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Change in the size and functions of Regina’s central
business district, 1964-1997
Bernard D. Thraves, University of Regina
Ginette Barriault, University of Regina
Abstract: The paper employs Murphy and Vance’s CBD delimitation
method to map change in the extent of Regina’s CBD. Analysis suggests
that the CBD expanded by 25 percent over the study period and became
relatively more efficient in serving the needs of city. Most growth can be
attributed to office and government functions. Considerable vertical
stacking of these functions has taken place in the CBD’s core which is
now dominated by large office towers. Decline of the CBD’s retailing
function has been linked to the development of large suburban shopping
malls and warehouse-style stores. In contrast, tax exemption policies are
indicated as a factor in the recent expansion of residential land use in the
CBD. Speculation suggests that the CBD’s size and dominant functions
will not alter radically over the next several decades. The role of planning
in regulating the location and form of land use in the CBD is stressed.

Explaining Urban Development
In the North American city change in the form and function of
urban areas reflects the interplay of development forces and urban
planning. Change takes place within a predominantly free enterprise
economic system in which development is both facilitated and
constrained by prescribed planning processes, and by attendant
land-use and zoning regulations. In this manner the precise form
and function of development at any one location is judged to reflect
the interests of both the development sector and the community at
large. Typically, it is the central business district (CBD) and
suburban fringe environments of the city which experience the most
rapid change, and it is in these areas that development issues are
most encountered. This paper outlines change in the form and
functions of Regina’s CBD between 1964 and 1997. The
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relationship between change in CBD functions and the growth of
commercial activities in the suburbs is examined. An attempt is
then made to assess the likely course of future developments in the
CBD.

Delimiting the CBD
Before examining change in the functions of Regina’s CBD it
is first necessary to determine its geographical extent. The most
widely accepted method of delimiting CBDs is provided by Murphy
and Vance (1954). The method employs four steps. First,
characteristic CBD functions are identified. These include retailing,
office and financial services and the accommodation sector, but
not manufacturing and wholesaling activities, or government
services and residential land use. Second, the floor area devoted
to CBD functions is measured for all floors in each building on a
block by block basis. Third, the intensity of CBD functions for
each block is expressed in the form of two indices, the central
business height index (CBHI) and the central business intensity
index (CBII).
The CBHI indicates the extent to which CBD functions are
vertically concentrated within each block. For each block, the CBHI
is determined by dividing the cumulative floor area in CBD
functions on all floors of each building by the total ground floor
area of the block. A CBHI of 1.0 indicates that CBD functions
cover an area equivalent to the entire ground floor area of the block.
Indices greater than 1.0 signify varying intensities of vertical
concentration or stacking of CBD functions. The central business
intensity index (CBII) measures the floor area occupied by CBD
functions in relation to total floor area. It too is determined by
simple division of the two measurements. This index indicates the
relative dominance of CBD functions in a block, with the value of
0.5 being selected as an indication of dominance. Finally, the two
indices are used in combination to delimit the CBD. Essentially,
the CBD is identified as an area of contiguous blocks in each of
which the minimum values of the CBHI and CBII are 1.0 and 0.5
respectively. Other studies have refined these criteria to identify
the core of the CBD (Horwood and Boyce 1959; Davies 1960). In
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this study identification of the CBD core follows the criteria set by
Davies who judged that a CBHI of 4.0 and a CBII of 0.8 delimits
its extent.

Delimiting Regina’s CBD
The above mentioned criteria have been applied at widely
separate dates to delimit Regina’s CBD (Wright 1964; Barriault
1993). Both studies modified Murphy and Vance’s original criteria
to include government or public administration as a characteristic
function of the CBD. The rational for including this function was
based on the knowledge that the CBDs of large Canadian cities are
frequently the focus of considerable public sector employment.
Arguably the provision of government services draws people into
the CBD and thereby adds to the potential for retail and other
businesses to benefit from persons making multi-purpose trips.
Government employees themselves add to the demand for nongovernment services in the CBD. Beyond this, the construction of
buildings to house government services can act as an important
element, or even catalyst, in the expansion and renewal of the CBD.
In the case of Regina, these factors are made evident by the city’s
role as a provincial capital and regional centre for federal
government departments.
In delimiting Regina’s CBD each of the aforementioned studies
identified the peak value land intersection (PVLI) and then
proceeded to measure the CBHI and CBII indices for each block
within a designated study area (Figure 1). The latter was identified
as being bounded by Saskatchewan Drive in the north, College
Avenue in the south, Halifax Street in the east, and Rae Street in
the west. It should be noted that neither study included the narrow
strip of land located between Saskatchewan Drive and the mainline
of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). By 1997, that part of the
study area to the north of 13th Avenue was clearly dominated by
office and retailing functions. The city’s business community
promotes this area as Regina’s Market Square. An overlapping
area located south of Victoria Avenue and extending between Albert
Street and Broad Street is identified for purposes of local
administration as the Transition Area. The Transition Area has
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Figure 1: Location of study area and Regina’s major suburban
shopping malls.

