ECONOMIC CONDITIONS REPORT

The West End Economic Conditions Report - 2021 looks at
businesses and industries in the West End, the people behind
these businesses and the current difficulties and opportunities
that exist given the longstanding growth in social, human and
physical capital in the area. This report looks at Winnipeg’s
West End, with an emphasis on the business community, and
considers both the impacts of the pandemic and the future
potential of the neighbourhood.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1-2

TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

3-4

IMPACTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

5-8

RECOVERY POTENTIAL

9-14

NEW AND CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS

15-18

1

2

WEST END BUSINESS DISTRICTS

The West End has established itself as an area of growth and opportunity over the last number of years. Its
six well-connected neighbourhoods and business districts are densely populated both in terms of people and
businesses. Foundational demographic well-being improvements began in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s.
These were followed by a gradual increase in development, investment and business growth. The West
End’s diverse business mix including small and medium-sized businesses across industries, its centrality,
its accessibility by all modes of transportation, and its proximity to downtown and major institutions have
played key roles in attracting investment and enabling the neighbourhood to boast annual net growth in the
five years preceding the emergence of COVID-19 and maintain vacancy below city average rates during the
pandemic.
This report identifies features of sustained growth while highlighting current and relevant forces and patterns.
Focus will be on the recent impacts of the COVID- 19 pandemic, the recovery potential that has emerged,
and the new growth and development that is already underway. Although COVID-19 has caused damage
to many industries, with small businesses caught in the centre of health orders and public safety decisions,
many core businesses have made it through and many more continue to find pockets of potential despite
uncertainty from external forces. This report outlines the impacts recent shocks have had on the West End
while looking at new emerging opportunities.
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Province-wide code red goes
into effect.
First Case of Covid-19
Announced in Manitoba

In-class learning ends

Non-essential businesses are
restricted in Manitoba

Phase 4 of reopening
launches

Winnipeg moved to code
orange of the new provincial
pandemic response system

MARCH 12
2020

MARCH 23
2020

MARCH 30
2020

JULY 25
2020

SEPT 28
2020

Many Businesses forced to
close again due to second
wave of COVID-19

Active cases drop over
January and February and
some businesses slowly
reopen

NOV 12
2020

JAN & FEB
2021

Cases rise again. Many
businesses face tighter
restrictions for a third time

APRIL 20MAY 19
2021

MARCH 20
2020

MARCH 20
2020

APRIL 29
2020

AUGUST 12
2020

OCT 19
2020

DEC 31
2020

FEB 22-26
2021

JUNE 26
2021

Provincial State of Emergency
Declared

Federal supports for small
businesses launch.

Manitoba launches its
4-phase restart plan.

Additional programs develop
from all levels of government
over the following months.

Most businesses are reopened
by June 1

Manitoba launches its Ready.
Safe.Grow. Restart Manitoba
campaign

BIZ launches support in
accessing available funding
from government programs

Ninety businesses closed in
2020 and 56 opened, 14%
lower opening rate than
average and 50% higher
closure rate than average
based on previous 5 years.

The BIZ’s New Business
Week celebrates businesses
that opened in the West End
during the pandemic.

Manitoba’s 4-3-2one great summer
reopening plan in effect
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New openings dropped off dramatically in the spring and summer of 2020 picking up slightly in the fall.
However, 2021 began with many Manitoba small businesses under strict lockdown orders resulting in closures
accumulating at a rate far higher than normal. The growth seen from 2015 to 2019 has been almost entirely
eliminated over the last year and a half. The uncertainty around lockdown measures, the greater difficulty in
attracting customers, even when allowed, general market slow downs, and consequences, good or bad, of
government support, have created a noticeable net loss. However, while openings remain slower than usual,
some entrepreneurs continue to have ambition and ideas about how to start and build businesses under new
market conditions.
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Although many West End businesses and industries have shown resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic,
most have been under extreme pressure since March 2020. Despite the recent struggles, the vacancy rate
in the neighbourhood continues to be among the lowest in the city.
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BUSINESS TYPE: PRE COVID

Many industries peaked in the West End in the period leading up to COVID-19. Vacancy rates fell below 3.5% in
2016 and remained there until late 2020. Rapid population and business growth occurred from 2015 to late 2019
with a slight slow-down occurring after 2018. However, even with a slower pace of growth, the West End remained
a healthy neighbourhood for investment - the culmination of several years of growth and attracting business.

