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BACKGROUNDER: Protect Affordable Housing Measures in Calgary
Background:
For decades, land in Calgary was zoned for single detached homes (RC-1 or RC-2), which encouraged low-density housing throughout the city. If developers or communities wanted to build higher density units, they would have had to petition the City to change the zoning regulations for a proposed development cite. 
In 2024, City Council passed a bylaw that changed what the default zoning laws were city wide. Now land was automatically zoned for more high-density units, such as semi-detached houses, rowhouses, and secondary suites, and allowed for more units to be build on a single plot of land. The stated intention was to increase the supply of housing and rental units, which would make finding a home, apartment, or condo more affordable. 
During the 2025 municipal election, many candidates ran on a platform of repealing the new zoning bylaws and returning to having RC-1 or RC-2 be the default. The reasons cited were that Calgarians were improperly consulted on the issue, that city infrastructure couldn’t handle higher density, and that high density buildings ruined the character of established communities. A majority of the new city councillors oppose the current zoning bylaws and so seem set to return Calgary to prioritizing low-density construction.
What do the facts say?
There’s a broad consensus in the economics literature that higher density construction leads to lower housing prices and that restrictive zoning regulations cause housing prices to skyrocket. It’s simple supply and demand: if you increase supply, prices decrease, and if you constrain supply, prices increase. In fact, this consensus extends across the political spectrum. This includes organizations dedicated to advocating for low-income individuals and progressive think tanks, like the National Low Income Housing Coalition and the Urban Institute,[footnoteRef:1] and right-libertarian think tanks like the Cato Institute.[footnoteRef:2] Upzoning is a highly effective means of making housing and rent more affordable in the long run, and the greater the liberalization of the housing market, the greater the impact on affordability becomes.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  https://nlihc.org/resource/study-finds-less-restrictive-zoning-regulations-increase-housing-supply-though-not ]  [2:  https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/zoning-land-use-planning-housing-affordability ]  [3:  https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119024000597 ] 

Increased costs aren’t just limited to housing and rental units: restrictive zoning can lead to Calgarians paying more for essential services, too. As the Fraser Institute (a right-libertarian think tank like the Cato Institute) notes, basic city services are funded by offsite levies, such as the fees you pay for Calgary’s drinking water system.[footnoteRef:4] Low density construction spreads neighborhood out, which requires more expansive infrastructure—water pipes, electrical generators, sewage drains, and more—to cover the area. Families have to pay higher levies to fund this extra infrastructure, making city-wide services more expensive.[footnoteRef:5] We can see too that higher density units actually ensure more Calgarians are serviced by existing infrastructure, rather than requiring the city to invest in new (and more expensive) pipes, electrical generators, and so on. Higher density doesn’t put Calgary’s infrastructure at risk of collapse: it makes it more efficient.  [4:  https://www.fraserinstitute.org/commentary/calgary-families-may-pay-more-city-services-due-restrictions-homebuilding ]  [5:  Ibid. ] 

How does this impact graduate students?
Housing affordability remains the single largest municipal concern for UCalgary graduate students, as shown by your responses to our Comprehensive Advocacy Survey.[footnoteRef:6] Family housing is a massive concern for graduate students as well, which must be widely available due to the importance of finding housing near schools for your children or work for your spouses.[footnoteRef:7] Since zoning for high density is an essential component of increasing housing affordability, and since graduate student families will live throughout the city, UCGSA believes that keeping the blanket rezoning bylaw is necessary. The following petition will allow you to sign your name and have your support for blanket rezoning heard by City Council.  [6:  https://gsa.ucalgary.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/GSA-Comprehensive-Advocacy-Survey-Fall-2025-2.pdf ]  [7:  Ibid. ] 
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