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Municipal boundary adjustment
By Sandeep Agrawal, PhD, AICP, MCIP

SUMMARY
Adjusting municipal boundaries 

changes a municipality significantly 

in how and where it grows, manages 

its financial affairs, and provides 

services to its residents. Annexation is 

the most common and frequent form 

of municipal boundary adjustment 

in Alberta and elsewhere in Canada. 

Despite its prevalence in Alberta, 

no systematic or comprehensive 

study exists. This article presents a 

preliminary typology of annexations in 

Alberta with a few recent trends that 

are shaping the annexation debate in 

the province.

RÉSUMÉ
Les modifications des limites 

territoriales municipales ont des 

incidences importantes sur la façon dont 

les municipalités axent leur croissance, 

gèrent leurs finances et fournissent des 

services à leurs citoyens. L’annexion 

est la raison la plus courante de 

modification des limites territoriales 

des municipalités en Alberta et ailleurs 

au Canada. Bien qu’elles soient très 

fréquentes en Alberta, il n’existe aucune 

étude systématique et globale à leur 

sujet. Cet article propose une typologie 

préliminaire des annexions en Alberta 

et souligne certaines tendances qui 

alimentent les débats sur les annexions 

dans cette province.

Municipal boundary adjustment, as the 

term suggests, refers to altering the 

legal boundaries of a municipality. 

Adjusting municipal boundaries affects a 

municipality significantly in terms of how 

and where it grows, manages its financial 

affairs, and provides services to its residents. 

Furthermore, boundary changes profoundly 

shape the nature of future relationships 

and cooperation between or among 

municipalities, especially infrastructure 

provisions, servicing agreements, and 

growth locations. Despite its significance 

and frequency, the phenomenon of boundary 

adjustment has not been very well understood 

by planning scholars or practitioners.

This article presents preliminary 

results of my ongoing research funded by 

Edmonton-based Alberta Land Institute. 

The research contributes to a better 

understanding of the issue of boundary 

adjustments in Alberta. I will begin with 

definitions of the types of boundary 

adjustments, followed by the national 

perspective, before converging on Alberta.

BOUNDARY ADJUSTMENT TYPES
Boundary adjustments are done in various 

ways but all are subject to provincial approval. 

Here are the five most common types:

• Formation of a municipality: This typically 

leads to legally establishing a new munici-

pality. A municipality can be formed by the 

Province’s initiative, a municipal council 

request, or a petition from the public. 

• Dissolution: This adjustment occurs when 

a municipality ceases to be an incorporated 

municipality and its land becomes part 

of another municipality. For instance, 

the Village of Thorhild was dissolved 

into Thorhild County in Alberta in 2009. 

• Changes to status: A status change 

occurs when a municipal district, village, 

summer village, town, city, or specialized 

municipality changes its status to 

another type of municipality. Just like the 

formation of a municipality, a change in 

status is initiated through a municipality’s 

request, a petition signed by a majority 

of residents in the municipality, or by 

the Province. The Regional Municipality 

of Wood Buffalo and Strathcona County 

are two such examples, where urban and 

rural municipalities were merged to form 

specialized municipalities. 

• Amalgamation: This occurs when two or 

more municipalities merge together to 

form a new municipality. It can be initiated 

by either the Province or a municipality. 

Cold Lake in Alberta is a good example, a 

municipality formed in 1996 by amalgamat-

ing Medley, Grand Centre, and Cold Lake. 

• Annexation: This adjustment is a 

permanent acquisition and incorporation of 

territory of an adjacent or non-contiguous 

municipality. In Alberta, to initiate an 

annexation, a municipality must give a 

written notice of intent to a neighbouring 

municipality to annex its land. Alberta 

legislation requires that direct negotiations 

must be held between the initiating 

municipality and the municipal authority 

from which the land is to be annexed. A 

report on the outcome of this negotiation 

must be submitted to the Municipal 

Government Board (MGB), a government 

entity that deliberates on the matter and 

recommends a decision for the provincial 

PLAN CANADA | FALL • AUTOMNE 20186



EELELELELELLLLLLLLLLLLLLL
SS LL

IIMM
IT

EESS
 T

ER
R

ITTT
OOOO

RRRR
IIIIAAAA

LLLLEEEE
SSSS 

D
ES

 M
UU

NN
IIC

IP
AA

LLI
TTTTÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

cabinet to implement. If the municipalities 

do not agree or landowners object, the 

MGB must hold a hearing at which the 

municipalities, landowners, and other 

affected parties may make representation. 

If the annexation is approved by the 

cabinet, the two or more municipalities 

permanently change their boundaries.

