 
condominiums after they form relationships and have 
families as they enjoy the convenience of living close to 
amenities, work and friends.”

Ward notes, “condominium development has in the past 
garnered some bad publicity in Calgary, as smaller, oppor-
tunistic developers have walked away from half-finished 
projects through tough times and held on to purchasers’ 
deposits for years before commencing construction.” He 
notes, “the fact Calgary is attracting major experienced 
national and international urban condo developers, means 
more condos will be completed on time with quality design 
and construction, which in turn will make condo living 
more attractive to more Calgarians.”   

For decades, Calgary has been predominantly a sin-
gle-family home city, but over the past decade this has 
changed not only in the inner-city, but in the ‘burbs also. 
For many the condo is the new ‘starter home.’ There are 
currently over 7,000 condos under construction across the 
city. As Bob Dylan sang, “the times they are a-changin.”  CL 
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