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Blueprints for YEGDT looks to
inform discussion & propell
positive action that improves
Edmonton’s downtown.

What are incentives?
A Lexicon
Incentives are one of the primary tools policy
makers and developers/owners use to drive
interest, change behaviours or encourage new uses.
Incentives can take many forms but generally fall
into three areas.
1) rebate & penalties
2) market intelligence
3) value creation
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1. Rebates & Penalties
Development in downtown is often incentivized through
a rebate system: using taxes/permitting/funding to attract
people/organizations into a desired area. Penalties are
sometimes used to drive people away from an undesired
area, or to penalize holders of undeveloped property.
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a. Conversion Incentives
Simple cash incentives for individuals and organizations who
establish new and different uses for under-utilized or vacant
commercial space. The purpose of these incentives is to attract
into downtown those businesses and organizations which are
established enough that they could build in downtown or outside
of downtown if they wanted to (i.e they don’t really need help,
they have money - the incentive just sweetens the prospect of
downtown a little).
b. Development Subsidies
Fund the development/redevelopment of vacant or underutilized space for commercial use, restaurant/market, or a
place of assembly related to arts, culture, and recreation. These
differ from Conversion Incentives in that they are typically
much larger, offering grants and forgivable loans which cover
a significant portion of the cost of building and development.
These are intended to subsidize projects which otherwise would
not occur whether in downtown or outside of downtown.
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c. Tax Abatement
This would take the form of tax relief for developers/owners
of commercial and mixed-use spaces. An example would be a
50%-90% abatement granted to a property owner on the increase
in property tax due to a renovation. The renovations should meet
certain requirements in order to be eligible for the
d. Permit Waiver
Permit waiver is when the City waives the cost of obtaining a
development permit for developers/owners of commercial and
mixed-use spaces.
e. Renovation Incentive
Small grants ($5,000 to $20,000) for aesthetic, accessibility,
and permanent signage renovations to the facade of commercial
and mixed-use buildings. Extra funds are often available for
renovations which improve access and visibility to natural
scenery, such as a waterfront.
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f. Tenant Improvement Allowance
This is an example of an incentive program offered by property
developers rather than a municipality. TI Allowances provide
sizable cash grants to new tenants, to be designated for
renovation of the leased space. The tenant is given creative
control over the renovation, which makes it an attractive
incentive for tenants who have a specific vision for their place
of operation. The property developer benefits by receiving a
fully renovated office space at the end of the lease without the
hassle of hiring a contractor and developing a design plan. TI
Allowances also incentivize tenants to renew their lease and
remain in the building, because they now have a special interest
in the space.
g. Negative rebates
Negative rebates and penalties often to work to correct
adverse behaviours on the part of property holders. These
behaviours can include speculatively sitting on undeveloped
property, encouraging undesirable activities in and around the
property, and speculative adverse impacts of speculative
property holders, by raising the property tax rate for holders of
undeveloped commercial property, to be implemented after a
defined respite period. They can also function to make it more
costly to develop outside of downtown.
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Market Intelligence
A key element of business attraction in downtown, market
intelligence provides business people thinking about moving into
a municipality with insight into the labour market, transportation
options, available space+pricing, economic landscape, and
customer base in that municipality. This information is often
offered through consultations with a municipality’s economic
development corporation.
A related yet distinct element of business attraction is localized
promotion. This is marketing activity conducted by a building
property manager or a group of interested parties who are
situated in close proximity to one another, aimed at attracting
people to that space.
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Value creation
Value creation aims to develop an ecosystem
in downtown which attracts and retains
businesses by making downtown more
accessible to the people who work and live
there. Accessibility is a combination of
convenience (transport, proximity) and the
presence of lifestyle amenities (cultural hubs,
schools, food, etc).
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Case Studies – YegDT
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104th Street:

from Pickpockets to Picture2ue
By the late 90s 104th Street was ripe for redevelopment. City
planners saw the potential and approached council with a project
idea that would add wider sidewalks, benches, lamp posts and
trees. The planning department envisioned neighbourhood
vibrancy in the old, historic buildings on the street that survived
the purge of historic properties in the 70s and 80s. Convinced
by the planning, based on examples from other municipalities
where revitalization dollars had been spent that spurred
development, the project was approved by council.

