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Regina was born to be a capital. 
From its inception, it was 
intended as the seat of govern
ment in the region : first the capi
tal of the Northwest Territories, 
and later, when Saskatchewan 
was formed in 1905, the capital 
of the province. Before 1882, the 
town-site existed only as a mark 
on maps in the offices of the 
Dominion Government in 

Ottawa and the Canadian Pacific 
Railway, showing where the new 
capital city would be located. 
There was no established com

munity, no market town or port 
that was selected to become a 
capital city. Regina was an unset
tled spot on the prairie , a place 
on the bank of the intermittent 
Pile of Bones Creek which ran 
through the semi-arid grassland 
of the central plains. 

All that changed in 1882, when 
the Canadian Pacific Railway 
(CPR) was built through the area. 

Until then , the capital of the 
Northwest Territories had been 
the Battlefords, an important fur
trading town in the valley of the 
North Saskatchewan River, along 
the proposed route of the 
transcontinental railway. But the 
CPR was subsequently routed far 
to the south, possibly in order to 

challenge competition from 
American railways . Planners of 
the CPR certainly also noticed 
that a southern route would 
drive the line through territories 
that had no settlers, so that the 
railway would "create its own 
traffic and avoid potential diffi
culties with established business 

interests, especially real estate 
interests." 1 It must be remem
bered that the Dominion 

Government granted the CPR 
substantial tracts of land along 
the line, a transfer that gave the 
railway virtual ownership of 
many towns, including the town 
of Regina, which the CPR would 

eventually make possible. This 
may have been the deciding fac
tor in determining the location of 
Regina. 
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Separation of capital 
and city 

Given this beginning, it would 
have been possible to plan 
Regina from the ground up to 
function as a government centre. 
All of the features required by a 
capital could have been devised 
with excellence: legislative and 

government office buildings; 
symbolic structures to inspire res
idents and impress visiting digni
taries; and facilities to accommo
date ceremonial functions. But 
planning was not the major con
sideration of the principals 
involved - control of the land for 
sale was. The CPR determined 
the location of the town centre 
according to the location of their 

station, thus placing it on land 
they controlled, three miles away 
from the location that the 
Dominion Government had cho
sen for the territorial administra

tion building, Government 
House, and RCMP station . This 
separation of downtown and 
government centre persists to 
this day. 

Consequently, far from fulfilling 
the potential for a well planned 

capital, "the queer community 
straggled for two and a half miles 

across the prairie, the various 
clusters of official buildings 
standing like islands in the prairie 
sea. In all the wheeling and deal
ing over land profits, no public or 
corporate leader ever bothered 
to consider the interests of the 
settlers, who had an awkward 
town plan imposed on them by 

men from eastern Canada, few 
of whom had any intention of 
making Regina their home. " 2 

Downtown Regina developed 
where the CPR Station was 
localed ( foreground) and 
maintains its separation from 
the government centre "across 
the pond" in Wascana 
(background) 
Credit: /he City of Regina 
Public Affairs Division. 

Development of the 
government centre 

In 1906, the provincial govern
ment began to examine sites for 

an impressive new legislative 
building. Here was an opportu
nity to integrate the capital func
tion into the growing city. 
Candidate sites included Victoria 
Square in the downtown, and a 

forty-acre stretch located 
between the southern limits of 
the city and the lake, which the 
City had just obtained in an 
exchange with the federal gov
ernment, and which came to be 
known as Wascana Park . 
However, another site was even
tually chosen, one that was fur

ther from the townsite than 
either of the other two, laying as 
it did across the lake from 
Wascana Park. As historian J. 
William Brennan explains, 

"Critics, particularly Regina's City 
Council , argued that the site was 
too far from the downtown busi

ness district (indeed it was then 
outside the incorporated limits of 
the city) . In the hope of inducing 
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a change of heart, Council 
offered to donate Wascana Park 
instead. Premier Walter Scott 

declined the offer but suggested 
that the park land on both sides 
of the reservoir be developed as 
a single entity. This proposal was 
accepted. " 3 

In this way, the pattern was set 
for the creation of separate dis
tricts for the government admin
istration and the commercial core 

of the city. 

Planning to integrate 
capital and city 

By 1912, the City was concerned 
about the chaotic and ad hoc 

growth that was occurring. City 
Council subsequently engaged 
the services of Thomas Mawson, 
who, in 1914, produced the first 
plan for Regina. One significant 
legacy of Mawson's plan was the 
development of a park around 
Wascana Lake, which later 
became Wascana Centre. 

