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SUMMARY

The three-phase Regina Revitalization 

Initiative has been heralded as the 

largest revitalization project in the city’s 

history. Proponents contend that phase 

2, the Railyard Renewal Project, will spur 

complimentary development within the 

neighbouring Warehouse District. Research 

conducted over 2011 and 2012 sought to 

understand the impediments to residential 

development (intensification) within the 

Warehouse District. The findings presented 

here offer insight with respect to the barriers 

to intensification; a necessary consideration 

if the Railyard Renewal Project is to achieve 

its intended objective. 

Barriers to intensification: 
Regina’s Warehouse District

By Rylan Graham

RÉSUMÉ

L’Initiative de revitalisation de Regina, 

un projet en trois étapes, a été décrite 

comme étant le plus important projet de 

revitalisation de l’histoire de la ville. Les 

promoteurs affirment que la Phase 2 

qui vise le réaménagement des terrains 

ferroviaires encouragera un développement 

complémentaire dans le secteur adjacent 

des entrepôts. Des recherches menées en 

2011 et 2012 ont cherché à expliquer quels 

étaient les obstacles au développement du 

secteur résidentiel (densification) dans la 

zone dite des entrepôts. Les constatations 

ici présentées donnent un aperçu des 

obstacles à la densification, un élément 

essentiel à l’atteinte des objectifs du projet 

de réaménagement des terrains ferroviaires.

EVOLVING INNER CITY

The Regina Revitalization Initiative (RRI), 

a three-phase redevelopment launched 

in 2011, has been heralded as the largest 

revitalization project in the city’s history  

(City of Regina, 2016). 

Construction of Phase 1, a state-of-the-art 

stadium to house the beloved Saskatchewan 

Roughriders of the Canadian Football League, 

finished in the spring of 2017. With Phase 

1 complete, the City’s attention has turned 

towards Phase 2, the Railyard Renewal 

Project (RRP). The RRP, as depicted in 

Figure 1, will transform the now vacant 

Canadian Pacific Rail intermodal facility 

into a “dynamic, mixed-use area that will 

complement both the Warehouse District (The 

District) and downtown.” (City of Regina, 2016) 

The anticipated spinoffs include a myriad 

of economic, environmental, and social 

benefits, including leveraging the project to 

facilitate further revitalization of The District. 

Originally the hub for Regina’s industrial 

and warehousing sectors, in recent decades 

the land-use mix of the neighbourhood has 

gradually evolved through the development 

of trendy residential lofts and boutique 

retailers. Community stakeholders have 

advocated for a continued transformation 

of the neighbourhood, recognizing a need 

for additional residential development 

in facilitating change. Through the work 

of the Regina Warehouse Business 

Improvement District, the community’s 

vision has been conveyed through two 

planning documents, first in 2002 with the 

“Regina’s Old Warehouse District Planning 

Study” and subsequently in 2009 with 

“Towards a Vision for Regina’s Warehouse 

District in 2029.” In spite of this, both  

plans have been limited in generating  

the desired change.

Figure 1 – Draft recommended redevelopment concept for the railyard site, May 2017  

(Source: City of Regina, 2016).
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Research I conducted over 2011/2012 

explored the impediments to change, with a 

focus on the barriers impeding residential 

development (i.e., intensification through 

infill and redevelopment).

These findings are pertinent given the 

City’s efforts to leverage the RRP to spur 

complimentary development in The District. 

This discussion offers insight with respect to 

the barriers impeding intensification within 

the neighbourhood, a necessary and critical 

consideration if the RRP is to achieve its 

intended objective.

BARRIERS TO INTENSIFICATION

Interviews were conducted with key 

informants involved in planning and/or land 

development. Through this the following six 

themes emerged as the common barriers to 

intensification in The District:

1 Growth management 

2 Policies and zoning

3 Negative perception 

4 Proximity and absence

5 Economics of land development

6 Limitations of market demand

GROWTH MANAGEMENT 

Informants suggested that if greater rates of 

intensification are to emerge, then this must 

first be emphasized through the City’s growth 

management strategy. Municipal policies 

have largely worked to direct new growth 

and development towards the periphery 

of the city. Conversely, this has resulted in 

limited redevelopment within established 

neighbourhoods such as The District. 

It is important to note, however, that in 

2014 a new Official Community Plan (OCP) 

was adopted. Through this, a more robust 

policy framework has emerged, including 

a growth target of 30% for intensification, 

and additionally, that a minimum of 10,000 

residents be added to the city centre. Although 

these policies are significant in creating a 

more favourable framework for intensification, 

challenges of implementation continue. The 

target of 30% has not been achieved in any 

of the last three years. Conversely, rates of 

intensification have steadily declined, falling 

from a high of 26% in 2014, to 12% in 2015, and 

11% in 2016 while over the same period, only 68 

residences were added to the city centre.

A similar response emerged with respect 

to the City’s Zoning Bylaw. Current zoning 

within the area provides a regulatory 

framework for commercial and industrial 

development, with little opportunity for 

residential uses. Informants identified that 

in order for residential development to 

occur, developers would be required to seek 

council approval through a discretionary use 

or zoning amendment. The added time and 

costs associated with the approval process 

was identified as an additional barrier that 

discouraged development. 

The City has identified the need to 

prepare a new Secondary Plan to better 

reflect the current and evolving conditions 

of the neighbourhood. The adoption 

of a new plan presents an opportunity 

to establish policies and zoning more 

conducive to intensification. 