traditionally served as a residential neighbourhood, but in recent
decades many of its house form structures have been replaced by
office blocks and multi-unit condominium developments, or have
been converted into offices providing professional services. Of all
areas adjacent to the CBD, it best fits the description of zone in
assimilation.
The results of the delimitation method are shown in Figures 2
and 3. In 1964 the PVLI was identified at the junction of 11th
Avenue and Hamilton Street. Adjoining this location the CBD was
confined to a 27-block area entirely within the area now designated
as Regina’s Market Square. Importantly, the extent of the CBD
was somewhat exaggerated insofar as the 1964 study only
considered the Victoria Avenue frontages of blocks 365 to 369,
and thereby caused their CBHI and CBII values to be inflated. The
northern boundary of the CBD coincided with the study area
boundary along Saskatchewan Drive. Northward expansion beyond
Saskatchewan Drive was effectively halted by the presence of the
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Figure 2: Spatial extent of Regina’s CBD and CBD core in 1964.
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Figure 3: Spatial extent of Regina’s CBD and CBD core in 1993.
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CPR mainline. In all other directions expansion of the CBD was
determined by the interplay of market forces and planning
regulations rather than by physical barriers. Within the eastern
half of the CBD an 11-block core area was identified anchored
around the PVLI. It should be noted, however, that the criteria for
core area delimitation used by Wright (1964) were less demanding
than those suggested by Davies (1960) and later adopted by
Barriualt (1993). Had Wright employed the more stringent criteria,
no block would have qualified for inclusion in a core area, a situation
which would obviously have been unrealistic.
Between 1964-1993 the street and block pattern of the CBD
changed slightly, first in the mid 1970s to accommodate the
pedestrianisation of Scarth Street between 11th Avenue and 12th
Avenue, and then in 1981 to facilitate development of the Cornwall
Centre shopping mall. The latter development required the closing
of Cornwall Street and Scarth Street between Saskatchewan Drive
and 11th Avenue. More recently in the early 1990s, the Scarth
Street Mall was subject to a series of improvements aimed at
enhancing its appeal as a retailing environment. These
improvements included the renovation of store frontages, the
construction of a climate-controlled walkway linking the frontages
of each store, and completion of a streetscaping programme.
By 1993 the PVLI had shifted one block west to the junction
of 11th Avenue and Scarth Street. At the same time the CBD had
expanded to encompass 35 city blocks, a 25 percent increase. This
expansion was largely confined to blocks in the south of the study
area and represented expansion of the CBD into the Transition
Area. Again, Regina’s inability to implement a rail relocation
programme meant that the northern boundary of the CBD remained
fixed, perhaps permanently. Somewhat paradoxically, whilst the
area of the CBD expanded between 1964-1993, the area of the
core decreased marginally and was confined to a compact 10-block
area extending between the Cornwall Centre and the junction of
Victoria Avenue and Broad Street. This said, it must be emphasised
that the 1993 delimitation employed more stringent criteria in
identifying the core area, and further, that a reasonable case for
including Blocks 363, 366 and 409 can be made on the basis of
their high indices and proximity to other blocks in the core.

Figure 5: Change in the Central Business Intensity Index (CBII) of Regina’s CBD 1964-1993.

Figure 4: Change in the Central Business Height Index (CBHI) of Regina’s CBD 1964-1993.
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Figure 6: View of Regina’s CBD from the south.