NATIONAL VIEW
Across the country, municipalities in the 

provinces of British Columbia, Manitoba, 

Alberta, and Saskatchewan lead the way 

in frequent adjustments to boundaries. 

However, the means of adjustment varies 

considerably from province to province and 

from one period to the other. For instance, as 

per Statistics Canada’s data, between 2011 

and 2016, dissolution occurred at a much 

higher rate in Manitoba, while annexation 

occurred more frequently in Saskatchewan. 

In contrast, in the previous five years (from 

2006 to 2010), British Columbia led the way 

in dissolution, while Saskatchewan and 

Alberta opted for annexation. Overall, the 

rate of boundary adjustment nationwide was 

much higher during this period.

Between 2001 and 2016 (see Table 1), 

the most preferred method of boundary 

adjustment was annexation.2 During that 

period, about 30% of all annexations across 

Canada occurred in Saskatchewan; another 

23% occurred in each of Alberta and BC. Two 

factors likely account for Saskatchewan’s 

high frequency of annexation: More 
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Table 1 – Number of boundary adjustments between 2001 and 2016 (data from Statistics Canada).
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Table 2 – Annexation as % of municipalities in each province or territory  

(data from Statistics Canada).

Since 1995, Alberta has had over 
300 annexations, with about 10-20% 
those being contested. 

municipalities – for instance, Saskatchewan 

has double the number of municipalities 

(950) as Alberta (425), despite having a 

quarter of the population; and a more 

streamlined process of annexation for 

instance, a specialized committee - 

Municipal Boundary Committee of the 

Saskatchewan Municipal Board - must make 

a decision within four months of receiving an 

annexation application.

A VIEW FROM ALBERTA
Since 19953, Alberta has had over 300 annex-

ations (see Map 1), with about 10-20% those 
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being contested. Often, it is the landowners 

whose lands were a part of the annexation 

area who take this action, rather than the 

municipalities involved. Between 2006 and 

2010, almost 25% of Alberta municipalities 

underwent annexations, which coincided 

with boom times in the province and with 

a national trend towards more frequent 

boundary adjustments. Another possible 

reason for Alberta’s high rate of annexations 

between 2001 and 2016, is that the same 

municipality may have been approved for 

multiple annexations.

The preliminary findings suggest that 

annexation occurred mostly in rural 

areas and small municipalities across the 

province. It also occurred in high-growth 

regions, such as in and around Calgary, 

along the QE2 highway that connects 

Calgary and Edmonton, and elsewhere 

in the province such as Grand Prairie 

and Peace River. The only exception 

was the City of Edmonton. Most cases 

involved urban municipalities annexing 

land from adjacent rural municipalities; 

the few exceptions involved a rural 

municipality annexing a part of another 

rural municipality or a rural municipality 

annexing a part of an urban area. 

Many reasons for annexations exist, but 

the following ones are most common: 

1. To expand and diversify bases of municipal 

revenues by annexing non-residential areas 

or putting annexed areas to non-residential 

uses, since non-residential uses are taxed 

at a much higher rate than residential;

2. to prepare for future large-scale residential 

or non-residential development; and

3. to have enough land inventory to support 

future growth, which may be a concern 

because (a) existing land is almost 

consumed or frozen for development 

because of unmotivated landowners, 

or (b) other internal or external factors 

beyond the municipality’s control such 

as geotechnical issues in development, 

environmentally-protected areas, or 

airport or Canadian air force base vicinity 

protection areas.

Map 1 – Produced using data collected by author and a dataset compiled by Darren Young  

of ISL Engineering.

ANNEXATIONS IN ALBERTA BETWEEN 1995 AND 2018

The jury is still out on whether annexation gives rise to a net 
positive economic benefit to the annexing municipality, or to the 
municipality from which land is being annexed.
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A NEW TYPOLOGY  
OF CAUSES OF ANNEXATION
I have developed a preliminary typology based 

on the data gathered in Alberta, outlined below. 

• High growth municipalities: 

Municipalities experiencing high 

population growth initiate annexations. 

There are two subtypes:

 High-growth cities: These include 

Calgary, Airdrie, Red Deer, Grand Prairie, 

Leduc, and others, which experienced 

high growth during the mid-2000s. The 

only exception here was Edmonton, which 

experienced high growth but did not apply 

for annexation until very recently.

 High growth towns and villages: Most 

of the annexations were approved in 

smaller towns and villages, either in 

and around the metropolitan areas 

of Calgary or Edmonton, or in other 

remote areas of the province. Examples 

are Chestermere, Okotoks, Beaumont, 

Cochrane, and Blackfalds.

• Unmotivated land owners: In some 

small municipalities, such as the Town 

of Bon Accord, the Town applied for an 

annexation application despite having 

ample developable land within its limit. 

