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A Note on COVID-19:
2020 was not what many people had anticipated. As
the number of positive COVID-19 cases mushroomed
in China and spread rapidly across the world, Northern
Ontario, too, was caught in it. As of September 25,
2020, there were 156 positive cases in Northwestern
Ontario – 50 in the Northwestern Health Unit and 106 in
the Thunder Bay District Health Unit (NWHU 2020; TBDHU
2020).
In addition to the physical and mental toll of COVID-19,
there have been significant economic impacts. One
of the most obvious was job loss, which according to
the Conference Board of Canada, was 3 million (CBOC
2020). Furthermore, demographic groups, in particular
women, were disproportionately affected. Dubbed the
“she-cession”, COVID-19 has not only seriously impacted
sectors where women tend to be employed such as
retail or social services, but “restrictions and on schools
and paid child care facilities have shifted additional
hours of unpaid family care onto parents, and this work
has largely been taken up by mothers” (OCC 2020).
Indeed, while the overall recovery of jobs is trending
upwards (albeit slowly), women are experiencing much
slower reemployment compared to men (CBOC 2020;
OCC 2020).
However, what has been the reality closer to home?
When comparing the percentage of businesses rating
the strategic risk that COVID-19 poses to the longterm prospects of their business from April to August in
Thunder Bay, there have been some positive changes.
In April, the majority of businesses indicated a highly

negative and medium negative impact (could put
them out of business and significantly impact their
financials, respectively). In August, while most businesses
indicated more of a negative strategic risk compared
to positive, the percentages were down. For example,
in August, only 22 percent of businesses stated that
COVID-19 posed a highly negative strategic risk
compared to 32 percent in April (Kvas 2020). While this
is but one example of how COVID-19 has impacted
us locally, it does speak to the overall trend of a slow
recovery.
Moving forward, the labour market will continue to
recover, but we ought to be prepared for a world
of work that may not be the same as before. Those
who can work from home may continue to do so.
Appropriate measures and management may be
implemented to mitigate employee burnout (Volini et
al 2020). Engaging in virtual events and workshops as
opposed to large in person events.
As this paper will explore, COVID-19 is but one change
to the workforce landscape. With the introduction of
a new employment services system, understanding
Northwestern Ontario’s people, infrastructure,
geography, economy, and more is important now more
than ever.
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Executive Summary
In order to appropriately prepare Northwestern Ontario
for the rollout of the Service System Managers system,
which was first announced in 2019, North Superior
Workforce Planning Board commissioned Northern Policy
Institute to undertake a White Paper. Specifically, this
paper assesses four key themes:
•

Digital delivery in the new system

•

Geographic distance and climate impacts on 		
service delivery

•

Diversity of service population/needs

•

System level supports

In the assessment, there were several key conclusions,
including the need to further strengthen the ICT
infrastructure, there are a multitude of factors that
influence service cost and reliability, and placing and
retaining individuals in jobs is not solely dependent
on the supply of system supports such as childcare,
transportation and housing.
Finally, recommended next steps were provided, which
include:
1. Ask employment and training service providers
what their current assets are and whether they
partner with other community organizations. It
is important to get a sense of how services are
delivered in the region and if there are ways we
can maximize these resources.
2. Tap into the Northeastern discussions about the
Service System Managers model. While there are
obvious differences, there are commonalities too.
We can’t possibly know everything and looking
for practices that can be applied here can be
beneficial.
3. Where possible, connect with one or more of the
prototype regions to get a sense of how they are
navigating the new system. Whether that is the
North Superior Workforce Planning Board as the
main contact point or another organization.
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Introduction
In Northern Ontario we often talk about those pesky
‘one-size fits all’ policies and programs. And for good
reason too. The reality of an individual living in Pickle
Lake can differ from someone who lives in Thunder Bay.
Accounting for these differences is important in policy
creation and implementation.
And the province of Ontario thought so too.
On February 12, 2019, the (then) Ministry of Training,
Colleges and Universities announced that the provincial
government sought to transform employment services,
which included the creation of Service System
Managers. The Service System Managers would oversee
employment services in a given catchment area as the
aim was to create a local system that can better respond
to the needs of communities (Ontario 2019).
In response to the announced changes, North Superior
Workforce Planning Board set up and executed a
series of community consultations in Thunder Bay, Fort
Frances and Sioux Lookout. During the November 2019
engagement in Sioux Lookout, four key themes emerged:
• Digital delivery in the new system: The overall
unreliable – to complete lack of – access to quality
internet service (WIFI or cell) makes relying on
remote delivery of service/supports an unviable
solution. This is further complicated by a lack
of digital proficiency and/or overall culture of
reluctance in engaging with online approaches;
• Geographic distance impacts on service model:
The vast geography (and at times climate) at play
in this catchment…makes delivery costly and
unreliable unless physically located within a given
community;
• Diversity of service populations/needs: The breadth
of unique, local-level needs across the catchment
makes it difficult to imagine how one centralized
entity is going to be able to do meaningful delivery
models for all communities; and
• System level supports: In many regions, placing
and retaining people in work is often less about
the talent or availability of work, and more a lack
of access to things such as housing, transportation,
and childcare.

However, from the discussions, it became clear that
if there is to be a unified Northwestern Ontario voice,
looking at the four above themes from an evidencebased research approach is required. Specifically, testing
the validity of the themes and to what extent. As such,
Northern Policy Institute (NPI) was suggested as an
organization to do this work given their mandate. Further,
this information can also be used to help determine the
type of Service System Managers model that would best
fit Northwestern Ontario.
The following White Paper will be broken up into
several sections, the first of which is an outline about
the employment transformation in Ontario, followed by
sections dedicated to each of the four themes. Finally,
recommended next steps will be provided.
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A New System
In 2016, the Auditor General of Ontario’s report stated that
certain programs under Employment Ontario were not as
effective and efficient as they could be (Auditor General,
2016). Further, a 2018 Auditor General report found that
Ontario Works oversight by the Ministry, as well as the
service managers, were ineffective (Auditor General,
2018).
As such, in early 2019, the Ontario Government
announced that there would be a transformation in the
employment system, and that there would be several
changes (Ontario 2019).
•

An updated webpage that allows job seekers
to look over labour market information for 500
different jobs;

•

Employers and jobseekers are more able to easily
access and utilize the Job Bank website;

•

Merging systems: Employment Ontario will
incorporate Ontario Works and the Ontario
Disability Support program into their system, while
discussions take place with First Nations Ontario
Works about employment services;

•

Creation of local service delivery models,
with Service System Managers coordinating
employment services in a given catchment area;
and,

•

More effective connections between other services
offered by government and employment services.

Now, on the fourth point, instead of rolling out models
across Ontario right away, the provincial government
decided to test it in three prototype areas: MuskokaKawarthas, Hamilton-Niagara, and Peel.1 Each of these
prototypes are set up in a different way in terms of how
their Service System Managers operates (e.g. one is using
a consortium method). In total, there will be 15 catchment
areas in Ontario and theoretically, one Service System
Manager per catchment area. In the catchment area
for Northern Ontario, there would be two: Northeast and
Northwest. Northwestern Ontario will be the largest by
size as it includes the districts of Thunder Bay, Kenora and
Rainy River. That’s a total land area of 526,478 km² - or 60
percent of Northern Ontario (and the North already makes
up 90 percent of the province’s land area).
For the first two prototype areas, these are based on the economic region boundaries as defined by Statistics Canada. For Peel, this is based on the census
metropolitan area (CMA) boundaries, once again, as defined by Statistics Canada. An economic region is a geography level that consists of several census districts
(except for one area in Ontario) that is used for regional economic analysis while a CMA is an area that has a core surrounded by several municipalities and must
have a population of at least 100,000 – half of which must live in the core (Statistics Canada 2018; Statistics Canada 2018b).
1
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Map 1: Communities in Northern Ontario

Source: Northern Policy Institute Infrastructure Map, 2020.

