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1.0  Executive Summary  

This report summarizes the key findings from the Labour Market Inventory completed 
in the Thunder Bay District.  In addition to this Summ ary Report, the Main Report and 
Technical Appendix for the Labour Market Inventory offer a detailed explanation of 
the background and findings of the study.  The study focuses on the six industrial 
sectors of forestry, mining, construction, manufacturing, transportation, and 
knowledge-based sectors. 
 
This report has been prepared for the North Superior Workforce Planning Board to 
provide a better understanding of current labour market trends in the District of 
Thunder Bay.  The report may be used to inform national and international businesses 
interested in locating in the Thunder Bay District about the skills available in the 
area.  This information may also assist interested bodies with forecasting future 
training needs and in making informed decisions reg arding program development, 
planning, resource allocation and community development.  
 
Below are recommendations for key stakeholders developed from the information 
gathered and analyzed for this study:  
 
1.0 Local colleges and universities 

 
1.1 Develop initiatives  that would help accelerate retraining for interested 

individuals in search of employment, especially those with a great deal 
of experience in sectors such as forestry and manufacturing that may 
have been recently laid off.  
 

1.2 Promote programs that equip stu dents with the necessary skills to meet 
the projected future demand in positions such as trades in construction, 
professionals in the knowledge -based sectors, and administrative and 
clerical positions in the knowledge -based sector. 

 
1.3 Expand and accelerate programs in occupations for which employers are 

currently experiencing difficulty recruiting including professionals (such 
as geologists and engineers), construction supervisors, ôAõ licence truck 
drivers, logisticians and business managers (especially related to 
exporting).  

 
1.4 Increase opportunities for apprenticeships and promote advantages of 

apprenticeship to local employers.  
 
2.0 Service providers and training agencies 

 
2.1 Increase training available in the following areas:  computer -based 

applications, emerging  technologies, specialized skills, financial 
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management, interpersonal and team -building skills, as these were 
identified by unemployed/under -employed workers as having a high 
level of need and interest.   

 
2.2 Create training programs , such as computer litera cy workshops, 

targeting older workers to assist in adapting to new career paths and 
emerging employment opportunities.  
 

2.3 Ensure active organizational links with associations in the construction, 
knowledge-based, education and health -related industries to im prove 
training development, given the high growth shown in the se industries.  

 
2.4 Strengthen referrals to programs at local colleges and universities with 

programs related to positions in demand or projected future demand.  
 

2.5 Coordinate opportunities for employe rs to develop shared training 
sessions to reduce costs and improve local availability of training.  

 
2.6 Develop training opportunities aimed at youth which focus on emerging 

opportunities in each sector, especially in the knowledge -based sector. 
 

2.7 Explore opportunities for shared transportation services to ensure all 
individuals have access to training sessions and can travel to outlying 
workplaces. 

 
3.0 Government 

 
Work with sector associations, the North Superior Workforce Planning Board and local 
service providers and training agencies to expand relevant training opportunities in 
the District of Thunder Bay. Potential initiatives could include:  
 

3.1 Expand the availability and accelerate the process of attaining 
occupational certifications in the District of Thunder Bay.  

 
3.2 Work with local band councils to provide targeted training opportunities 

for unemployed and underemployed Aboriginals in the District of 
Thunder Bay. 

 
3.3 Develop incentives and increase awareness among employers of the 

benefits of apprenticeship progra ms to improve utilization of 
apprenticeships locally.  

 
3.4 Investigate potential opportunities to expand training into smaller 

communities to help reverse out -migration patterns.  
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3.5 Promote and expand entrepreneurship programs, especially in smaller 
communities where employment options may be limited.  

 
4.0 Prospective Businesses 

 
4.1 Consider the following attributes of the local labour force:   
 

4.1.1  The high level of satisfaction employers have with current staff;  
4.1.2  The stable, loyal, and skilled workforce that is currently 

available;  
4.1.3  The willingness of the existing labour force to work in any 

applicable sector;  
4.1.4  The large number of well trained, skilled tradespersons in the 

District that are currently unemployed/underemployed and 
available for work . 

5.0 Workers 
 
5.1 Explore opportuniti es to apply transferable skills to shortages in the 

knowledge-based and construction sectors, as they are showing the 
strongest growth.  
 

5.2 Utilize opportunities to receive specialized industry skills training on 
emerging technologies to stay up -to-date on t he changing nature of 
industries.  

 

2.0  Background 

This study has been prepared for the North Superior Workforce Planning Board to 
provide a better understanding of the current labour market trends in the Distric t of 
Thunder Bay.  As the economic environment co ntinues to change significantly 
throughout the District, the need for timely and accurate labour market information 
to help understand current employment gaps and opportunities and forecast future 
occupational and training needs is growing.   
 
The North Superior Workforce Planning Board is one of twenty -one Local Training 
Boards across Ontario.  The Board plays an important role in facilitating local 
planning, creating and leveraging partnerships, and providing  labour market  
intelligence and leadership to h elp address both current and emerging labour market 
issues.  In keeping with its mission of  òconnecting community partners to improve the 
quality of l ife in our communities through workforce developmentó, the NSWPB 
commissioned the Labour Market Inventory Project  to explore current employment 
options and training needs.  
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2.1  Objectives of the Project  

The Labour Market Inventory will act as a key resource for the development of local 
human resources strategies for the District of Thunder Bay. It explores current labour  
trends in an attempt t o ensure that the people of the District of Thunder Bay are 
positioned to effectively participate in the regionõs future.   
 