MARCH 2020

A natural crest in growth occurred in 2019 and early 2020 but COVID-19 turned the crest into reversal. The following
charts show the top-ten specific business types in the West End pre-COVID-19 in January 2020 along with the
most recent measure. Loss has occurred in most of these industries while others have remained resilient to outside
pressures. Even through pandemic-related pressures, there has remained a demand to open small restaurants and
personal services, despite the difficulties that existing businesses in those industries are facing. This has only shifted
to net loss in the last few months. Several subcategories of retail as well as construction services have seen loss
recently while manufacturing has been on a steady decline for a number of years, being one of few categories that
peaked before most other industries, as certain industrial spaces have transitioned to food, retail and office space.

MAY 2021
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Business districts are five geographical areas identified by the West End BIZ for their distinct business mix and urban form
(see district map on page 4). These districts are Industrial/Northwest, Portage/South Wall, Core, Notre Dame/HSC, and
Portage/University. Though the districts are based upon physical locations, the type and density of businesses along with
zoning and existing infrastructure are unique. COVID-19 has impacted these districts in varying ways.
All districts have experienced business loss and two in particular stand out. The first is the relatively minimal loss in the
densely packed business district around the University of Winnipeg, despite the university being closed to in-person learning
and concerning reports from businesses. The Downtown Probe Research study found major revenue and foot traffic drops
in central Winnipeg and the West End BIZ received numerous reports of businesses experiencing severe drops in traffic and
revenue. The second district that stands out is the Industrial Northwest. This neighbourhood experienced a high closure
rate, losing storefront and office businesses in construction services, manufacturing and storage and supply. Additionally,
in this district there was a small loss in businesses like personal services and restaurants – businesses that directly support
the large workforce that exists there.
Other districts experienced scattered loss across different business types. Notably, the Core District has not seen a significant
net loss in food or personal services despite a high closure rate – that is, a high number of openings have kept pace with
the high number of closings. These niche businesses may rely much more on the local community customer base than
the larger workforce and student populations that exist especially around the university, Health Sciences Centre, and the
Industrial/Northwest Districts.
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AFFORDABILITY
Vacancy remained low in the West End from 2016 until late 2020, maintaining rates below 3.5%. The onset
of COVID-19 and the resulting business closures caused a rise in vacancy and rates are expected to rise
further over the coming months. Despite the recent impacts, the West End continues to see a vacancy rate
of 4.3%, among the lowest in Winnipeg. The West End’s central location, connectedness to all corners of the
city, population density, proximity to downtown, and its affordability are all reasons for continued investment
and low vacancy rates. Depending on the location within the neighbourhood, lease rates are often lower than
the average in other Winnipeg neighbourhoods. With it’s prime location in the city, Portage Avenue lease
rates tend to raise the West End’s average rate slightly.
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As trends in business turnover change in both the short and long term, the property types and opportunities
associated with these property types are important to consider. In April 2021, there had been a continued rise
in available retail and office space. Evidently, Covid-19 has caused many businesses that work out of offices
to go remote, which likely caused the uptick in available office space as businesses ending a lease term may
not be jumping to re-sign until the pandemic is a thing of the past. This phenomenon has been found in other
cities and neighbourhoods and means office space in the West End may be less desirable currently due to the
pandemic. There is a wide range of office types in the West End, from construction or supplier-type offices,
to large non-profits and small professional service firms. There was also a rapid increase and later decrease
in vacant industrial space since 2019. This is due to multiple units in two buildings on Erin street becoming
available and subsequently occupied during this time.