“...re-envisioning of
the streetscape could
only go so far...”
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Knowing that re-envisioning of the streetscape could only go so
far and that to create vibrancy, and after business-hours traffic
on the street residential density and supporting businesses like
restaurants and other community building businesses would
be required. As part of the development plan the city offered
developers an incentive of $4500 for each of the first 1000
residential units created in the area. This incentive allowed for
the development of projects like the Phillips Lofts and Excelsior
bringing residency to the street.
Vibrancy began to take hold. However, the street still suffered
from a stigma as a ‘dangerous place’ mostly at night, largely
because of the Cecil Hotel. Once a respectable hotel, it had
deteriorated over the decades and by the late 90s was a flophouse known as a hangout for pickpockets, frequently requiring
police intervention flaming the fire of the stigma.
In 2003 the city, prompted by years of neglect, cited the property
for health violations and the hotel was closed. The closure was
a catalyst for development on the street and revitalization as
the perceived threat associated with the hotel was eliminated.
Developments like The Century and a new street friendly
building on the old Cecil site, housing a grocery chain inspired
small business owners and other developers alike.
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At the same time as The Century Condominium development
proposal the Baccarat Casino also applied to locate at the
end of 104th Street and 104th Avenue. The new residences of
the burgeoning community realized that the flavour of their
neighbourhood might be compromised, banded together to
fight the casino development while at the same time the city
stepped in on the Century development. The developers of the
Century planned to install a street-level parking garage, but the
city insisted that they add retail space to the street level and
conceal the parking garage behind a brick façade adding to the
walkability and maintaining the character of the street.
The success of the 104th Street redevelopment as it relates to
the incentives is many fold. A willingness to weigh risk of
capital expenditures based on best practices as in the initial
street improvement plan. Incentive dollars to entice residential
development and making development risk more attractive.
Willingness on the part of city administration to take action when
needed to eliminate barriers to growth. Growth that led to small
business and community action spurring retail development that
added community vibrancy and advocacy.

“A willingness to
weigh risk...”
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Amsterdam:

from Vacancy to Vibrant
The Netherlands, facing a rising an overall office vacancy rate
of 14.4% in 2011 found creative solutions through disincentives.
Amsterdam, a municipality of roughly 850 000 had the highest
office space vacancy rate in the country at 17%. Like many
high-density municipalities with little available land the ability to
diversify available space is critical.
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One of the roadblocks to creating mixed-use or residential
space out of fallow office space was many property owner’s
unwillingness to invest in repurposing. The cost of repurposing
was too high and it was less expensive to continue to keep the
space empty until long term tenants could be found; they weren’t
willing to lease space to organizations or companies that didn’t
need as much 2uare metres as available or were not able to pay
the going rate or sign a long term lease. In many circumstances
office space remained empty for long periods of time as owners
bidded there time hoping to recover costs with suitable tenants
and long term leases.
In an effort to spur development the municipality introduced
legislation that required building owners of properties of
10 000m2 or more that were empty for longer than 6 months to
report the vacancy to the municipality.
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If the property was not reported owners faced fines up to
$11 500 CAD. After a year of vacancy, the city reserved the
right to assign tenants based on need assigning space to
organizations, businesses, artists and students who had registered
with the city looking for low cost space. Landlords were able to
refuse proposed tenants however their reasoning for the refusal
had to be compelling.
The initiative successfully created and environment of urgency
amongst property owners who, for whatever reason were
unable or unwilling to invest in space to make it more leasable.
Landlords where compelled to either adapt to the needs of the
market or have the municipality find solutions for them.
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Innovation Park:
from Fallow to Full

Rechristened Innovation Park in 2011, the old IBM Research
and Development Campus developed in the 80s, ‘the 176,500m2
complex was brought from 35% occupancy to 95% through
a multi pronged strategy—with a key element of creating the
amenity spaces, support retail, and “sense of place” early in the
project, rather than waiting for substantial lease-up’.
The campus is comprised of two million 2uare feet of office, flex,
call center, warehouse and data center environments coupled
with an array of amenities.

