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SUMMARY

How do we make healthy places – 

communities that allow people to grow up, 

live, work, play, and remain healthy – that 

are also safe and stimulating environments? 

This encompassing vision of healthy places 

is inspiring, but needs long-term, holistic 

solutions that connect specific professional 

paradigms to successful implementation. 

The article explores the nexus of planning 

and built form in Currie, a community 

in Calgary developed by Canada Lands 

Company (CLC) that has championed 

innovative planning and design strategies for 

healthy places. 

Building great neighbourhoods:
Recalibrating Currie

By Sasha Tsenkova and Chris Elkey

RÉSUMÉ

Comment aménager des espaces sains? 

Des collectivités qui permettent aux gens de 

grandir, de vivre, de travailler, de se divertir 

tout en conservant une bonne santé et qui 

soient en même temps des milieux sûrs et 

stimulants. Ce concept global des espaces 

sains est inspirant, mais a besoin de reposer 

sur des solutions holistiques et à long terme 

rassemblant des paradigmes professionnels 

qui permettront leur mise en œuvre. L’article 

aborde l’interrelation entre l’urbanisme et le 

milieu bâti à Currie, un quartier de Calgary 

aménagé sous la direction de la Société 

immobilière du Canada (SIC) qui s’est fait 

championne de l’urbanisme innovant et 

de stratégies de conception favorisant des 

collectivités saines. 

A PLANNING VISION FOR CURRIE

The redevelopment of the former Currie 

Barracks military base advances a vision for a 

healthy, walkable and sustainable community. 

The design integrates important heritage 

resources – buildings, landscapes, and 

interpretive resources – into a new urban 

mosaic of neighborhoods designed to foster 

a sense of place. A primary goal of the plan, 

adopted by Calgary City Council in 2015, is 

to create planning and design frameworks 

that promote healthy living, walkability, and 

integration of the natural environment. To 

further advance a sustainable urban future, 

the density and land use mix is calibrated to 

generate transit ridership, vibrant retail and 

amenity services in neighbourhood nodes, 

and a balanced mix of employment uses that 

compliments a variety of residential options.

The urban form promotes higher density 

(45 units per acre), connectivity on multiple 

fronts, small urban blocks, a network 

of pedestrian mews (over 1.5% of the 

area), underground parking, and a street 

network fostering pedestrian and bike 
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mobility as primary options for residents 

and visitors. A core of 750,000 square feet 

of office, research, and employment space 

boosts the economic vibrancy of the historic 

Parade Square, repurposed as a place for 

recreation, educational, retail, and residential 

uses accessible via transit and pedestrian/

bike pathway networks (Figure 1). Another 

important aspect of the design is the 

integration of 11 provincially-designated 

heritage resources that serve as a catalyst for 

community interaction and unique inspirations 

for neighbourhood design and place-making. 

Currie’s planning toolbox includes innovative 

planning strategies promoting healthy places, 

comprehensive policy-making, heritage 

preservation, block form-based design 

regulations, and community engagement for 

change. We review these aspects of the plan in 

the following sections.

APPROACH

The new Canadian Forces Base (CFB) 

West Master Plan aims to achieve a more 

sustainable urban future by:

• Improving housing diversity and choice;

• Providing more amenities, options to work 

close to home and vibrant public spaces;

• Growing in a compact and efficient way with 

a commitment to sustainability; and

• Promoting a range of mobility choices.

The plan for this inner city community 

advances a vision for high-density 

development, with a ‘critical mass’ of 

people and jobs in a vibrant community. The 

developable area of 125 acres is expected to 

be home to 12,000 people, with a net density 

of 119 people/jobs per acre where open 

space makes up 14.6% of the area and roads 

only 19% (see Table 1 for key metrics). A key 

challenge in Calgary is the design of higher 

density, urban neighbourhoods that respond 

to cold-weather environmental challenges. 

The design approach in this context focused 

on walkability and an all-season pedestrian 

experience through an integrated approach to 

urban form, access to amenities, services, and 

the integration of a multiple modes of mobility.

The plan emphasizes that streets, 

pedestrian networks, parking, and services 

need to work as a flexible and inter-

connected system, supporting efficient and 

sustainable mobility options for residents 

and employees. The intention was to provide 

an array of mobility options that provide 

high quality choices for people and minimize 

inefficient land use.

Another important aspect of the design 

was the integration and retention of heritage 

buildings and landscapes as core character 

elements that create a connection to the 

history of the site and provide a unique 

sense of place (Figure 2). A parallel process 

exploring the potential for conservation of 

Currie’s Historic Resources was initiated and 

completed in 2016 (City of Calgary, 2007).

The collaboration between CLC and 

the Province (Alberta Culture) to amend 

the existing Provincial Historic Resource 

Designation resulted in the integration of 

eight Historic Resource sites that contribute 

to the success of the Currie vision and its 

implementation (Figure 3).