Figure 3 – Interface between industrial (foreground) and residential (background) uses (Graham, 2012).

Figure 2 – Crumbling sidewalks contribute to 

the negative perception of the neighbourhood 

(Graham, 2012). 

POLICIES AND ZONING 

Informants identified that the area’s 

Secondary Plan, and Zoning Bylaw have 

limited intensification within The District.

Informants noted that the Warehouse 

District Secondary Plan was approved in 

1996, suggesting that the plan no longer 

reflects the conditions of the neighbourhood. 

Policies within the Secondary Plan still 

regard The District as an area for commercial 

and industrial uses, with little policy support 

for residential development.

“Informants noted that 

the Warehouse District 

Secondary Plan was 

approved in 1996, 

suggesting that the 

plan no longer reflects 

the conditions of the 

neighbourhood.”
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NEGATIVE PERCEPTION

Informants identified that one of the 

limitations to intensification within The 

District is the negative perception associated 

with the area. Specifically, they commonly 

identified two areas of concern: safety, and 

physical decline and deterioration. 

With respect to safety, informants 

suggested that a perception the area is 

unsafe and inundated with crime has 

become entrenched. Reports differed 

as to whether this was more perception 

than reality; however, all agreed that this 

stemmed from a lack of activity and vibrancy 

within the neighbourhood. Informants noted 

that it was unlikely a demand for living in The 

District would materialize as long as safety 

concerns persist. 

Furthering the negative perception 

is the physical deterioration of the 

neighbourhood. Informants noted the area 

is characterized by crumbling sidewalks, 

rusted streetlights, and a complete 

absence of streets trees and vegetation. 

Informants suggested that city has failed 

to maintain existing infrastructure, nor 

taken the initiative on improvement projects. 

Therefore, as informants highlighted, it is 

unlikely that developers will invest their 

own capital when the City itself has failed to 

recognize or invest in the area. 

PROXIMITY AND ABSENCE

The majority of informants noted that 

intensification in The District is hindered by 

a phenomenon of ‘proximity’ and ‘absence’; 

that is, proximity to incompatible land uses 

and the absence of complimentary uses. 

With respect to proximity, informants 

reported that the industrial legacy of the 

neighbourhood is impeding intensification. 

The area is still home to a plethora of 

industrial land uses, including scrap yards 

and industrial cleaning facilities. There 

is a limited interest amongst prospective 

residents to reside in an area with noxious 

industrial uses.

Alternatively, informants noted 

that The District is largely absent of 

suitable community amenities and 

services. Prospective residents look for 

neighbourhoods that provide quality parks, 

public spaces, schools, and neighbourhood 

commercial services including grocery stores 

and restaurants. Informants reported that 

The District lacks many of these amenities 

and services, and argued that prospective 

residents are deterred from residing in a 

neighbourhood that fails to meet their needs. 

ECONOMICS OF  
LAND DEVELOPMENT

Informants identified the economics 

of developing within The District as an 

additional impediment to intensification. 

The existing residential base within the area 

has come primarily through the conversion 

of historic warehouses to residential uses. 

Informants were nearly unanimous in 

indicating that the opportunities for further 

conversions are limited and that additional 

residential uses will need to come through 

new residential construction. However, this 

presents an array of challenges.

LIMITATIONS OF MARKET DEMAND

Lastly, informants reported that 

intensification is limited by a soft demand 

for residing in high-density housing in an 

‘urban’ context. The popularity for such 

living arrangements is niche and limited 

largely to retirees, young professionals, and 

high-income households who are drawn to 

a unique living experience. In addition, the 

lack of demand is associated with the city’s 

small footprint, which is quickly and easily 

navigated by car. Therefore, as informants 

suggested, there is little incentive for 

residents to live in a neighbourhood like The 

District despite its central location. 

POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE

Through the Regina Revitalization Initiative, 

the RRP is poised to emerge as an 

exciting, innovative, and dynamic mixed-

use redevelopment in Saskatchewan’s 

capital. Moreover, it offers potential to 

spur complimentary development within 

the Warehouse District. However, the 

findings presented here offer critical insight 

regarding the barriers that have previously 

impeded intensification. Consideration of 

the presence and extent of these barriers in 

the present context is necessary. Those that 

endure must be addressed in order for the 

RRP to successfully achieve its objective of 

aiding in the continued evolution of Regina’s 

Warehouse District. 
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Candidate and Sessional Instructor in 

Planning in the Faculty of Environmental 

Design at the University of Calgary. His 

current research explores the adoption of 

growth management policies within mid-

sized Canadian cities. He can be reached 

at rylan.graham@ucalgary.ca.
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Informants reported that land costs in The 

District are at the higher end of the market, 

but that residential units themselves do not 

warrant a higher value. Therefore, they noted 

that developers are more likely to pursue 

projects where land costs are lower and 

profit margins greater. 

A number of the added financial risks 

that informants identified were in relation 

to the legacy of The District as an industrial 

neighbourhood. The first was the costs and 

time associated with brownfield remediation. 

Secondly, informants noted that there is 

little knowledge regarding the condition and 

capacity of existing underground utilities. 

This presents a conundrum as to whether or 

not existing infrastructure can accommodate 

increased density or if the developer will have 

to incur added costs to upgrade capacity.

“Through the Regina 

Revitalization Initiative, 

the RRP is poised to 

emerge as an exciting, 

innovative, and dynamic 

mixed-use redevelopment 

in Saskatchewan’s capital. 

Moreover, it offers potential 

to spur complimentary 

development within the 

Warehouse District.”
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