One of the key things to note with the Service System Managers is what coordinating services in their catchment area
means. So, previously the Ministry held contracts with various organizations across the province2 and therefore determined
who was a part of the employment services delivery network. Those responsibilities would lie with the Service System
Managers. Further, all Service System Managers would operate in a funding-based system, where most funding is
dedicated for stream C clients, which are individuals that have a “[h]igh risk of long-term unemployment” (Ontario 2019b).
Indeed, this can help to avoid what is known as ‘creaming’, which is when service revolves more around clients that have
greater chances at obtaining a job versus individuals that have barriers that make obtaining a job harder (Ference &
Company 2016).

2

In early 2018, it was noted that there were 167 service providers that delivered Employment Ontario programming across Ontario (321 sites in total).
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Digital Delivery
For some time now, Canada and the world has been going digital. People can buy and sell goods and services online via
gigantic platforms such as Amazon or Kijiji. Students can take online courses and graduate. Banking can be performed
online – in fact, the Canadian Bankers Associated reported that most Canadians conduct their banking online or via phone
(Watson 2019). The one caveat, of course, is it depends on where you live.
In this section, the paper will focus on the statement:

The overall unreliable – to complete lack of – access to quality internet service (WIFI or cell) makes
relying on remote delivery of service/supports an unviable solution. This is further complicated by a
lack of digital proficiency and/or overall culture of reluctance in engaging with online approaches.
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Downloads and uploads
One of the basic building blocks of Information and
Communications Technology infrastructure is download
and upload speed. According to the Canadian Radiotelevision and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC),
they have targeted for 90 percent of households and
businesses in Canada to have access to a minimum
50/10 mbps3 by 2021 – 50 mbps download and 10 mbps
upload (Canada 2019). According to a 2019 report by
CRTC, 84 per cent of Canadians had access to 50/10
in 2017, but in rural and First Nations communities, it was
37.2 and 27.7 per cent, respectively (Canada 2020). For
Ontario, the overall percentage of households that had
50/10 mbps unlimited in 2017 was nearly 90 percent,
however, for rural and First Nations communities, the
percentages dropped significantly – around 27 and 15
per cent, respectively (ibid 2019).

Breaking this down further, figure 2 highlights that access
is further restricted as only 36 percent of dwellings only
have fixed wireless. The rest of the dwellings have multiple
other connections.
Figure 2: Total Dwellings by Connection Available

Total Dwellings without 50/10 mbps Internet
No 50/10 speed but other connections
Total
Dwellings
available
alongside
fixed without
wireless 50/10 mbps Internet

12786
36%
12786
36%

Let’s take a look at Northwestern Ontario.
Based on figure 1, we see that the population in rural
areas are the ones that disproportionately cannot
access 50/10 mbps.
Figure 1: Northwestern Ontario population lacking 50/10 mbps

Totals by Population Classification

11

23145
64%
35931

23145
64%

35931

2562
7%

Total Dwellings

Total Fixed Wireless Only

Total Dwellings

Total Fixed Wireless Only

Source: Cartovista and CRTC. 2018. “Fixed Internet Access and Transport
Maps.” https://crtc.gc.ca/cartovista/fixedbroadbandandtransport_en/.
See Rosairo 2020 for original graph.

33369
93%

Total Rural Dwellings

Non-Rural Dwellings

Source: Cartovista and CRTC. 2018. “Fixed Internet Access and Transport
Maps.” https://crtc.gc.ca/cartovista/fixedbroadbandandtransport_en/.

3

Megabytes per second.
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Further, around 114 communities in Northwestern Ontario have no access to High Capacity Transport (Cartovista and CRTC
2018). Essentially, “[c]ommunities without high-capacity transport are defined as small population centres with a population
of fewer than 30,000 residents, located at least 2 km away from a transport point of presence with a minimum capacity of
1 Gbps” (Canada 2019b).4 As well, there are several communities in Ontario that are satellite-dependent – all of which are
located in Northwestern Ontario (Canada 2014).
Figure 3: Unserved and Underserved Population in Northern Ontario

Source: Cartovista. “Broadband Internet Coverage.” https://crtc.gc.ca/cartovista/internetcanada-en/.

4

Gbps means gigabits per second.
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Based on the above data and figures, there is a clear
digital divide in the region. According to the Organization
for Economic Corporation and Development, this term
is defined as “the gap between individuals, households,
businesses and geographic areas at different socioeconomic levels with regard to both their opportunities to
access information and communication technologies…
and to their use of the Internet for a wide variety of
activities” (OECD 2006).
Going back to the CRTC target for 2021, the Canadian
government also targeted that all households will have
50/10 mbps access by 2030 (Shekar 2019). Is targeting for
minimum speeds good enough? While not necessarily
terrible, it is still much slower than some urban areas that
have 1500/940 mbps. As such, in a report to the Northern
Development Ministers’ Forum, it suggests speeds of at
least 250/50 Mbps by 2030 are more accurate to narrow
the digital divide (Northern Development Ministers' Forum
2019).

13

Cell phone coverage
For first time travelers in Northern Ontario, losing cell
phone coverage may cause a moment of panic (if the
signs stating 'no gas for 200 km' didn't do that already).
When taking a look at the areas of coverage for major
mobile providers such as Rogers, Telus and Bell, it appears
that the most of the provincial King’s highway is covered,
save for a few areas depending on the network. An
example of the Rogers network is below.
Figure 4: Rogers Network Coverage Map, Rogers Network
and Extended Coverage

In addition to these targets, further initiatives have been
launched such as Ontario’s Broadband and Cellular
Action Plan. It outlines that starting this year and for
the next five years, millions will be invested in new
projects and current infrastructure in order to expand
access for communities that are considered unserved
or underserved (Ontario 2019c). Similarly, there is the
Northern Ontario Residential Broadband project, which
is run by the Centre of Excellence in Next Generation
Networks. While these initiatives are positive steps
forward, the results will not be felt right now. For a Service
System Managers system that would want to use digital
infrastructure to provide online training and the like,
speeds will be an issue for a portion of the population in
Northern Ontario.

Source: Rogers. “Our network coverage map.” https://www.rogers.com/
consumer/wireless/network-coverage-map.

Based on the above, one would think that the Far North
communities are completely left out in the cellular
wilderness. However, there are smaller providers in
Northwestern Ontario, such as Keewaytinook Mobile. For
this provider, 15 First Nations communities are covered
under their 3G data network, and another handful are on
their 2G network (KMobile 2017). Furthermore, two surveys
were conducted in 2011 and 2014 about the experiences
of individuals with KMobile. In both instances, respondents
stated that overall, the network is good and provides
the service they need, however over half of respondents
indicated that the range needs to be improved 		
(Beaton et al, 2015).
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Digital literacy
Digital literacy can be defined as “the ability to locate,
organize, understand, evaluate and create information
using digital technology for a knowledge-based society”
(ICTC 2012, 2). Now, when measuring digital literacy in
Canada, OECD’s PIAAC (Programme for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies) survey can shed
some light. Based on the survey, most adults tend to
have experience (albeit at varying levels) with digital
technology (OECD, n.d.). Only a small percentage of
adults had no computer experience – 4.5 per cent (ibid
n.d.). Further, the survey found that the more education
an individual has, the higher their score was for “problemsolving in technology rich environments” (ibid n.d.). In
other words, they were more tech-savvy. For younger
individuals, Media Smarts surveyed over 5,000 K-12
students in 2013 and found that the majority have basic
digital literacy skills (Hadziristic 2017, 7).
When it comes to Northern Ontario, it was found that
the North had the lowest scores for problem-solving skills
in technology-rich environments (Hadziristic 2017, 44). A
contributor to that could be the digital divide, which has
excluded specific groups such as low-income households
and Indigenous peoples (ibid 2017; CIRA n.d.).
However, research has shown that the depth of digital
literacy skills in Indigenous communities are not shallow
by any means. Returning to the KMobile survey, many
respondents indicated that they were comfortable
using cellular devices (Beaton et al 2015). Other studies
further confirm the comfort and use of ICT tools, and
have also found that the digital divide is not as wide
between Indigenous groups and the general population
(Hadziristic 2017, 45).
Based on the above, it is suggested that while there
are digital literacy skills in Northern Ontario, the depth
of such may not be extensive. Further, some groups are
disproportionately affected by the digital divide, which
can play a factor into familiarity and use of technology.
Unfortunately, the literature does not appear to be robust
on this issue in relation to Northern Ontario and thus a
more resolute conclusion cannot be reached at this time.