Given the significance of the Currie lands, 

a project charter was prepared between CLC 

and The City to ensure key components could 

be realized. The Charter identified goals and 

objectives of the redevelopment along with 

the project risks of a higher density urban 

development model. This provides a streamlined 

approach supporting continued sales momentum 

in Currie and counteracts the impact of  

ELEMENT

AREA

ha ac %

Open Space 9.3 23 12.1%

Public Utility Lots 1.42 3.51 1.9%

Roads 14.79 36.55 19.3%

Mews 0.46 1.13 0.6%

25.97 64.19

Total Developable Area 50.7 125.1 66.1%

Total Open Spaces Uses (MR, PUL, Mews) 11.18 27.64 14.6%

Residential Density ha ac

Gross 74.39 30.11

Net 112.54 45.56

Estimated Population: 12,000 ha ac

Population Density (Gross) 156.6 63.4

Population Density (Net) 236.9 95.9

Estimated Jobs and People: 15,000 ha ac

Pop and Job Density (Gross) 195.8 79.2

Pop and Job Density (Net) 296.2 119.9

Table 1 – Land Use and Density in Currie

 Source: Authors’ estimates based on City of Calgary 2015a, b

Figure 1 – Envisioning the main street in Currie. 

Source: Canada Lands Company, 2015b. 

Figure 2 – Retention of heritage resources to create 

a sense of place Source: Canada Lands Company. 
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micro- and macro-economic factors that could 

limit the project’s ability to gain the desired 

absorption rate in the built-out schedule.

CLARITY OF GOALS AND 
OBJECTIVES

The goals of the new Currie (CFB West) 

neighbourhood plan are to:

• Celebrate and integrate historic buildings 

and landscapes as principal character 

defining elements throughout the plan;

• Calibrate the density and mix of uses to 

generate sufficient transit ridership and 

critical mass to support the proposed 

retail program and amenity services;

• Integrate a balanced mix of employment 

uses to compliment the residential 

program in proximity to the retail center;

• Create frameworks that promote healthy 

living and integrate environmental 

resources as part of a comprehensive 

park and stormwater management 

system; and

• Concentrate the retail services as a node 

with a ‘park once’ philosophy that is 

accessible by transit, and walkable to people 

living and working in the community.

A key objective of Currie is housing density 

and diversity (Table 2).

The plan provides an opportunity for a 

critical mass of multi-unit housing (over 

90%) that is sustainable over the long term 

and complements the surrounding land 

use patterns of single family housing (see 

Figures 4 and 5). 

IMPLEMENTATION

Successful implementation of the 

redevelopment is dependent on how well 

policy amendments, outline plans, and land 

use redesignations work together to provide 

the basic tools for execution.

Dedicated Team: A dedicated team of City 

Administration was established to coordinate 

the revitalization efforts for Currie Barracks 

and guide the implementation of the CFB 

West Master Plan. This group was empowered 

by City Council to make decisions, enter into 

special development agreements, and to 

take action. This team assisted in the timely 

process whereby the Land Use and CFB West 

Master Plan amendments were unanimously 

approved by both Calgary Planning 

Commission and City of Calgary Council.

Engagement: Through community consul-

tation, the increase in density, height, and built 

form were continued topics of conversation. 

To ensure creative thoughtful development, 

controls were established to provide certainty 

to both community residents and The City.

Policy, Regulations & Standards: 

Revisions to the CFB West Master Plan, the 

Outline Plan, the Land Use Criteria, and the 

Customized Design Criteria were made in 

order to achieve the ultimate goals of The 

City of Calgary’s Municipal Development 

Plan and the CFB West Master Plan. With 

an emphasis on the planning and regulatory 

framework, capital improvements, as well 

as other strategic approaches, the planning 

documents define the necessary actions that 

will advance the long-term vision presented 

in the revised Master Plan.

Form-based guidelines define setback, 

frontage, and development programs for each 

block within Currie. The land use and CFB 

Figure 3 – Recalibrating Historic Parade Square. Source: Canada Lands Company, 2015b

Unit Type Units %

Single Family 303 5.1%

Townhouse 203 4.0%

Multifamily 5349 90.9%

Table 2 – Housing Density and Diversity 

Source: Authors’ estimates based on  

City of Calgary 2015a.

Figure 4 – The New Built Form in Currie. Source: 

Canada Lands Company.

Figure 5 – Diversity of housing forms and 

pedestrian connectivity are central to planning 

vision. Source: Canada Lands Company, 2015b.
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West Master Plan amendments were shaped 

to work together to inform the appropriate 

character of each block and provide direction 

on building placement, height, form, and 

shadowing, as well as the character of building 

facades and public spaces (CLC, 2015). 

