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Maximum established for high 
density developments 

by Steve Dills 
Sylvan Lake News  

How dense does council want to go was the question posed to Lacombe County councillors during discussion on high density nodes 
around Sylvan Lake. 
Councillors had previously asked staff to give them an idea what various options would look like before making a final decision to 
include in the Sylvan Lake Area Structure Plan draft. 
The options, presented last Thursday, ranged from allowing two to four units per acre in about a dozen high density nodes around the 
lake if developers chose to participate in a bonusing system which would provide the county with more municipal reserve along the 
lakeshore and in backlot areas. 
At the high end, Dale Freitag, the county’s long range planner, showed 546 units could be accommodated on a 160 acre (quarter 
section) parcel in a variety of apartment buildings, row houses and single family dwellings if the county approved a density of four 
units per acre. The developer would have to dedicate the entire shoreline as municipal reserve and give up 18 acres in the back lot 
area on top of the 50 per cent (80 acres) that has to be left as open space and reserve under the plan. That means about 30 per cent of 
the land would actually be used for development with the remainder as open space, municipal and environmental reserves. 
The second option provided for three units per acre and could accommodate a maximum of 410 units with all the shoreline and an 
additional 2.5 acres of backlot dedicated as municipal reserve. 
The third option was two units per acre, accommodating 260 units on the property in a range of housing styles. In this option the 
developer wouldn’t have to give up as much lakefront property to maximize the number of units. 
“The intent is to make sure lakefront is a shared resource,” Freitag said. “What we want to ensure is primary areas adjacent to the 
lake are left for public use.” 
Freitag added developers don’t necessarily have to give up all the lakefront to qualify for extra units through bonusing. It could be 
backlot areas providing they have some kind of recreation component to that area. 
Councillor Rod McDermand questioned why set a limit on density. “In my mind I can’t make a judgment call on what is best 
because I’m not a developer.” 
Freitag replied, “If you want to allow flexibility allow up to a maximum of four units per acre.” 
However, reeve Terry Engen wasn’t so sure about that. He questioned how that would compare with the Town of Sylvan Lake. “I 
want flexibility but I don’t want to build six small towns.”  
Freitag said the density would be higher than the town if you considered only the area being developed. If you considered the entire 
quarter section, with the requirements for open space, it would be a little lower than the town. 
“Four units per acre would definitely provide very high density for sure,” said Freitag. 
“There are not going to be houses cheek to jowl around the whole lake,” councillor Cliff Soper said. “There are going to be green 
areas between them.” But he added, “If we’re going to four units per acre I think we’re talking about villages.” 
After a lunch break, Freitag said the recommendation from staff was a density of two units per acre. “That still allows for some 
protection of the lakeshore, flexibility for landowners if they want to provide for more public access.” He added, if they miss the 
mark the plan can be adjusted when it’s reviewed at a later date. That will take place when rezoning has been completed on the first 
2,000 lots and 1,000 units have been built. 
Freitag also noted the 8,500 unit maximum for the whole plan area stays the same. “We could hit that with less land space,” he 
suggested. 
Soper agreed he could support the two unit per acre density. “I was concerned about higher density.” 
That two unit per acre density was unanimously supported by the other councillors when a motion was passed. 
McDermand again questioned what’s going to happen in the municipal reserve lands in the future. “Does it have to be left in a virgin 
state?” 
Freitag said it could be used for “passive types of opportunities, trails, playgrounds, the intent is to leave it as natural as possible yet 
still allow for amenities and public use. In every single situation we will have to look at it as it comes forward.” 
“Is it the intent of a condo association or homeowners to look after this or Lacombe County’s recreation department to do it?” 
questioned McDermand. 
Freitag answered, “If it’s for public use we may have to have control of it, if we want it for public use, for the people of Lacombe 
County, for the people of Alberta to use, we probably have to pick up the cost of maintenance.” 
County councillors have given first reading to the draft Sylvan Lake Area Structure Plan and a public hearing has been set for 
Saturday, Sept. 25, at 10 a.m. at Sylvan Lake community centre. At that time people will be allowed to make comments to 
councillors about the plan in a formal meeting setting before they proceed to second and third reading which would bring the plan 
into effect. The updated plan is available for download from the county’s website. 
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