Other networks operating in
Northwestern Ontario
In addition to the KMobile example, there are other
networks that operate in Northern Ontario that provide
digital connectivity or services digitally. A few examples
can be found below:
• Contact North: Contact North is an organization
that operates in many small rural and remote
communities to provide services such as online
programs and courses, and videoconferencing.
• Keewaytinook Internet High School: Over 20 years
ago, Keewaytinook Okimakanak (Northern Chiefs
Tribal Council) recommended the creation of a
high school that would allow individuals to be
educated in their own communities, instead of
traveling to receive their education elsewhere.
Currently, there are 14 First Nations communities
in Northwestern Ontario that are tapped into this
network.
• Western James Bay Telecom Network: The network
was implemented in 2010 and currently serves
the communities of Attawapiskat, Kashechewan,
Fort Albany and Moosonee. Further, fibre-optic
connection is available, with local businesses and
key institutions tapping into it.

Conclusion
Throughout the analysis of ICT infrastructure in Northwestern
Ontario, one thing is clear: Yes, there is infrastructure
however a digital divide continues to exist. Gaps include
coverage in broadband and cellular service, download
and upload speeds, and levels of digital literacy. While
there are initiatives that aim to improve the infrastructure,
the ability to tap into those improvements may not
happen right away. As such, it is important to leverage our
current networks where possible. For example, utilizing the
available videoconferencing services to provide workshops
and presentations to individuals that are unable to travel.
Further, given the low levels of digital literacy, continuing
efforts on this front is a must as services are – and will
continue to be – digital. For example, in Sweden, public
employment services started a campaign that aimed
to educate jobseekers and employers about how to
connect into services offered by the Swedish Public
Employment Service instead of having to physically travel
to an unemployment office. The services can be tapped
into using the Internet or cell phones (OECD 2018). As
well, future research ought to be conducted not just for
Northern Ontario in terms of assessing digital literacy skills,
but for sub-regions of Northern Ontario as well. Doing so will
help to provide a more detailed picture that in turn can
aid decision makers in the creation and/or maintenance of
programs.
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Geography and Climate:
Impacts on Costs and Reliability?
As stated earlier, Northwestern Ontario’s total land area is 526,478 km², which is a little under half of the entire province
(Statistics Canada 2017). Now, there is no denying that the Northwest is huge, however we must remember two things:
population density per km² is low, and that physical infrastructure (road, airport, rail, etc) is not to the same extent as it is
in Southern Ontario. Take one of the other prototype regions, for example. The Hamilton-Niagara Peninsula’s population
density is 197.7 and has a labour force population5 of over 700,000 people. The Northwest is the opposite – population
density is 0.4 and the labour force population is just over 100,000 (Statistics Canada 2017b).
Given the vastness of the Northwestern region, questions were raised about the impact of distance and climate on cost
and reliability of service delivery. Given that, for this section, the paper will focus on the statement:

The vast geography (and at times climate) at play in this catchment…makes delivery costly and
unreliable unless physically located within a given community.

5

Employed and unemployed.
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Defining boundaries
Before determining geography in relation to service delivery, it is important to first understand where residents live and their
relationship to more populated centres. When we take a look at the three Northwest districts, we see in the below figures
that Thunder Bay is the only district where most people in live an urban area. Additionally, all three districts primarily have
weak MIZ (census metropolitan influenced zone), which means that between zero to five per cent of the employed labour
force commutes to a given CMA or CA (Statistics Canada 2018c). For Thunder Bay, this could simply be a reflection of the
fact that most people are in the urban area.
Figure 5: Urban and Rural Populations, Thunder Bay District, 2001 & 2016

140,000
120,000

Thunder Bay District

118,880
120,272

100,000
80,000

24,205

60,000
26,885

40,000
20,000
-

6,095
6,175

Urban

Rural

4,055
3,815

Stong MIZ
2001

Moderate MIZ

11,250
16,130

1,800
765

Weak MIZ

No MIZ

2016

Source: Dr. Bakhtiar Moazzami, Human Capital Series 2019: Thunder Bay.

Figure 6: Urban and Rural Populations, Kenora District, 2011 & 2016

Kenora
60,000
49,825

50,000

42,259

40,000
30,000
20,000

14,795

7,550

25,055
16,885

15,348
9,486

9,341

10,000
-

22,481

951
Urban

Rural

335

Strong MIZ
2011

Source: Dr. Bakhtiar Moazzami, Human Capital Series 2019: Kenora.

Moderate MIZ
2016

Weak MIZ

No MIZ
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Figure 7: Urban and Rural Populations, Rainy River District, 2001 & 2016

Rainy River District, 2001-2016
25,000
20,000

20,485 19,755

17,970

16,870

15,000
10,000
5,000
0

0
Rural

0

Stong MIZ

610

Moderate MIZ

2001

1,905

970
Weak MIZ

1,920

No MIZ

2016

Source: Dr. Bakhtiar Moazzami, Human Capital Series 2019: Rainy River.

In addition to the data on where most people live, if the
data is broken down by distinct demographic groups,
namely Francophone, Indigenous, and immigrant, we see
the same patterns hold in each district. For Thunder Bay,
the majority of the groups are found in the urban area,
while the other two districts have all three groups found in
the rural area (Moazzami 2019; 2019b; 2019c).
Now, beyond population distribution, what about
differences in rural and urban areas such as education,
income or social mobility? In a 2019 report by Ontario
360, they categorized areas of the province based using
Statistic Canada’s Statistical Area Classification Codes,
which we also see in the above graphs with the MIZ.
Ontario 360 defines anything urban if it falls within the first
three categories (see Appendix A). Based on Ontario 360’s
analysis, rural areas tend to fall behind compared to urban
areas on various fronts such as education, employment
and household income, health outcomes, employment,
and income mobility (Ahmed 2019). However, there were
several interesting things to note in the analysis.
• While health outcomes were worse in rural areas,
wait times were better/comparable to urban areas.
• Women in rural areas saw a significant increase in
employment income compared to men between
2000 and 2015.
• While Kenora district has a higher income elasticity
compared to the rest of the province, data shows
that the probability of a child born into the bottomquintile household will most likely stay there as an
adult.
• On the whole, other CMAs in Ontario besides
Toronto and Ottawa have experienced positive
employment growth since 2008 (in Northwestern
Ontario, this would Thunder Bay). On the other
hand, the rest of rural Ontario has seen a decline.