Precinct and block-based density regulations 

and tools for the ongoing monitoring of density, 

parking, and transportation impacts were also 

developed (Figure 6).

Seven specialized land use districts were 

structured to align closely with the policy areas 

and urban design guidelines contained in the 

amended CFB West Master Plan to ensure 

that basic land use and form of development 

support the intent set out in the policy for 

the neighbourhood. City Council approved a 

set of Customized Design Criteria for Currie 

Barracks, including changes to The City’s resi-

dential street standards (City of Calgary, 2015c). 

Design Guidelines for Builders: Currie 

Design Guidelines were prepared to provide 

clear direction to builders on development. 

The Currie Design Guidelines supplement 

the detailed regulations and standards 

administered by The City of Calgary and 

focus on neighbourhood, building, and 

landscape character (Figure 7).

SUSTAINABILITY

The plan proposes a number of environmental 

concepts including an innovative shared 

parking strategy that blends land uses and 

their parking demands; a sustainable transit 

community based on walking, cycling, and 

transit ridership; and high density development 

in an inner-city location along primary transit.

The development was designed, 

programmed, and managed around a 

concept of efficient transportation (City of 

Calgary, 2015b). Currie will: 

• be a walkable community with a refined 

grid of streets and access to primary 

transit networks; 

• be transit-oriented with a bus rapid  

transit station; 

• have transit elements incorporated into the 

design and construction;

• be a mixed use, park-once community 

where a majority of daily trips will be 

made by foot and by bike; and

• have active transportation options such 

as sidewalks, bike lanes, paths, and bike 

facilities (racks, depot, showers, etc.) inte-

grally built into the DNA of the community.

Transportation Demand Management: 

The plan includes proactive Transportation 

Demand Management measures.

Parking Management: Approaches 

such as shared-parking and de-coupling 

parking costs from residential units were 

incorporated into the regulatory process to 

foster the park-once, walkable environment.

Multi-Modal Amenities: Bike travel 

facilities and end of trip infrastructure (racks, 

secure parking, shower/changing facilities, 

etc.) will provide an environment for safe and 

efficient cycling. Shared-bicycles will help 

enhance the opportunities for even occasional 

users. Transit incentives will help maximize 

the use of on-site transit infrastructure.

Behaviour Change Tools: Services such 

as rideshare matching and Car2Go will help 

assure that any residents or employees who 

do not wish to drive a single occupant vehicle 

will have ample opportunities to exercise 

their preferences.

PLANNING INNOVATION: 
CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

With the success of the previous phases 

of award-winning developments of CFB – 

Garrison Woods and Garrison Greens – the 

planning team of Currie was challenged 

with creating an innovative approach to 

ensure a robust planning framework for a 

healthy and walkable urban community. The 

redevelopment of the former military base 

in the heart of Calgary sets a precedent for 

high-density urban living and new urban 

forms. The design approach provides a 

new starting point for diversity of land uses 

and integration of urban amenities into the 

city fabric. It integrates important historic 

resources – buildings, landscapes, and 

interpretive resources – into a new pattern 

of park spaces and neighborhoods designed 

to foster a sense of place. A primary goal 

of the plan is to create the frameworks 

that promote healthy living and integrate 

environmental resources using a robust 

set of guidelines, sustainability concepts, 

and comprehensive engagement in the 

planning process. 

The plan for Currie – a community in 

Calgary developed by the Canada Lands 

Company – has championed innovative 

planning and design strategies for healthy, 

walkable, and sustainable neighbourhoods. 

The vision is inspiring and the plan offers 

important insights for professional practice 

critical for successful implementation.
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Figure 6 – Precinct and block-based density 

regulations in specialized land use districts. 

Source: Canada Lands Company, 2015.

Figure 7 – Streetscapes in Currie. Source: Canada 

Lands Company, 2015b.
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The University of Calgary’s Faculty of Environmental Design is 

launching a new post-baccalaureate certificate that explores the 

links between heritage conservation theory and practice through the 

lens of research, policy analysis, and design intervention at different 

scales, from a single site to a broad landscape complex. 

The certificate is intended for early and mid-career practitioners 

in architecture, landscape architecture, planning and other related 

disciplines who want to acquire specialized knowledge and skills 

related to heritage conservation.

BUILT AND LANDSCAPE  
HERITAGE CERTIFICATE

Hester, S. (2016)

For more information see  
http://evds.ucalgary.ca/admissions/built-and-landscape-heritage.

New certificate programs for practicing professionals. 
Register now for Spring 2018 start! 
evds.ucalgary.ca/certificates

INTENSIVE, IN-DEPTH, NOMADIC

BUILT AND LANDSCAPE 
HERITAGE CERTIFICATE 

BEYOND CPTED

SMART AND SECURE 
COMMUNITIES CERTIFICATE 

architecture +
landscape architecture +
planning

Environmental
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