Beyond Delimitation
Simple delimitation of the CBD and core areas masks the true
scale of change that has taken place in Regina’s CBD since 1964.
A more realistic impression of the increased concentration of CBD
functions is provided by an examination of CBHI and CBII indices
(Figures 4 and 5). If blocks 365 to 369 are excluded from analysis
because of the method by which their 1964 indices were inflated,
then all blocks identified in the CBD in 1964 registered an increase
in their CBHI by 1993. In 1964 the maximum CBHI was just 3.3
(Block 305) and most blocks in the CBD had CBHIs of less than
1.5. In contrast, by 1993 the maximum CBHI had increased to
13.5 (Block 341), twelve blocks each had indices greater than 4.0,
and only three blocks had indices of less than 1.5.
Similarly in 1964, with the exception of the part block occupied
by Hotel Saskatchewan (block 367), no block had a CBII of 1.0.
Also, only ten blocks had indices greater that 0.8. This situation
contrasts with that observed in 1993. By then, eight blocks had
CBIIs of 1.0 and a further 21 blocks registered indices in excess of
0.8. Quite clearly by 1993 the major change in the limits of Regina’s
CBD had occurred in the vertical rather than the horizontal
dimension, and in the concentration rather than dispersal of CBD
functions. Visible expression of these changes is now observed in
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Table 1: Major real estate developments in Regina’s CBD, 1964-1997.

the city’s skyline signature of Modernist and Late Modernist tower
blocks (Figure 6).
The background to these changes has been the more or less
sustained program of construction in the CBD since 1964. Except
for a six-year period starting in the late 1960s and in the period
since 1993, one or more major construction projects have been
started in most years (Table 1). Total construction of large projects
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excluding parking lots is estimated at approximately 3.7 million
square feet, of which about 99 percent represents new construction
rather than renovation or refurbishment. Of this same total,
approximately 70 percent represents office construction.

The Functions of Regina’s CBD
Change in the concentration of CBD functions has been
accompanied by shifts in their relative importance. In 1964,
retailing was the most important function of the CBD and accounted
for 26.1 percent of the total floor area (Table 2). Taken collectively,
all CBD functions accounted for 77.9 percent of the total floor
area. By 1993 this situation had changed dramatically. Office
space now accounted for 46.5 percent of the floor area and occupied
as much space as all other CBD functions combined. Although
expanding in absolute terms, retailing had slipped to fourth place
behind parking and hotels in order of floor area occupied. Increased
functional specialisation of the CBD was indicated insofar as 92.9
percent of the total floor area was now occupied by CBD functions.
Growth of the CBD’s hotel and accommodation function over
the study period reflects promotion of the city as a centre for
business and convent travel, and more recently as a location for
casino gambling. Major developments have included the Regina
Inn (block 348) and Sands Hotel (block 347) on Victoria Avenue,
both of which compliment the long-established role of Hotel
Saskatchewan (block 367). The city’s tallest building, the Ramada
Plaza Hotel (block 286), occupies a site on the northern fringe of
the CBD and is advantageously place to serve visitors to Casino
Regina (Figure 3).
As indicated above, government services and public
administration were classified as CBD functions in the 1964 and
1993 studies. This sector grew substantially in absolute terms over
the study period but declined in relation to the office and hotel
sectors. Nevertheless, the data presented in Table 3 almost certainly
disguise the sector’s importance to the vitality of the real estate
market in the CBD. Aside from the provincial Crown Corporations
such as SGI (block 283) and SaskPower (block 366) which occupy
properties in their own name, several federal and provincial
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Table 2: Comparative change in the functions Regina’s CBD, 19641997.