Now, an important part of this conversation is also the
mindset around boundaries. When one sees that much
of the populations in Rainy River and Kenora are located
in rural areas, one may think of the costs to deliver
services must be high. However, this thinking can be a
product of urban bias. Often rural areas are thought of as
uneconomic (OECD 2008, 4). Three things in this regard.
One, when it comes to urban bias in service delivery, it is
due to the application of urban programs in rural areas.
Second, “spending and investment are not the same”
(ibid 2008, 4). Through the investment in rural services
and programs, one is investing in the knowledge capital
of that population, which has numerous benefits. Finally,
services are not just available in urban areas – as we will
see with the location of licensed childcare providers later
on in the paper.
Overall, defining boundaries in terms of what is urban
versus rural, or the proximity of clients to services is key.
Doing so can play a huge role in calculating costs. A
great example of this is a study by Dr. Bakhtiar Moazzami
in which he analyzed remoteness and First Nations
education funding. He notes that INAC (Indigenous and
Northern Affairs Canada) ranks First Nations schools as
either remote, rural or urban. This classification “takes into
account the distance from the nearest service center,
which is defined as the nearest community where a
First Nations school can access government services,
banks and suppliers” (Moazzami 2018). What this model
does not include, however, is moving costs for teachers,
proximity to other community resources like libraries,
proximity of other First Nations schools, and so on.
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Show me the money: service delivery costs
As shown in the above case, when it comes to calculating costs of service delivery, the formula can depend on a multitude
of factors beyond just distance. For example there are several factors that impact service delivery costs, depending on the
area in question (e.g. dense or less dense population-wise, centralized cluster of service providers) (Ference & Company
2016; OECD n.d-2; Federation of Canadian Municipalities n.d.):
• Population totals;
• Population density;
• Diminishing subsidies for rural areas;
• Number of service providers;
• Service delivery channel (e.g. in person or via teleconference);
• Transportation available to client;
• Client population characteristics (e.g. mental or physical disabilities; cultural group);
• Awareness of services; and
• Climate change.
While little literature exists on exact service delivery costs in Northern Ontario, the 2016 Ontario Auditor General’s report can
offer a bit of insight. In this report, it was stated that in 2015/16, “the average funding per site per client serviced (excluding
those doing independent research and job searching) was $1,828 and ranged from $387 to $5,162” (Ontario 2016). Out of all
of Ontario, Northern Ontario was associated with the highest client costs per site while the rest of Ontario had relatively similar
rates (ibid 2016).
A similar cost situation can be seen in British Columbia. In a 2016 report by Ference and Company, they examined the
average variable service delivery costs and the funding for client supports and services per client. Their results revealed that
the average expenditure for all clients was $1,901 per client and that expenditures tended to be higher for clients that have
multiple barriers (e.g. a tier 4 average cost per client was $2,294)6 (Ference & Company 2016, 102).
Table 1: Variable Service Fee and Financial Supports and Purchased Services Expenditures per Client, April 2012 to
September 2015, Selected Client Types
Client Characteristics

Client (total #)

Per Client Total Cost

Tier 0

32,634

$920

Tier 1

6,512

$390

Tier 2

72,030

$2,172

Tier 3

76,174

$2,130

Tier 4

22,325

$2,294

Rural

29,715

$2,186

Indigenous

20,819

$1,741

Francophone

2,001

$1,757

Immigrant

15,284

$1,766

Multi-barriered

37,227

$2,139

Source: Ference & Company 2016, 103. Table adapted from source. Notes: Tier 0 refers to those clients that self-serve/”non-case managed”. Rural specifies those
who do not have easy access to an employment service center location.
A Tier 4 client is considered an individual with “little to no employment readiness”. On the other hand, a Tier 1 client is considered an individual that has a high
level of employment readiness.
6
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Reliability
When it comes to reliability of service, one of the first
things that may come to mind is whether someone
can physically access it. As will be discussed later,
transportation infrastructure is an influencing factor in
the dynamics of Northern Ontario. Now, when looking
at transportation infrastructure in relation to weather,
there are clear connections that can have an impact
on reliability. In the 2017 Draft 2041 Northern Ontario
Multimodal Transportation Strategy, it was stated
throughout the document that climate will have an
effect on Northern Ontario’s transportation infrastructure.
Specifically, it is expected to affect a range of
transportation modes and through changing weather
occurrences, the likelihood of route closures, dangerous
driving conditions in the winter, flooding, etc increases
(Ontario 2017, 71, 84).
Furthermore, the lifespan of winter roads in Northern
Ontario is shortening due to change in weather (Prentice
2017, 2). Since winter roads are a connection between
remote communities and the all-season road network,
weather poses an issue. However, it should be noted
that separate consultations are occurring between
the provincial government and First Nations Ontario
Works in terms of employment services for First Nations
communities.
Based on the impacts weather can have, it is clear that
travel for clients to access employment services in person
may be hindered. The same goes for programs that
deliver services outside of their home site. Additionally,
depending on where one lives, there may be great
distances to travel and route closures, which can be
a significant setback. Finally, the lack of transportation
modes for people outside of major centres can be an
issue (Ontario 2017, 55).
Given the above, one of the sub-points in the Draft
strategy was to “deliver services remotely through
telecommunications or locally when possible, to
decrease the need for people to travel” (ibid 2017,
74). And this brings us to the second factor in reliability
– delivery channel. As shown, weather can impact
in-person services, however digital is another option
to consider. Digital delivery can certainly eliminate
the hurdle of geography, however, as outlined earlier,
accessibility may vary. If an individual’s speed is slow, it
may make training online difficult, for example.
A third factor that comes up in relation to service delivery
reliability is consistency. Going back to the BC model
evaluation, it was found that overall, there was some
success when it came to delivering consistent access to
services. However, key informants identified an issue with
contractors interpreting policy and delivery approaches
differently. Even interpretation among Ministry Contract
and Partnership Agents varied. Furthermore, there
were some issues with regard to subjectivity in needs
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assessments and lack of frameworks in which to assess
client tiers and needs, for example (Ference & Company
2016, 76). As this paper will explore later, the structure of
the Service System Managers model for Northwestern
Ontario ought to be considered carefully in order to
ensure consistency is carried out across such long
distances.

Conclusion
In this section, the paper has analyzed several factors
of service delivery cost and reliability in relation to
geography and climate. Based on the analysis, it can
be concluded that geography and climate can play
roles, however they are not the only influencing factors.
As well, the extent to which individual factors play is
hard to pin down given the range of circumstances
communities and individuals in Northern Ontario face.
Furthermore, before considering costs, reliability, different
channels, etc, understanding where people live and
their commuting volume ought to be defined at the
outset when determining what is rural and what is urban.
Or if the terms ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ should even be used.
Perhaps ‘fully connected’, ‘semi-connected’ and ‘little
connection’ could be utilized to define community
locations (see Melillo 2018).
Finally, there are two points that need to be considered
in the context of above:
• Optimal delivery channel: is it both in-person and
online? Is it only online or only in person? Do certain
delivery approaches cost more than the next?
Benefits and drawbacks?
• Benchmarking: Comparing delivery costs and
approaches to places such as Toronto is not
appropriate for Northwestern Ontario. Looking to
comparable geographies can give a good sense
of what works well and can be applied here.
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Variety is the spice of life:
meaningful delivery and diverse needs
In the submissions by entities to be one of the initial prototype sites for the province, there were five models that emerged:
• Service System Manager is only a contract holder and not a delivery agent;
• Service System Manager is the sole delivery agent and there is one delivery model;
• Service System Manager is the majority delivery agent where their sites have one delivery model, but the remaining
sites can choose;
• Service System Manager is the minority delivery agent where their sites have one delivery model, but the remaining sites
can choose; and
• Service System Manager is the minority delivery agent and there is no fixed model, all sites can operate as they see fit.
There are various benefits and drawbacks to these models in the Northwestern Ontario context as well as more generally, to
be sure. However, for this section of the paper, the primary focus will be on the following statement:

The breadth of unique, local-level needs across the catchment makes it difficult to imagine how one
centralized entity is going to be able to do meaningful delivery models for all communities.
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Northwestern Ontario characteristics: a quick rundown
When Nova Scotia integrated Employment Support and Income Assistance into a single program in 2001, changes were
guided by a set of rationale, including the need to increase flexibility of service delivery in order to meet client needs
(Goss Gilroy Inc, 2007). For Northwestern Ontario, what are our guidelines for appropriate service delivery? To answer this,
the first step is understanding the characteristics of clients and the Northwestern Ontario population at large. To start, the
figure below reveals that across Northwestern Ontario, the sex of assisted clients is primarily male and that most clients are
between the ages of 35 to 44, followed by those aged 15-24. This breakdown is line with the province overall.
Figure 8: Assisted Clients in Two Northwestern Ontario Planning Boards

Assisted Clients 2015/16, NWO Planning Boards
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Source: Author’s calculations, Employment Ontario Geo Hub, Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development.
Note: Data is based on reported information to Local Boards and Local Employment Planning Councils in 2016. Webpage was last updated in November 2019.
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Figure 9: Assisted Clients, Ontario

Age Breakdown of Assisted Clients (%), Ontario
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Source: Author’s calculations, Employment Ontario Geo Hub, Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development.
Note: Data originally published in 2014, but update frequency is annually. Last webpage update was in November 2019.