The issue in this case, and potentially for 

other smaller centres, was that the lands 

are owned by property owners who do not 

wish to develop their lands, effectively 

freezing the existing stock and hence any 

future new revenues to the Town.

• Speculation: Two subtypes, with 

examples in Northern Alberta, 

demonstrate this category: 

 Motivated landowner: In the Village of 

Chipman, the annexation was driven by 

a land developer who promised large-

scale residential development in the 

hope of benefiting from the boom in the 

oil and gas sector.

 Motivated municipality: In the Town of 

Redwater, the town decided to create 

a land bank through annexation with 

the hope of finding a developer that 

would take advantage of the likely 

growth ensuing from several probable 

new bitumen upgraders in Sturgeon 

County (and would build large scale 

residential subdivisions). 

• Revenue sharing: Some municipalities 

have annexed lands, usually industrial, 

with the understanding that the revenue 

generated from the industrial lands 

will be shared between the two or 

more municipalities. For example, very 

recently, the Town of Millet annexed a few 

quarter sections of land from the County 

of Wetaskiwin for future industrial and 

commercial development. The Town has 

the water and other servicing capacity 

to offer to the annexed area, with a joint 

agreement between the two municipalities 

to share the economic benefit that may 

accrue from the annexed land. 

CONCLUSION
Recently approved annexations have looked at 

a much longer growth horizon, sometimes  

50 years or more, as opposed to previous 

horizons of only 30 years. With this shift, 

municipal applicants have asked for much 

bigger land masses. This trend suggests that 

municipalities may be looking at the issue 

of annexation in a more pragmatic way: they 

do not wish to be embroiled in long drawn 

out, litigious, and expensive processes on an 

ongoing basis. 

The jury is still out on whether annexation 

gives rise to a net positive economic 

benefit to the annexing municipality, or to 

the municipality from which land is being 

annexed. Although the analysis is limited at 

this point, I hypothesize that the answer to this 

question largely depends on several factors: 

• The geographic location of the 

municipality in the province; 

• the municipality’s proximity to a 

metropolitan area, where the land value 

may increase in the future; and

• whether annexation enables a municipality 

to acquire any non-residential or linear 

properties to generate more revenues 

through property taxes, such as pipelines 

to transport petroleum products, electric 

transmission lines, or oil and gas wells.

Annexing municipalities attempt to minimize 

their servicing commitments to the annexed 

lands by leaving them in their original 

municipality for tax and servicing purposes 

for 10 to 15 years or until the land owner 

changes the use of their property, usually 

from agricultural to a non-agricultural use.

The issue of annexation is front and centre 

in almost every Alberta municipality, whether 

urban or rural. To avoid possible conflicts 

and provide clearer guidance for future 

annexations in Alberta, the municipalities 

will have to do the following: 

1. Develop clear, detailed sections and 

clauses on possible trajectories of 

urban growth, growth projections, and 

delineation of urban growth corridors in 

Intermunicipal Development Plans; and 

2. craft infrastructure service detail 

agreements, such as water, sewage, and 

transportation through intermunicipal 

collaboration framework; or 

3. abide by regional growth plans of growth 

management boards in Edmonton and 

Calgary areas if they are a part of the board. 

Nevertheless, annexation should not be viewed 

as a tool or proxy to do regional planning. 

It cannot replace the need for regional 

growth plans and agencies that are tasked to 

implement and enforce these plans. 

Dr. Sandeep Agrawal is a Professor 

and Inaugural Director of Planning at 

the University of Alberta. His current 

research works span a broad range 

of issues from annexation in Alberta, 

human rights, and multiculturalism, to 

housing and homelessness in the First 

Nations communities.

ENDNOTES
The content of the article is produced from 

the primary and secondary data collected by 

the author with help of his research team 

members – Dr. Amrita Singh and research 

assistants, Cody Gretzinger and Kristen 

Knudskov. The primary data constituted 

interviews with municipal officials and 

private planning practitioners across 

Alberta while the secondary data included 

municipal applications for annexation, 

Municipal Government Board orders, and 

Alberta provincial Orders in Council.
1 Statistics Canada sometimes uses the 

term annexation differently than a province 

does. Also, sometimes the boundary 

adjustments between a census sub-

division (i.e. municipality) and First Nations 

reserve are accounted for differently.
2 1995 was an important year in the history 

of planning in Canada, with a complete 

overhaul of the Alberta Municipal 

Government Act that eliminated regional 

planning commissions, instituted “natural 

person” powers to local municipalities, 

and delegated all land use planning 

authority to them. 
3  An upgrader is a facility that upgrades bitu-

men (extra heavy oil) into synthetic crude oil.
4 Linear properties are assessed at much 

higher rate than any other type of property.
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