government agencies rent space in the large tower blocks throughout
the CBD. Examples include PFRA in the CIBC Tower (block 306)
and Municipal Government in London Life Place (block 347).
Other notable changes in CBD land use have included a
substantial increase in the space devoted to parking and the total
demise of wholesaling. Except in areas south of Victoria Avenue
and west of Lorne Street much of the additional parking space has
been provided in the form of multi-storey car parks. Examples
include those built in conjunction with the Cornwall Centre (block
284) and the Ramada Plaza Hotel (block 286). The demise of
wholesaling reflects the lack of suitable space and the CBD’s
relatively high rents. Its demise is not exceptional, however.
Wholesaling has never been a major function in Regina’s CBD.
Traditionally most wholesaling operations have been conducted in
the Warehouse District immediately north of the CBD and CPR
mainline. Other large wholesaling operations are located in Ross
Industrial Park in the northeast of the city where access to road and
rail services is optimised.
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Recent Developments
Since Barriault’s study in 1993 the pace of new construction
in Regina’s CBD has slowed to a virtual standstill. Despite this,
land-use functions in the CBD have continued to change. One
indication of this is the further decline of retailing. Between 1964
and 1993 retailing experienced relative decline. However, the
visibility and extensive pattern of vacancies revealed in a 1997
survey suggests that decline may now be absolute (Figure 7). Vacant
properties included ones on Hamilton Street and others in the
Galleria shopping mall, both of which are located within the area
designated by planners as the CBD’s prime retailing environment.
The explanation for this decline is not hard to find. Despite its
slow growth compared to most large Canadian cities, Regina has
experienced considerable suburbanisation since the 1960s.
Suburbanisation has been associated with the development of large
suburban shopping malls, the first of which, the Golden Mile Centre,
was built in 1959 (Table 3). These malls offer the convenience of
ample free parking and climate-controlled shopping environments.
As if to emphasise the declining fortunes of retailing in the CBD,
several of the malls have undergone renovation and expansion
programmes in the 1990s. More alarming still has been the recent
development of several stand-alone warehouse-style stores along
East Victoria Avenue in the vicinity of Victoria Square Mall (Figure
1). This area is well located to serve rapidly expanding suburbs in
southeast Regina (e.g., Spruce Meadows and Windsor Park) and
the exurban communities to the east of the city (e.g., Balgonie,
White City and Pilot Butte).
In marked contrast to the decline in retailing the last two years
have witnessed renewed interest in the CBD’s residential function.
This situation reflects a general process of societal change as
witnessed in the increasing number and diversity of small
households, some of which seek residence close to their place of
work. Perhaps more importantly, the interest in ’living downtown’
appears to be driven by speculative interests in the real estate market.
In explanation, the sustained investment in office and hotel
construction which terminated in the early 1990s created a surplus
of rentable space, particularly in older office towers. Faced with
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Figure 7: Distribution of vacant retail property in the vicinity of the
CBD’s retailing core,
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Table 3: Major suburban retailing developments, 1959-1997.

the prospect of these buildings remaining vacant or being
demolished, the City has introduced a Downtown Residential
Incentives Policy (DRIP). Under terms of the Policy developers
are eligible to claim a five-year tax exemption on buildings and
lands which are renovated or newly constructed for residential use.
To date only the old CIBC tower (block 305) has been renovated
for residential use, but others such as the Western Guaranteed Trust
Building (block 285) and the Motherwell Building (block 365) are
being planned or in process of renovation.