RETAIL

SPACE BY TYPE

VACANCY LEASE RATES
Vacancy rate Q1 2020

Recent increases in retail availability since January shows that, although continued inertia in opening
restaurants, retail and personal services happened, the long-lasting difficulties caused by COVID-19 are
beginning to leave their mark.
Sorting by district reveals the changes across space. Portage/University has been stable, the Core has seen
recent increases in available retail. Available office space continues to rise, especially in the Notre Dame/HSC,
and Portage/South Wall districts. Lastly, vacant land and larger development opportunities have increased
slowly.

Vacancy rate Q1 2021
Vacancy rate Q3 2021
Average net lease rate - Office/Retail
Average net lease rate - Industrial

3.2%
4.1%
4.3%
$15.20
$ 9.00

*VACANCY DETERMINED BY SPACES FOR LEASE. THE NUMBER OF SPACES FOR SALE HAS ALSO
GROWN SLIGHTLY OVER THE LAST YEAR AND A HALF.
*SEE JOHNSON REPORT AND CAPITAL COMMERCIAL MARKET ANALYSIS FOR FURTHER MARKET
BREAKDOWNS.
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EMPLOYMENT
The total number of jobs in the West End before the
pandemic was estimated at 23,142, with about 8,000
individuals employed at the Health Sciences Centre and
1,187 at the University of Winnipeg. Additionally, there
were over 10,000 students attending the University of
Winnipeg.

Estimated employment loss due to closure:

During the pandemic, approximately 4,000 West End
jobs became home-based

COVID-19 has undoubtedly caused a shift in work
patterns. Based on Statistics Canada data on the shift
to remote work, there will be some short-term impact
with the largest employers impacted located on Portage
Avenue. There has been some employment loss as a
result of business closure but very few medium-tolarge employers have closed. The West End’s business
diversity and large stable institutions like the Health
Sciences Centre mean the neighbourhood is likely
protected from major employment loss. Further,
neighbourhood features such as its central location,
well-developed infrastructure and the proximity to
major academic institutions ensure it will remain a key
centre of employment in Winnipeg.
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OPPORTUNITIES
The West End continues to deliver opportunities for investment and starting a business. The
local market, built environment and the changing economic landscape make the neighbourhood
a unique place in Winnipeg.
Demand remains for locally-focused businesses. Over 50,000 people live within a five-minute
walk of a West End business and 33,000 people are employed or go to school either in the
West End or directly adjacent to it. West End businesses oriented toward this market have not
faced the same level of impact as commuter-oriented businesses (central offices, events-based
businesses for example). This is especially true for restaurants and personal services looking to
fill available retail but less certain for retail businesses themselves. Where closures occurred in
the restaurant and personal services markets, new businesses opened filling gaps faster than
any other sector. Residential and mixed-use developments continue to create commercial units
and sidewalk-fronting spaces. These developments not only support opportunities for more
business activity, but they also promote residential and employment growth ensuring the West
End remains a hub of people living, working and moving through the city.
The demand for small and flexible office space has become a topic of interest as remote work
has grown in popularity during the pandemic, however the future of this market remains unclear.
In the West End, the supply of this type of space has grown and lease rates continue to be very
affordable. This may be a niche that can be tapped into. Larger non-profit and government
offices have generally remained leased, but if downsizing does take place as a result of remote
work becoming increasingly common, redevelopment opportunities in the flex space market or
conversion of office to retail may become available.
The Erin and Wall Corridor remains a unique opportunity for business or property investment.
Initially developed as an industrial region, recent years have seen fewer spaces being used for
manufacturing and warehousing. Today, the area is seeing rezoning and adaptation to new
customer-oriented uses. Despite these changes, the area continues to be dominated by large
employers and the proximity to these potential customer markets makes the corridor a desirable
place to do business. Additionally, a newly proposed transit route will enhance connection from
Notre Dame and Portage Avenue for both employees and customers and 33,000 people are
employed or go to school either in the West End or directly adjacent to it.