Below are selected reasons as to why a client’s Employment Service plan was closed. As shown, all of the districts
experienced higher levels of clients that have completed the program or found work related to their goal.

Figure 10: Sampling of Closure Reasons, 2015/16
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The outcomes across all three districts are telling too. When looking at the employment status7 of clients at the exit
of Employment Service, most clients are employed full-time. Coming in second are clients who indicated part-time
employment, however Rainy River district had slightly more clients that were unemployed at the exit.
Table 2: Clients Outcomes at Exit, 2015/16
District

Employed Full-Time

Employed Part-Time

Unable to Work

Unemployed

Rainy River

251

69

16

91

Kenora

281

74

30

48

Thunder Bay

816

314

107

200

Source: Employment Ontario Geo Hub, Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development.

Further information was gathered on clients at the exit
of the program in relation to education. Fewer clients
indicated that they were pursuing further education
compared to those who were in full-time or part-time
employment at the exit of using Employment Services.
Education pathways that were indicated include
post-secondary education, Ontario Secondary School
Diploma or equivalent and academic upgrading
(Employment Ontario Geo Hub 2017).

features, greater in-depth profiles for each of the districts
exist (see Human Capital Series 2019 by Dr. Moazzami).

Finally, when it comes to clients that were in other
programs at the exit of the Employment Services, in all
three districts there were clients that were a part of “other
EO training programs” and “EO literacy programs”. For
programs such as ESL/FSL and MCI Bridge Projects, there
were zero clients. In the district of Thunder Bay, over
50 clients indicated that they were in federal training
programs, however it was zero in the other two districts.

In terms of population, more than 52 percent of people
live in the cities of Kenora or Thunder Bay. Roughly 30
percent of the population (around 72,300 people) are
spread across 100 communities, each with a population
of less than 5,000 (Statistics Canada 2016). Additionally,
Northwestern Ontario is home to 81 First Nations
communities that are located both in the Far North and
connected North (access to year-round road). Finally,
when looking at total population projections, all districts
are experiencing an aging population, however Kenora’s
total population is projected to grow. As well, in all
three districts, the Indigenous working age population
is projected to rise. As such, ensuring appropriate
education and training pathways are maintained is
critical (Moazzami 2019, 2019b, 2019c).

When looking at the wider population of Northwestern
Ontario, that can provide insight into the makeup of
communities and provide greater context for needs in
the region. While below is a snapshot of a few defining

In terms of language, a greater proportion of the
population speaks English only, however there are more
bilingual individuals than there are those who speak only
French.

Table 3: Knowledge of Official Languages (%), NWO Districts, 2016
District

English only

French only

English and French

Neither English nor
French

Thunder Bay

91.16

0.01

8.67

0.11

Rainy River

96.09

0.08

3.79

0.00

Kenora

95.08

0.07

4.60

0.25

Source: Author’s calculations, Target Group Profile by Knowledge of Official Languages, Statistics Canada 2016 Census.

7

Does not include missing and unknown data, as well as individuals that indicated both employed and either in training or in education.
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There is the recognition such as in health care delivery
that services ought to be provided to individuals in a
culturally appropriate manner – e.g. the language they
are most comfortable. In that regard, when looking at the
language spoken most often at home, the overwhelming
majority of the population speaks English across all
three districts, however, almost 10 percent of Kenora’s
population speaks an Indigenous language (Statistics
Canada 2017c; 2017d).
When it comes to post-secondary education, the levels of
the labour force (aged 25-64) that have these credentials
vary across the districts, with Kenora showing lower levels

compared to the other two. These levels are important
to consider as multiple studies have emphasized that the
nature and needs of the economy is shifting. It has been
estimated that in the next ten years or so (by 2031), 80
percent of the labour force needs to have some form of
post-secondary education, whether that be university,
college, or an apprenticeship (Moazzami 2019). Further,
it is estimated that the percentage of new jobs that will
require post-secondary education by 2031 will also be 80
percent (ibid 2019).

Figure 11: Thunder Bay, Post-Secondary Credentials of Labour Force (%)
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Source: Human Capital Series: Thunder Bay (2019c).

Figure 12: Rainy River, Post-Secondary Credentials of Labour Force (%)
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Figure 13: Kenora, Post-Secondary Credentials of Labour Force (%)
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Another item to consider for communities is the composition of the labour force and economy. On the labour force side,
all three districts have around 90 percent of individuals in the labour force that are employed, Kenora being the lowest
at 88 percent (Statistics Canada 2017c; 2017d). In terms of industrial and occupational makeup of the labour force aged
15-64, when looking at employment in industry, there has been a shift over time from goods-producing industries to serviceproducing across all three districts. When it comes to composition, for the most part, all three districts have similar top 3
industries in the goods and service-producing sectors.
Table 4: Top 3 Goods and Service-Producing Sectors, NWO 2016

Thunder Bay

Rainy River

Kenora

Goods-Producing Sectors
Construction

Construction

Construction

Manufacturing

Manufacturing

Mining

Mining

Agriculture, Fishing and Hunting

Manufacturing

Service-Producing Sectors
Health Care and Social Services

Health Care and Social Services

Health Care and Social Services

Trade

Trade

Trade

Other Services

Educational Services

Public Administration

Source: Modified table from Moazzami 2019, 2019b, and 2019c.

As for occupations, all three districts in 2016 shared
the same top three occupations: sales and service
occupations; trades, transport and equipment operators,
and related occupations; and occupations in social
science, education, government service, and religion
(Moazzami 2019, 2019b, 2019c).
Overall, while there are multiple similarities between the
districts, the information about client characteristics and
wider population characteristics also reveal that there
are some differences as well. Capitalizing on like items
can lead to knowledge and resource sharing, as well as
the ability to perhaps deliver like-services across the wider
region. That is not to say, however, that a single model

