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Deaths outweigh births in almost every region of Northern Ontario. Without the recent population increase driven 
by both immigration and an increase in temporary residents Northern Ontario would be demographically and 
economically unsustainable. 

Growing permanent immigration and stabilizing temporary resident numbers in Northern Ontario should be the 
population priorities for the federal and provincial governments. 

Ensuring that every region of Northern Ontario has permanent access to a community driven, local labour market 
focused immigration program is of paramount importance. 

The number of temporary residents should also quickly be returned to pre-2025 numbers (or even a modest increase 
from those levels). This should be done by monetizing the available post-secondary capacity and rebuilding 
international student numbers. We should not, however, repeat the mistake of marketing studying in Canada as a 
“short-cut” to permanent residency and citizenship. Furthermore, temporary workers (not tied to post-graduate work 
permits) should be integrated whenever possible into permanent immigration streams.

THE BOTTOM LINE:
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SUMMARY
From 1971 to 2025 population in Canada almost doubled. Rising from 21.5 million to 41.5 million. Ontario’s population 
over that same period more than doubled, from 7.7 million to 16.2 million. The story is very different in the regions that 
make up Northern Ontario. 
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In the areas closest to Toronto the growth was slower, but still significant. East-Northeastern Ontario (Nipissing, 
Manitoulin, Parry Sound, and Muskoka) grew by almost 60%. Seeing an increase in population from 151,000 to 
240,000 between 1971 and 2025. 

Northwestern Ontario (the census divisions of Kenora, Rainy River, and Thunder Bay) also saw some growth. Rising 
from 224,000 to just over 250,000, an increase of 12%.  But population actually declined during most of this 50-year 
period, recovering only in the last five years.

In North-Northeastern Ontario (Cochrane, Timiskaming, Algoma, Sudbury, and Greater Sudbury) population 
actually declined over the last 50 years. Falling 1% from 462,000 to 456,000. As with Northwestern Ontario, the story 
would have been much worse except for a population “boom” over the last five years. 
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Total Population by Census District and 
Geographic Region 1971-2025 
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WHAT HAPPENED IN 2021?
In 2021 the overall trend for Canada changed in a significant way. While all other components of population 
change (including immigration) continued on roughly the same path, temporary (“non-permanent”) residents 
grew exponentially. The impact on total population is particularly evident in 2022, 2023 and 2024 (with “net non-
permanent residents” actually being negative in 2025 as a result of a major change in federal policy).
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The same dramatic change can be seen in Ontario’s numbers starting in 2021. Again, it is worth noting the massive 
spike is in temporary residents, not immigrants. 



6 Briefing Note 
Don't Stop Now | February 2026

THE 2025 CHANGES PUT 
NORTHERN ONTARIO AT RISK
Immigration has been a key factor in a shift from stagnation to growth in Northern Ontario. The impact of federal 
programs like the Rural and Northern Immigration Pilot can be seen clearly in the period 2021 through 2025.
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The population story in East-Northeastern Ontario is an interesting one. While both growth in permanent immigrants 
and a huge spike in temporary residents can be found here (as with other regions of northern Ontario) both trends 
are outweighed by intraprovincial migration. This region has been (and continues to be) a draw for other Ontarians. 
In fact, over the last five years that movement from southern to northern Ontario accelerated significantly as the 
Greater Toronto Area dealt with the crisis caused by the huge spike in temporary population.
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The more northern regions of Northeastern Ontario also became an intraprovincial draw as the number of 
temporary residents grew in Southern Ontario. With net-intraprovincial emigration becoming a large positive factor 
in this region’s population recovery between 2020 and 2025. 
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FALLING TEMPORARY RESIDENT NUMBERS:
Good for you, bad for us

Reining in the growth of temporary residents was a necessary corrective action for Canada, and Ontario, as a 
whole. Given the population trends outlined above, however, the steep and sudden decline in non-permanent 
residents after 2025 is very problematic for Northern Ontario.

First, it reduces the pressure to relocate within Canada and Ontario that many residents, temporary or permanent, 
newcomer or Canadian-born have been feeling. Pressure that was clearly paying off for the regions of 
Northeastern Ontario. 

Second, recent population growth (and the resulting economic activity) has been driven by both immigration and 
temporary residents (largely students). As previously noted, this is true even in East-Northeastern Ontario. Cutting 
the number of temporary residents in any area of Northern Ontario risks slowing or even halting the economic reset 
being driven by the recent population influx.  

RECOMMENDATIONS
Growing permanent immigration and stabilizing temporary resident numbers in Northern Ontario should be the 
population priorities for the federal and provincial governments. 

Ensuring that every region of Northern Ontario has permanent access to a community driven, local labour market 
focused immigration program is of paramount importance. 

The number of temporary residents should also quickly be returned to pre-2025 numbers (or even a modest 
increase from those levels). This should be done by monetizing the available post-secondary capacity and 
rebuilding international student numbers. We should not, however, repeat the mistake of marketing studying in 
Canada as a “short-cut” to permanent residency and citizenship. Furthermore, temporary workers (not tied to post-
graduate work permits) should be integrated whenever possible into permanent immigration streams.

Sources

•	 1971 Census of Canada, https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.834259/publication.html 
•	 1976 Census of Canada, https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.836486/publication.html 
•	 1981-2021 Census, https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/datasets/Index-eng.cfm
•	 Ontario Ministry of Finance, 2025 population projections, https://data.ontario.ca/dataset/population-projections  
•	 Components of population change by census division, 2021 boundaries https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/

en/tv.action?pid=1710015301 
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NPI is Northern Ontario's independent, evidence-driven think tank with offices in Thunder Bay and 
Timmins. Our mission is to grow Northern Ontario by supporting evidence-based decision-making through 
education via direct community engagement. 

If you value the insights included in this report, please support our work: https://www.northernpolicy.ca/
donate. NPI receives no base grant from any government. We raise every dollar we spend directly from 
readers and supporters like you.