WHERE THE BIZ HELPS:
Marketing - The West End BIZ has continued to use its position to attract customers to its
member businesses and to the neighbourhood. All members have access to the BIZ for assistance
with marketing either through social media or through business development grants. The BIZ
also reaches out to members when partnership opportunities are available on a BIZ advertising
campaign.
Development/Advocacy – The West End BIZ advocates, supports economic development and
provides direct business assistance to improve conditions for its members. Throughout the
pandemic the BIZ has listened to its members and created programs like over-the-phone grant
assistance, special neighbourhood gift baskets and advocated on behalf of the West End business
community.
Image – The BIZ is dedicated to making the neighbourhood the most inviting in Winnipeg
through litter clean up, weeding, flower planting and graffiti removal. The BIZ builds partnerships
and secures additional grants to carry out more significant image improvements such as mural
creation and public space enhancements.
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Dwelling Units Created
1

Over the course of the pandemic and
like the rest of the country, the West End
has experienced business closures and
many of the businesses that remain have
struggled through months of restrictions
and changing market patterns. Additionally,
the neighbourhood has seen an increase in
unemployment among residents. However,
the West End has advantages which will help
it withstand any lasting impacts of COVID-19
including a large nearby residential
population, industry diversity and zoning.
Investment continues across the entire West
End. Looking at any two-year period over
the last decade shows a somewhat higher
concentration of development between the
U of W and HSC and surrounding commercial
streets.
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The chart below shows permits taken out per
neighbourhood. This chart shows the sum
and percentage of dwelling units created in
the West End; the first shows totals since
January 1, 2019 and the second shows
totals over the last 5 years.
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DWELLING UNITS CREATED IN & NEAR
THE WEST END

The chart on the right shows permits taken
out in the last two years for projects where
at least one dwelling unit was created;
larger circles represent more dwelling units
created.
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A drop, especially in non-residential building permits, is apparent in 2020, while residential
permits had a strong year. This is not surprising given the uncertainty for businesses and
commercial property owners during the pandemic. However, again unsurprisingly based
on national reports on home improvement, residential permitting was strong in the West
End. Continued investment and demand for creating more accommodation in the West
End and core neighbourhoods demonstrates the opportunity the neighbourhood presents.
The growth in dwelling units adds to the investment already seen from major institutions
including the University of Winnipeg, Health Sciences Centre and the new Manitoba Clinic.
Key residential market stats do not show an immediate shift in supply or demand for housing
in the West End. According to the CMHC, housing starts and vacancy rates have remained
stable, average rent has increased, and the overall housing stock has increased.

Like most of the country, the last year and a half has been difficult on businesses of all sizes and sectors in the West End.
But the neighbourhood continues to demonstrate opportunity for those looking to relocate or start something brand new.
Properties in the West End offer some of the most affordable lease rates in the city, proximity to tens of thousands of
residents and diversity in both size and type.
Positioned comfortably at the heart of Winnipeg, the West End is one of the most well-positioned neighbourhoods in the
city. Boasting major thoroughfares like Portage and Notre Dame Avenues, frequent service transit routes and pedestrian and
cycling-friendly corridors, the West End is one of the easiest places to access for both customers and employees.
The West End BIZ is here to help compiling and analyzing data, posting the latest available properties on our website and
developing programs and services to meet changing circumstances. We invite you to continue to learn about the West End
by visiting our website, sending an email or by just giving us a call. We are happy to introduce you to ourselves and to all
the people who love doing business in the West End.
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PERMITS BY YEAR

1133 PORTAGE AVE: 60 units - completed
361 BURNELL: 18

units - issued

258 BURNELL: 104 units - proposed

479 MARYLAND: 18 units - completed

835 NOTRE DAME: 45 units - proposed

MAJOR WEST END RESIDENTIAL PROJECTS SINCE 2019

info@westendbiz.ca

WESTENDBIZ.CA