is needed for the Northwest. As noted previously in this
paper, where the population lives differs, as well as ability
to access high speed internet, are factors into what is
appropriate local delivery.
Additionally, while analyzing population and client
characteristics, and other influencing factors when
seeking insight into potential model structure, there is
something to be said about going straight to the source.
How do current clients in the Northwest view their access
to services? What, if anything, would make the system
work for them? Indeed, a potential drawback to such a
top-down approach can be the lack of connection with
the people who are or will be affected.
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Centralization versus
decentralization
As noted earlier, the submissions to the Service System
Managers program varied and the structures of the
prototypes chosen are different. Some were decentralized
while others were centralized. Some were a mix. This leads
us to the question: What are the benefits and drawbacks?
For a decentralized approach, there are certainly
arguments that can be made about increased flexibility.
This can allow organizations to be innovative and “focus
their resources where they believe it will do [the] most
good” (Eidelman et al 2020; Ference & Company 2016).
The potential drawback with this approach goes back to
what was mentioned earlier – the interpretation of policies
by different service providers can affect consistency of
access. This also can affect validity in reporting on client
progress and outcomes. Indeed, while a Service System
Manager may understand the parameters needed for
reporting on certain indicators, ensuring others understand
and follow those parameters is another thing.
Centralization, on the other hand, would not have that
issue. A single entity could coordinate service providers to
ensure that similar standards are practiced and reporting
validity could be less of an issue, theoretically (Eidelman
et al 2020). Further, centralization allows for economies
of scale (ibid 2020). For a region with low population
density and levels, this could certainly be an advantage.
However, the one drawback to such a model is the
potential that a single entity cannot know every local
detail. While the characteristics earlier showed that there
are similarities, there could be other influencing factors that
are learned on the ground. One example is relationships
between communities and established networks between
organizations that are built over years. If a single entity,
especially one that is not from the Northwest (e.g. a
private company from Toronto), this could pose an issue.
At a past OECD conference on service delivery in rural
regions, conference participants agreed that one of the
items that are required in an effective service delivery
governance framework was the understanding that:
“No single institution public or private has the knowledge
necessary to decide what services would work better
for the region. This knowledge is often a mix of centrally
owned strategic notions and local key information. In this
framework, facilitating information sharing and mutual trust
is critical to combine national and subnational as well as
public and private instruments to respond to the service
needs of different areas” (OECD 2008).
Based on this, as well as the mix of similarities and
differences across the Northwest, communities in the
Northwest may want to consider a mixed approach to
a Service System Managers model in order to ensure
meaningful delivery.
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Collaboration

Conclusion

Of course, no matter what structure is chosen,
collaboration is a key element in service delivery
(Kernaghan 2011; Ference & Company 2016; OCWI 2017;
Goss Gilroy Inc 2007). Collaboration can manifest itself in
different ways, such as providing wraparound supports
for clients, as well as between communities, external
organizations and internal departments (OCWI 2017,
Ference & Company 2016; Goss Gilroy Inc 2007). Specific
examples from the literature include8:

The purpose of this paper is to simply provide a
breakdown of Northwestern Ontario on various points
rather than offer a concrete model suggestion. Using the
information above, as well as the other sections in this
paper, can be used to inform further discussions that are
more targeted. However, based on this section, a mixed
model may be considered more appropriate for this area
given the range of similarities and differences across the
districts. Furthermore, as stated by the OECD, it is difficult
for a single entity to govern service delivery appropriately.

• Co-location of a BC employment service office
with a settlement service provider in order to
communicate to newcomers what employment
services are available;
• Regional group of employment service centers
meeting every month or so to work on developing
initiatives like workshops;
• Joint marketing; and
• Relationships with employers in Nova Scotia help to
direct clients seeking work experience.
Granted, collaboration is easier said than done. As such,
there are several key questions and comments we must
consider.
• What do our networks look like?
• Are we well connected within just one sector or
are there cross-sectoral networks that have been
developed?
• Do organizations in our region have strong
relationships with clients and other organizations
that can be leveraged? Relationships with some
communities and organizations may take time to
develop.
While there may not be a single organization that
checks all the boxes, the questions are meant to guide
individuals in terms of understanding where the gaps and
opportunities are.

8

Ference & Company 2016; Goss Gilroy Inc 2007.

Before pursuing such a consideration, there are questions
that need to be asked about our current networks and
assets. As well, asking clients or organizations that collect
that data can help to guide future Service System
Managers model discussions. The data that is publicly
available may not be entirely reflective of the current
situation.
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Help Wanted: Barriers to Placing and
Retaining People in Work
Connecting jobseekers to employers and vice versa is not always a walk in the park. Take the International and Community
Matchmaker project9, for example. The Matchmakers did a lot of job readiness prep (e.g. resume polishing) for jobseekers,
and showed employers where various resources can be found.10 Indeed, there can be multiple factors and steps on both
the employer and jobseeker side in order to make that final job connection.
In the Sioux Lookout discussions, there was discussion over what influences the placement and retention of individuals in
jobs. Specifically, it was stated:

In many regions, placing and retaining people in work is often less about the talent or availability of
work, and more a lack of access to things such as housing, transportation, and childcare.

The International and Community Matchmaker (ICM) project ran in Northwestern Ontario from 2018 to 2019. At the time of writing, ICM is underway in
Northeastern Ontario. The purpose of the project is to connect international and secondary migrant jobseekers and employers.
9

10

Based on upcoming publication by NPI.
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Childcare
Breaking down the number of licensed childcare facilities in Northwestern Ontario, it can be seen that there are 91 active
facilities, however, only one provides services in French while the other offers both official languages. They are located in
Thunder Bay and Longlac, respectively. As for the breakdown by district, Thunder Bay has the most facilities. The cities of
Thunder Bay, Fort Frances and Kenora have the most facilities in each district. It should also be noted that all facilities are
connected to major roadways.
Table 5: Breakdown of Facilities by District, NWO, 2020
District

Total facilities

Number of communities with at
least one facility

Kenora

28

9

Rainy River

14

5

Thunder Bay

49

11

Source: Ontario Government Open Data Catalogue

Finally, there are more than double the number of facilities offering at least a full-day option compared to those that are
only able to offer part-day and/or after/before school options. See figures 14 and 15 below for more details.

Figure 14: At Least Full Day Childcare Service, NWO, 2020

Program Options with at least full day service provided, 3 NWO DSSABs
Full Day(6 hours or more in a day), Half day(Less than 6 hours in a
day), Extended hours(more than 12 hours), Flexible Hours(e.g. shifts,
evenings), Before school, After school, Overnight, Weekend
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Source: Ontario Government Open Data Catalogue, 2020.
Note: DSSAB stands for District Social Services Administration Board.
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Figure 15: Programs without a Full Day Option, NWO, 2020
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Now, while we can see that there are options, there
are other factors that can affect access to childcare
centers beyond just physical access. According to a
report by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
(2017), affordability can be an issue for low- and middleincome families. For example, in their 2016 report, their
calculations showed that even after the application of a
provincial subsidy to a low-income family, eligible families
would still have to pay an additional $500 monthly per
child (Macdonald and Friendly 2017).
When looking specifically at rural areas in Northern
Ontario, it was found that the median monthly fees
for an infant would be $868 dollars while toddlers and
preschoolers had median monthly fees of $825. Annually,
that would be $10,416 for infants and $9,900 for toddlers
and preschoolers (ibid 2017). Fortunately, there are tools
out there for families that can help calculate childcare
costs. For example, the Thunder Bay District Social
Services Administration Board provides a free “child care
calculator” (Thunder Bay DSSAB n.d.).

11

Data is for household populations with children aged 0-5.