Future Prospects
Speculating on the future condition of urban areas is risky, and
yet the anticipation of urban futures is fundamental to planning for
a ’sustainable’ urban environment. With this in mind it is possible
to draft a scenario of future urban development in Regina for the
next several decades. Thus with respect to future expansion of the
CBD, the most logical course of development would see further
intensification of land use in the blocks surrounding the existing
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core. Planning policy supports this option. In this context the most
likely candidates for intensification are the eight blocks located to
the northwest of Victoria Park and the seven blocks immediately
south of Victoria Avenue extending between Broad Street and
McIntyre Street. Large parts of these blocks are currently occupied
by low intensity land uses, including many street level parking
lots, and might be considered to be held speculatively in anticipation
of further expansion of the core.
Elsewhere the prospects for intensification or expansion seem
less likely. Further expansion west of Angus Street is most unlikely
in view of the substantial gentrification that is taking place in the
neighbourhood. Blocks 403 and 434 are also excluded from
consideration because of the recent completion of apartment and
condominium units on these sites. One vacant (block 426) and
several low intensity sites exist in the Transition Area south of 13th
Avenue. However, recent developments on adjacent sites and
current zoning suggest that future development in this area is likely
to focus on apartment and condominium units. The most
problematic area concerns most of the blocks east of Broad Street.
Many of the business properties fronting Broad Street in the area
north of 12th Avenue are either closed or obviously ailing. Typical
business activities include pawnshops, missions catering to the poor
and inexpensive restaurants. If Regina has a zone in discard, it is
located here. Further east the area declines into an unattractive
patchwork of parking lots, bulldozed sites and poor quality housing.
Currently the City plans to develop a much needed neighbourhood
park in several blocks immediately east of Halifax Street. For these
reasons expansion of the CBD east of Broad Street remains
problematic. It is possible that the City’s commitment to
neighbourhood improvement in the area may attract new business
investment to the blocks fronting Broad Street, but this is still
unlikely until the supply of more attractive sites elsewhere becomes
exhausted.
With respect to land use functions in the CBD, there is no
indication to suggest that the office function will experience the
same suburbanisation that characterised the retailing sector in the
last 40 years. Several decades of computer-based office
technologies have not reduced the need or desirability for face to
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face contact in many business environments, and there is no reason
to think that these circumstances will radically change in the future.
Today much of the physical fabric of the CBD is still ’new.’
Consequently, it is likely to be many decades before the office
towers built since the 1960s become functionally obsolete.
Furthermore, whatever Regina’s growth rate over the next several
decades, the city is unlikely to grow so expansively as to merit
investment in suburban business parks of the type seen in large
American cities. On the other hand, the range of zoning regulations
and development standards currently guiding development in the
CBD will almost certainly remain, and may be viewed by some to
be too restrictive. For example, developments on some sites such
as those adjacent to heritage and residential properties will remain
subject to height and floor area ratio (FARs) restrictions in order
to preserve the amenities of the original structures (Figure 8). In
this case the sites most affected are Victoria Park and the heritage
properties adjacent to it along with the residential area (DR) south
of Victoria Avenue where commercial buildings, with the notable
exception of hotels, are restricted by a FAR of 2.0.
In the case of retailing, it is difficult to imagine a set of
circumstances under which it will revive in the CBD. The
essentially laissez faire environment in which suburban retailing
has prospered in response to the wider pattern of suburban growth
is unlikely to change. In Regina, much urban planning is
synonymous with facilitating expansive suburban development
whether residential or commercial, rather than with limiting growth.
In suburbia at least, the development sector appears to largely dictate
the pattern and pace of development, and there is little or no
expression of a desire or need to change this arrangement. Arguably
then, suburbia will continue to expand. Currently, Regina’s
population is not large enough to support department stores in both
the CBD and suburban areas. Thus Eatons, Sears and the Bay are
each located in the CBD but have not established outlets in the
suburban malls. However, in view of the increasing suburbanisation
of the city’s population it is evident that these stores are becoming
increasingly distanced from much of their market. Consequently,
it may not be long before one or more of the stores is obliged to
relocate to the suburbs in order to prevent further slippage of its
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Figure 8: Heritage properties and maximum permitted floor area
ratios (FARs) in Regina’s CBD.
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market share. If this happens, the others may follow with the
consequence that retailing in the CBD will be relegated to a minor
status. More hopefully, the growth of a residential population in
the CBD may help to stabilise the retailing sector.

The Role of Planning
Finally, the role of planning in facilitating and guiding
development must be considered. Change in the size and functions
of Regina’s CBD has not been achieved without significant input
in terms of formal planning. Over the study period this input has
been registered in the form development plans and zoning bylaws
(e.g., Regina 1979; 1984; 1985; 1991a). Other studies have
addressed particular aspects of the CBD or Downtown environment
including urban design standards, the suitability of residential
development, and the feasibility of climate controlled walkways
(e.g., Regina 1982; 1989; 1991b). Currently the most important
instrument in regulating development in the CBD is Zoning Bylaw
9250 (Regina 1992). The overall philosophy behind this instrument
is neatly expressed in the 1991 Development Plan wherein the city’s
economic development is required to promote ’the continued
development of the Downtown as Regina’s primary business, office,
retail, cultural and administrative centre’ (Regina 1991a, 69).
In practical terms this philosophy is implemented through
specific regulations and development standards contained in Bylaw
9250 (Regina 1992, 205-222). Prominent among these are ones
governing building heights, floor area ratios (FARs), permitted wind
velocities, sun-shadow impacts, the provision of public amenities
and parking, and the preservation of heritage properties, all of which
can influence the exact form and location of developments.
Generally, these regulations have become more numerous over time.
In so far as the CBD flourishes, it can be claimed that regulations
and development standards have remained sensitive to the
expectations of developers and those who work, shop and recreate
in the CBD.
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