“...the 176,500m2 complex
was brought from 35%
occupancy to 95% through
a multi pronged strategy...”
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“Our early investment in the amenity side of Innovation Park
sent a strong, clear signal to prospective tenants that this would
be a great neighborhood where employees would enjoy coming
and would be well served beyond just the workplace,” Chris
Epstein, president of BECO South.
The redevelopment of the campus focused on creating a
community where employees had amenities at their immediate
disposal including food, dry cleaning, a farmers’ market,
exercise, shops and retail. The development philosophy, “Office
space today isn’t only about the workplace, but about life and the
life of your business, we didn’t just create a bunch of amenities
and empty exercise gyms, but tried to create a set of experiences,
and supported it with a strong communications and information
campaign so people knew what was there and were encouraged
to take part.”
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The Quarters:

from Bustling to Bust
Historically, The Quarters acted as an incubator for new
immigrants coming to Edmonton. It was a thriving and robust
community populated with small and large business, homes and
shops. As late as the mid 50s it was a vibrant neighbourhood.
However, post-WW2 social change and the growing popularity
of suburban living began diminishing the community. By the late
60s the area had become more derelict than delight and decline
set in.
The challenges that the redevelopment of the Quarters faces
are: fractured land ownership, many small lots that can’t
be developed to towers or viable commercial projects; an
expectation that the land value of these lots is higher than the
market will bear; the low percentage of city owned land, some
contaminated and needed remediation; and the numerous other
redevelopment projects the city is attempting to execute.

“Historically, The Quarters acted as
an incubator for new immigrants
coming to Edmonton.”
19

With the completion of the long park pedestrian zone, upgrading
of the sewer system, remediation thanks to the community
revitalization levy and the current LRT development and the new
Hyatt hotel the quarters is ready for developer intervention.
Additionally, through zoning changes to DC1 and bylaw
adoptions that “enable an Approving Authority to fast track
development permits issued for projects within The Quarters.”
and the development of “ …an expedited approval process
that will include increased discretionary authority for the
Development Officer as a pilot project for The Quarters.”
the viability of development is very attractive. Lastly, the
contentious issue of parking lots is being addressed through
the enforcement of the requirement to have a permit to have a
surface parking lot. In theory, this could give the city the ability
to curtail or eliminate revenue streams that landowners are using
to bide their time as they wait for land values to increase.
With all the incentives in place The Quarters redevelopment
compared to a similar project in Calgary like the East Village
Development seems slower to respond. Like Edmonton, a CRL
was put into place however a significant difference was
Calgary’s initial step was to set up a development company with
a line of credit that allowed them to purchase close to 100% of
the land removing one of the critical barriers Edmonton faces in
The Quarters.
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The High Line:

from Meatpacking to Mixed Use
The High Line is a massive, four-track elevated freight railroad
that runs down the west -side of Manhattan. Built in the 1934 to
increase the efficiency of deliveries to the industrial buildings of
West Chelsea and to solve the problem of numerous pedestrian
deaths on the original at grade tracks. Less than 30 years after its
development the line was obsolete due to the rise of refrigerated
trucking and transportation afforded by the new interstate
Highway system and meat packing, the industrial bread & butter
of West Chelsea was being done more efficiently outside of the
city. By 1981 the line was completely abandoned.