When it comes to work, there can be effects from not
being able to find appropriate childcare. In a recent
Statistics Canada survey, it was found that of those
who had difficulty finding child care11 (which was
considerably less than those who didn’t have trouble),
around 9 percent (1 in 10 families) reported that they
had to change their work schedule (Statistics Canada
2019). Other reasons include working fewer hours (7
percent), postponing return to work (6 percent), and
postponing or discontinuing training or education (2.5
percent) (ibid 2019).
Overall, there are childcare options in Northwestern
Ontario, however affordability can be an issue and that
when it comes to work, there are noted difficulties.
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Transportation: Getting from
Point A to Point B
According to OCWI (2017), one of the major challenges
facing jobseekers, among other factors, is transportation –
whether it be in terms of distance, cost and/or availability.
In terms of distance, it is no secret that Northern Ontario
is huge, especially Northwestern Ontario, however are
people driving long distances to work?
According to Statistics Canada, most people in all three
districts tend to drive by themselves and it takes them
less than 15 minutes to commute to work. Furthermore,
in terms of distance, most people tend to drive between
zero to 10 km to work and once again, driving alone is
the most popular mode of transport. Public transportation
was very low in both instances and unsurprisingly, active
transportation (e.g. biking) was higher in instances of
work being between zero to five km away from home
(Statistics Canada 2016b; 2016c). Based on this, most
people tend to work close to their homes and therefore
the long distances between communities may not be as
much of an issue here.
In terms of cost, that can depend. According to Noga
(2020), when looking at various types of transportation
costs (gas, insurance, etc) across the Big 5 cities in Northern
Ontario12, northern communities tended to have much
higher gasoline costs compared to Southern Ontario.13
For example, the annual costs for fuel were estimated to
be $1,262 in Timmins – Thunder Bay was a close second at
$1,227. However, license plate stickers, annual insurance
premiums, and the price of a monthly bus pass were all
lower than the other southern cities in the study. When
combining gas with these three other costs, total annual
costs were somewhat lower than Southern Ontario. Of
course, there are items not included such as maintenance
or purchase of one’s car (Noga 2020).
In terms of availability, that can look differently to different
people. For example, Esses and Carter (2019) found that
for immigrants, youth, and professionals, the lack of public
transportation infrastructure negatively affected their
retention in small and rural areas. In other words, they will
not live and work in communities for longer periods of
time. As well, for immigrants, obtaining a loan to purchase
a vehicle may be difficult for those without a banking
history in Canada (ibid 2019). Since “[m]ost small and rural
communities have an automobile dominated culture”,
scenarios like this can pose issues (Bonin 2015).
Overall, we see that transportation as a barrier to
obtaining and retaining jobs can depend on the group
as well as what transportation is available. Distance does
not appear to be a significant factor when commuting
to work. Further, while total costs are lower, this does
not mean all groups have the same access to certain
transportation modes due to costs.
12

Thunder Bay, Sudbury, Timmins, North Bay and Sault Ste Marie.

13

The southern cities selected in the study were Toronto, Ottawa, Barrie, London, and Niagara Falls.
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Housing
Along with transportation, housing was also noted as a need among jobseekers. Although it is not the sole factor determining
one’s employment success, it is one of the foundational pillars (Thomas 2017). For example, while housing does not necessarily
lead to higher income, affordable housing is a “’critical component of strategies’ facilitating transitions from lower to
higher income. Particularly, if individuals need a ‘safe and supportive environment to encourage transitions’…” (ibid 2017).
Furthermore, the location of where one lives also can impact the development of one’s human capital (ibid 2017).
Given the above, what is the situation in Northern Ontario?
In terms of affordability, Northern Ontario ranks very well, both in terms of renting and homeownership (Bevilacqua,
forthcoming). For example, when looking at the median home price across the 11 northern districts, all are below the
provincial average of $349,900 (ibid). Compared to the Northeast, Kenora, Rainy River and Thunder Bay boasted lower
median home prices (ibid). Furthermore, the percentage of owner and tenant households that are spending more than
30 per cent of their income on shelter costs14 was considerably lower than those who spend less than 30 percent of their
income (figure 16). However, when separating both groups, there is a significant difference (figure 17).
Figure 16: Owner and Tenant Households Spending More or Less than 30% of Income on Shelter Costs, 2016

Owner and Tenant Households, NWO and Province
90

81.3

80

83.2

82.3
72.3

70
60
50
40

27.7

30
20

18.7

16.9

17.7

10
0

% spending 30% or more of income on shelter costs

Thunder Bay

% spending less than 30% of income on shelter costs

Rainy River

Kenora

Ontario

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census Profiles. Note: does not include farms and dwellings on reserve.

According to Statistics Canada, ‘shelter costs’ for owner households can include property taxes, mortgage payments, condo fees, utilities, and other
municipal services. For renters, it can include utilities and other municipal services (Statistics Canada 2019b).
14
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Figure 17: Percentage of Homeowners and Tenant Households Spending More than 30% of Income on Shelter Costs
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Indeed, while the North overall is affordable, it depends on the group. Suttor (2012) goes on to add that for rental
households, costs can be a particular squeeze on low-income households and those on social assistance.
Now, in terms of supply, that can depend as well. According to Suttor (2012), the availability of private rental apartment
buildings is low outside of the Big 5 (ibid 2012). While this means the supply is low in other communities, we can still take a
look at the vacancy rates in larger centers in Northern Ontario. Vacancy rate refers to “the percentage of all available units
in a rental property…that are vacant or unoccupied at a particular time (Chen 2019).
Since the data is available only at the CMA/CA level, that limits our ability to see vacancy rates in smaller communities
such as Fort Frances or Dryden. As such, the figure below shows the vacancy rates for Thunder Bay and Kenora against five
northern cities that classify at the CMA/CA level. Based on this, we see that Northern Ontario’s vacancy rates are above
that of Ontario and remain relatively steady except for Elliot Lake. For Northwestern Ontario, Thunder Bay and Kenora are
fairly middle of the pack.
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Figure 18: Vacancy Rental Rates, 2015-2019

Vacancy Rate, Northern Ontario October 2015-2019
20
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

2015

2016

2017

2018

Thunder Bay

Kenora

Greater Sudbury

Sault Ste Marie

Timmins

North Bay

Elliot Lake

Ontario

2019

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, “Rental Market Statistics Summary by Metropolitan Areas, Census Agglomerations and Cities”.

When comparing these seven communities to those across Ontario, five Northern Ontario communities are near the top of
the list in terms of high vacancy rates – with Timmins being number two (CMHC n.d.).
Now, there are other factors that could affect Northern Ontario’s housing supply. The first is that there is a declining interest
by landlords to provide rental units to low-income individuals and families in addition to rent supplement agreements.
Second, resource towns that experience a group of workers that come to work end up squeezing and increasing cost of
rent (Suttor 2012). Finally, maintenance and construction could play a role. Of the housing supply in Northern Ontario, all
census divisions rank above the Ontario average when it comes to dwellings that need major repairs (Noga 2018). By major
repairs, this can include “defective plumbing or electrical wiring…and structural repairs to walls, floors or ceilings” (ibid 2018).
Noga (2018) goes on to say that this housing inadequacy has connections to mental and physical issues. While the current
supply is aging and needs repairs, the construction season in Northern Ontario is also shorter and more expensive than more
urban areas of the province (Ontario 2019e).
Overall, we see that while housing affordability may not be an issue at the aggregate level, there are still groups that face
greater affordability issues. In terms of supply, while larger centers options available, that may not be the case with smaller
towns. Further, there are several trends influencing housing supply.