Mawson set out to establish a 
plan that would fulfill the 

"dreams for a Capital, at once 
efficient, commanding and beau

tiful. " 4 Regina's role as the capi
tal was a defining element of his 
vision, for in his eyes it was "no 
ordinary city, such as men talk of 
every day of the year. It is set 

apart as the Capital of a leading 
and growing Province, and as a 
Capital , in a position to influence 
the development of all the other 
cities in the Province ... It is, in 
the first place, your business and 
privilege to set an example to 
your province. " 5 

Mawson emphasized the integra

tion of functions of a capital city 
into a cohesive plan, in which 
each element had an appropriate 
location. The challenge was "to 
take all these differing but neces
sary components of your city and 
so merge and weld them 
together that every part shall 
have its proper connection with 
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every other part." 6 He saw the 
government area as being 
focused on the legislative 
grounds with ample room for 
expansion. Yet, a key element in 
his plan - one which was never 
successfully implemented - was 
the connection of the govern
ment centre in Wascana to the 
downtown core along a street 
aligned with the dome of the 
legislative building. Although this 

street exists, it is a minor thor
oughfare that is largely residen
tial, and far from being the 
prominent civic axis imagined by 
Mawson. 

Separate administrations 
for capital and city 

With Wascana established as the 
government area, subsequent 
plans quickly moved on to more 
mundane considerations of hous

ing, transportation and industrial 
and commercial development. In 

1961, a partnership between the 
Province, the City and the uni
versity formed the Wascana 
Centre Authority (WCA), a body 
that has undertaken extensive 

planning for the huge area which 
comprises the Centre and incor
porates the parks surrounding 
the lake, university campuses, 
and legislative grounds into a 
capital showcase. The role of the 
WCA is to develop facilities for 
government, education, culture, 

and recreation . Yet, despite its 
successes, it is not without its 
critics, including those who 
believe that government offices 

and major cultural facilities such 
as concert halls and art galleries 
should be located in the core. 
Mawson's vision of a street-axis 
linking Wascana to the down

town has never been realized, 
nor has any successor taken its 
place. 

The Wascana Centre Master Plan 
recognizes the links between the 
larger city and the functions of 

Wascana, but it does not 

endeavour a comprehensive plan 
for the functioning of Regina as 

the capital city. Such planning 
could be undertaken by the city, 
but planning for the capital role 
has been largely relegated to the 
WCA. Still, there has recently 
been some support in city plan
ning for a return to the vision of 
Mawson, in order to incorporate 
Regina's role as a capital city into 
the comprehensive city plan. 

New initiatives to 
integrate planning for 
capital ancl city 

The City is undertaking a review 

of its development plan and is 
considering new initiatives to 

integrate the functions of the 
capital into the overall growth of 
the city. Its objective is to 
enhance Regina's role as the 
provincial capital and leading 
regional centre. 

Among these initiatives is one 
involving the RCMP, which func
tions as a major national symbol 
and attracts tourists to Regina. 
New policies have been proposed 
to benefit both the RCMP and 
the city by increasing the visibility 

of the force, using its presence to 
promote tourism and civic iden
tity, and reinforcing understand
ing of the role played by Regina 
and the RCMP in the history of 
Western Canada. 
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On another front, activities 
involving arts, culture and enter
tainment are important to a com
munity from the perspective of 
development - not only in the 
creation of a self-image and a 
sense of place for residents, but 
also in the establishment of an 

image to present to the region, 
the province, and ultimately the 

rest of the world. Such activities 

have important implications for 
the overall quality of life enjoyed 
by Regina's residents, and affect 
its attractiveness and the result

ing growth of its population. 
Moreover, they help identify the 
city as a tourist destination, and 
promote facilities such as public 
spaces and hotels. The Regina 
Development Plan currently des
ignates the downtown as the 

principal location for major arts, 
culture and entertainment activi
ties. This policy does not ade

quately acknowledge the major 
cultural institutions located out
side the downtown - particularly 
those in Wascana Centre. 

The newly proposed policies 
would establish a corridor that 

integrates most of the facilities 
devoted to the arts, culture and 
entertainment, into a cohesive 
entity which is easy to identify. It 
would provide an area where 
public resources can be invested 
to create public spaces which 

showcase venues for art, culture 
and entertainment. It would also 
connect the Centre of the Arts 
and other cultural facilities in 
Wascana Centre with the major 
downtown hotels and casino, 
thus forging a stronger link 

between the government centre 
and the town centre. 
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The RCMP has been an 
important part of Regina since 
its days as the Capital of the 
Northwest Territories. Here, 
cadets parade past the RCMP 
chapel, the oldest building in 
Regina. 
Credit: the City of Regina 
Public Affairs Division. 