“They gained a great
deal of momentum when
pictures of the beauty of
the line appeared in the
New Yorker...”
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West Chelsea began to decay, attracting sex clubs and the
underground club scene. Sex workers, clubs and the few
remaining meat packers all worked at night and during the day
the neighbourhood was desolate. Slowly the area began to attract
Artists and manufacturing buildings were converted to artist
co-ops, small cafes and art galleries began to pop up. Along
with artists came land speculators. Some of the least expensive
land was under the elevated rail line. The land under the line
was purchased and rented out for parking and as the galleries
and cafes began to improve the flavor of the neighbourhood the
speculators began lobbying the city to demolish the line so they
could develop the area that allowed for buildings of
up to 5 stories.
Unused the rail line had gone to seed and trees and wildflowers
grew throughout the line above the street. As the city began to
consider demolition a community action group started by two
locals interested in preserving the landmark organized, The
Friends of the High line (FHL) with the intention of preserving
the neighbourhood landmark.
The FHL organized tours of the line expounding its significance
historically, it’s beauty and potential. They gained a great deal of
momentum when pictures of the beauty of the line appeared in
the New Yorker exposing millions to the hidden strip of nature
that had taken root.
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Fundraising and an impressive donors list eventually convinced
the mayor and the city to cancel planned demolition and an
economic development study determined that turning the line
into a park would more than cover the cost in taxes. This helped
develop a strategy to link the development of the park to the
renewal of the neighbourhood while allowing the landowners
to realize the value of the property under the line without
demanding demolition.
The result was a zoning change, the goals of which were to
transform the High Line into a unique linear park; provide
new housing for the neighbourhood; preserve the character
of the existing art gallery district; to add mixed use to the
neighbourhood; and to ensure the new buildings were designed
to enhance the light and air to the new park and fit into the
surrounding neighbourhood.
Innovative zoning would address the economic interests of the
owners of the land under the High Line through the development
of The High Line Transfer Corridor. Defined as the area within
which the High Line is located, where development rights could
be transferred to receiving sites. The receiving sites were in
the new residential perimeter developed in the new zoning that
rezoned the old manufacturing area to residential. The owners of
the land under the line could now sell their development rights
to the developers of the new residential perimeter thus allowing
them to realize a profit.
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As well, the zoning permitted a bonus 30% more development
rights if the owner developed 20% of the new building as
affordable housing creating diversity in income and mixed-use
and allowing the original speculators to realize a greater profit
than they would have had they been successful in removing the
line and development in the corridor.
As the project moved forward value was created at almost every
step through development right transfers, new housing and
mixed-use development, the maintenance of the character and
feel of the neighbourhood and it’s enhancement by the unique
creation of the High Line Park.

“As the project
moved forward
value was created
at almost every
step through
development...”
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Incentives Rubric
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costs
#

Question

Scale

1.1

Could the incentive become an
entitlement?

-5 – 0

1.2

Could the incentive forfeit future revenue/
property tax?

-10 – 0

1.3

Are there recurring costs associated with
the incentive (does it set a negative
precedence)?

-5 – 0

1.4

Could the incentive increase property
value by making the area more attractive?

0 – 10

1.5

Is it a one time investment with an enduring
legacy?

0–7

1.6

Does it create recurring public interest? i.e
something people would continually
return to.

0–5
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people
#

Question

Scale

2.1

Could the incentive open up downtown to
new people?

0 – 10

2.2

Does it address a barrier that is keeping a
lucrative demographic away?

0 – 10

2.3

Could the incentive increase the amount of
time or value of an existing demographic?

0–7

2.4

Does the incentive support a foundational
anchor that draws in an important
demographic. i.e. a grocery store?

0–7

2.5

Does the incentive facilitate healthy
lifestyles (car-free lifestyles, walkability)?

0 – 10
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Specificity
#

Question

Scale

3.1

Is the incentive focused on a clear and
discernible outcome?

0–3

3.2

Does it align with other strategies? e.g
Winter city strategy, The Way Forward..

-3 – 3

Efficiency & Intelligence
#

Question

4.1

Would the incentive reduce a barrier
to entry that makes business better for
everyone? i.e permitting,intelligent leasing
info.
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Scale
0–5

Community
#

Question

Scale

5.1

Is it supported by the community?

0 – 10

5.2

Does it add an element that makes
community life richer?

0–5

5.3

Does it remove an element that tarnishes
the area?

0–5

Developers
#

Question

6.1

Does it address the needs of developers
and building owners?
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Scale
0–7

Impact: Social, Political, Financial
#

Question

7.1

Does it have a long term outlook?

0–7

7.2

Will short term pain be addressed by the
potential long term gain?

0 – 10

7.3

Is it multifaceted?

0–3

7.4

Does it disrupt a negative cycle? e.g
prolonged speculation

0–7

7.5

Does it motivate first movers and followers?

0 – 10

7.6

How painful will the short term impact be?
7.6.1 for city council
7.6.2 for developers
7.6.3 for community

7.7
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-3 – 0
-3 – 0
-3 – 0

How much gain is there in potential impact?
7.7.1 for downtown residents

0–7

7.7.2 for building owners

0–7

7.7.3 for developers

0–3
0–7

7.7.4 for the city
7.8

Scale

Does this increase the demand for leasable
downtown space?

0 – 20

Prepared by
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