Northern Policy Institute / Institut des politiques du Nord
The Goldilocks Problem: Understanding Northwestern Ontario in the Development of Appropriate Employment and Training Management Models
October 2020

Other Factors
Now the above analysis has shown that system level
supports such as childcare, transportation and housing
have a relationship with employment, however the
degree of availability, accessibility, cost, etc of the
supports can vary. But are these the only factors that
can affect an individual obtaining and retaining
employment?
According to OCWI (2017), there are four categories of
jobseeker needs, as identified by service providers. Below
are the categories with some examples included both
from OCWI and other items identified in the literature
(OCWI 2017; Ference & Company 2016; Workforce
WindsorEssex 2016; Metcalf Foundation 2019). As we
can see, logistical is only but one part of the pie for
jobseekers.
• Human Capital: digital literacy, skills that align with
current job openings
• Personal: Mental health supports, culturally
appropriate and competent approaches and
programs, settlement services pre-arrival, language
skills
• Logistical: Transportation, housing, childcare,
internet access
• Labour Market Access: Employer perceptions,
difficulty recognizing foreign credentials, lack of
extensive work experience (e.g. graduates)
Given the above, one thing is clear: wrap-around
supports are necessary as individuals may not just be
facing a single barrier, but multiple. And not just for those
seeking employment, but during employment as well
(Metcalf Foundation et al 2019). Unfortunately, however,
Ontario’s workforce system has gaps on several fronts,
including that of adequate wraparound services (ibid
2019). One of the ways that could be considered moving
forward in a Service System Managers model is the role
employers play in retention - increasing their awareness
alongside supporting their capabilities of working with
individuals who are multi-barriered. Additionally, service
delivery flexibility is encouraged for clients, both who are
aware and unaware of services available to them (ibid
2019).
In addition to the above, there are three other variables
that are at play. The first is awareness of job opportunities.
According to the EmployerOne surveys conducted
by the labour market planning boards in Northwestern
Ontario, word-of-mouth and other informal recruitment
methods was commonly used by employers (NTAB 2017;
NSWPB 2018). As such, available job opportunities are not
always communicated to the eligible pool of talent.
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Second, there can be an issue of talent availability
when it comes to placing and retaining people in work.
For the Thunder Bay planning board area, 54 percent
of employers stated that applicants did not have the
appropriate qualifications (NSWPB 2018). For the Kenora
and Rainy River areas, 67 percent of employers did not
have the required skills (NTAB 2017). As such, focusing on
the linkage between education and the labour market
is critical to ensure that students are properly prepared
with the right skills. Furthermore, the emphasis on postsecondary credentials will become increasingly important
in the future labour market. According to Moazzami
(2019), by 2031, 80 per cent of new jobs will require postsecondary education. Talent will thus continue to be
an issue for the labour market – ensuring pathways for
individuals are appropriate is a critical point.
And, of course, tied into this is the supply of the workforce
more generally. As stated earlier, all three Northwestern
Ontario districts are experiencing an aging population
and workers retiring out of the labour force. As well, from
2001 to 2015, Northwestern Ontario experienced low
levels of immigration as well as intra and inter-provincial
out-migration (Moazzami 2019). Only in 2016/17 has
there been an increase in net interprovincial migration
into Northwestern Ontario (ibid 2019). Nevertheless,
projections show that if major improvements do not
occur, the ratio of dependents to working age people
(i.e. demographic dependency ratio or DDR) will
increase, which can have negative effects on the
sustainability of economies (Zefi 2018). By 2036, all three
districts’ DDR will increase to 0.78 (Thunder Bay), 0.90
(Rainy River), and 0.72 (Kenora). Generally, sustainable
economies and communities are somewhere between
0.5 and 0.75 (ibid 2018).
Now, in order for Northwestern Ontario to maintain its
current DDR, we’ll need 2,310 immigrants annually, but
if we want to maintain our DDR growth rate along with
the province, we’ll need 352 immigrants annually (Cirtwill
2018). These calculations assume full employment of the
Indigenous population. As such, even if our domestic
labour force is included, we’ll still have gaps in labour
supply and that can impact the filling of jobs.
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Figure 19: DDR Targets for Northwestern Ontario
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Of course, in addition to projecting future population
gaps and needs, we need to think about nature of
the future labour market too in terms of available jobs.
According to Ross (2020), there are several occupations
that are expected to experience future growth and/or
higher retirement rates between 2016 and 2026. Below
are a few examples from the study on the City of Thunder
Bay.
• Optometrists, chiropractors, and other health
diagnosing and treating professionals;
• Retail and wholesale trade managers;
• Plumbers, pipefitters, and gas fitters;
• Computer and information systems professionals;
and
• Pharmacists, dieticians and nutritionists.
From these projections, it is important to understand that
some jobs may not have as much demand as others.
Once again, ensuring the linkage between education
and labour market needs is critical.

Conclusion
Overall, from this section we can see that there are
multiple factors that can influence an individual obtaining
or retaining a job. As such, wraparound supports are key.
Furthermore, Northwestern Ontario is running into a labour
supply issue due to an aging population and migration
levels. That can certainly influence an employer’s ability
to find candidates for a job.
When it comes to the childcare, transportation and
housing, the latter two appear to have more gaps
compared to available childcare. Additionally, childcare
as a barrier in employment was only noted as an issue for
a small portion of the Canadian population.
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Concluding Remarks:
Where to go from here?
As we know, change is coming. Therefore we must be proactive and comprehensive in response. The first step was initial
community consultations across Northwestern Ontario. The second step is this White Paper. The third step is using this
information to further drill down into what is achievable and appropriate for Northwestern Ontario so as to ensure a Service
System Managers model works for us.
Throughout this White Paper, multiple statements have been assessed in terms of their validity and degree of extent. Below is
a recap of the findings:
• There is still much work to do on the ICT infrastructure and digital literacy fronts. Northwestern Ontario ought to consider
maximizing current assets to aid in employment and training service delivery.
• In addition to distance and climate, there are other factors that can have an influence on the cost and reliability of
service delivery. As well, not all clients live in urban areas and when calculating costs or determining reliability of service
delivery, it is essential to break oneself of urban bias so that rural places are not slapped with urban-centric solutions.
• There is much diversity in Northwestern Ontario, however there are many similarities too. However, further information
needs to be pursued about clients so that the most up to date data is used for Service System Managers model
discussions.
• Placing and retaining individuals in jobs is not solely dependent on the supply of system supports such as childcare,
transportation and housing. Further, supports such transportation and housing appear to have more gaps compared to
childcare in Northwestern Ontario.
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In addition to these highlights, there are several recommended steps that Northwestern Ontario ought to take when
discussing what a Service System Managers model could look like here.
1.

Using the information contained in this White Paper, as well as community discussions, a dedicated analysis of on
employment and training management models ought to be conducted.

2.

Either collect via a client survey or through current employment and training service providers, up-to-date and detailed
information about clients so as to properly inform discussions about a future Service System Managers model for the
Northwest. The public data that is available is from 2015/16. As well, in areas such as digital literacy, there was not much
information and data on the Northwest or Northern Ontario as a whole, for that matter.

3.

Ask employment and training service providers what their current assets are and whether they partner with other
community organizations. It is important to get a sense of how services are delivered in the region and if there are ways
we can maximize these resources.

4.

Relatedly, we need to ask: what can we do in the short and medium-terms with our current assets and structures? What
are items that are out of our control and how we can be flexible to those realities? (e.g. road closures due to weather).
Whether these questions are asked to the larger group of identified key actors and past consultation participants, or a
smaller group of key actors.

5.

Tap into the Northeastern discussions about the Service System Managers model. While there are obvious differences,
there are commonalities too. We can’t possibly know everything and looking for practices that can be applied here
can be beneficial.

6.

Review the key actors that were identified in the Sioux Lookout discussion and discuss who exactly needs to be
engaged and how – what is their role, both now and in the future?

7.

Where possible, connect with one or more of the prototype regions to get a sense of how they are navigating the new
system. Whether that is the North Superior Workforce Planning Board as the main contact point or another organization.
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Appendix A
Statistical Area Classification Types
Rural or Urban

SACtype

SACtype description

Urban

1

Census subdivision within census metropolitan area

Urban

2

Census subdivision within census agglomeration with at least one census tract

Urban

3

Census subdivision within census agglomeration having no census tracts

Rural

4

Census subdivision outside of census metropolitan area and census
agglomeration area having strong metropolitan influence

Rural

5

Census subdivision outside of census metropolitan area and census
agglomeration area having moderate metropolitan influence

Rural

6

Census subdivision outside of census metropolitan area and census
agglomeration area having weak metropolitan influence

Rural

7

Census subdivision outside of census metropolitan area and census
agglomeration area having no metropolitan influence

Rual

8

Census subdivision within the territories, outside of census agglomeration

Modified table from Statistics Canada.
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