This study seeks to achieve the following specific objectives:  

 Provide a profile of the existing  skills, training and educational attainment by 
the resident labour force;  

 Outline labour market information to support new businesses;  

 Identify skills training, education, upgrading and other programs and services 
required to improve employment opportunit ies; 

 Assess the future demand for skills and labour force needs in key sectors of the 
economy; 

 Identify gaps in the labour pool essential for existing and future employers.  
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Map of Local Area #24  
 

Source: North Superior Workforce Planning Board, 2009 

 
2.2  Scope 

This study covers the area serviced by the North Superior Workforce Plan ning Board, 
located in Northwestern Ontario.  The region is known as Local Area #24, here after 
referred to as the District of Thunder Bay  or the Thunder Bay District. The following 
figure illustrates the study area.  
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Figure 1: Comparative Population Growth in the 
District of Thunder Bay and its Sub -Regions, 

and Ontario, 1991 -2006  
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3.0  Methodology  

The labour market inventory was conducted mainly through primary research. On the 
supply side, 225 telephone surveys were conducted with unemployed or 
underemployed workers currently residing in the Thunder Bay District .  The purpose 
of the survey was to evaluate current and desired skills, training, qualifications and 
education, as well as job and salary expectations. On the demand side, 125 employers 
in the District participated in a telephone questionnaire to gather information on 
current and future empl oyment conditions, gaps and needs in key industrial sectors. 
This primary research was supplemented with interviews of employers, local 
economic agencies and sector associations as well as secondary research from 
published sources to provide a full profile  of the labour market in the District of 
Thunder Bay.   
 
For the purpose of this study, the District of Thunder Bay represents the Census 
Division of Thunder Bay and is disaggregated into five sub-regions: the city of Thunder 
Bay, Nipigon/Red Rock, Schreiber/Terrace Bay, Marathon/Manitouwadge and 
Greenstone. Economic data is provided for  the Economic Region of Northwest Ontario 
which includes the census divisions of Thunder Bay, Rainy River and Kenora.  
 

4.0  Demographics  

With a current population in 2006 of 
149,063, according to Statistics Canadaõs 
2006 Census, the District of Thunder Bay 
has seen a population decrease of 6.1% 
since 1991.  Compared to the other Sub-
Regions in the District, the city of Thunder 
Bay experienced the smallest population 
decrease at 4.2%. This was exceeded 
substantially by Nipigon/Red Rock, 
Schreiber/Terrace Bay, 
Marathon/Manitouwadge, and Greenstone 
with population decreases of 25.1%, 42.3%, 
31.8%, and 24.9% respectively. 
Interviewees indicate that much of this 
decline has been the result of individuals 
leaving the area to seek employment 
opportunities  elsewhere because of job 
losses in sectors such as forestry and 
manufacturing . 
 
The lack of population growth in the District masks the fact that the Aboriginal 
population, 10.5% of th e total population , is growing quickly. The Census suggests the 
growth rate of the Aboriginal population to be more than 17% between 2001 and 2006.  
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Figure 2: Population 25 to  64 Years of Age by Highest 
Certificate, Diploma or Degree, Thunder Bay District 

and Ontario, 2006  
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In the District of Thunder Bay in 
2006, 17.7% of individuals age 25-65 
held a university degree or higher  
level of education, compared to 
26.0% of the Ontario population.  
However, the District showed a 
greater percent of the population 
with an apprenticeship or trades 
certificate (12.7%) compared to 
Ontario (8.8%).  As a result,  the 
District  is well -positioned for 
industries requiring skilled trades , 
but may lag in attracting and 
retaining industries requiring post -
secondary, technical/professional 
designations.  
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Figure 3: Labour Force, by Employment Status, Northwest ern  

Ontario, 1998 -2008 
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5.0  Labour Force Overview  

Recent labour force trends 
since the last Census are 
reported by Statist ics 
Canada for the Northwestern 
Ontario area as a whole.  The 
total labour force in 
Northwestern Ontario , of 
which the Thunder Bay 
District comprises the largest 
share, has decreased since 
2003.  Full -time employment 
declined during this period, 
standing at 79,200 in 2008, 
compared to 90,400 in 2003, 
a decrease of 12.4%.  Similarly , part -time employment decreased to 23,400 in 2008 
from 26,700 in 2003.   
 
The number of unemployed individuals in Northwestern Ontario  fluctuated between 
7,400 and 8,800 from 2003 to 2008, which was below the 1998 level of 10,900. This 
decline in the number of unemployed individuals  in the face of declining overall 
employment provides further evidence of the movement of individuals out of the 
District in search of employment elsewh ere.  
 
For the period of July 12, 2009, to August 8, 2009 , the overall unemployment rate in 
the District of Thunder Bay 
stood at 8.9 %.  In the  2006 
Census, it was  reported 
that  the highest 
unemployment rate  in the 
District of Thunder Bay 
was for the cohor t aged 15 
to 24 at 16.0%, compared 
to the population 24 and 
over at 6.5%.  
 

Of the six industrial  
sectors focused on in this 
study, knowledge-based1 
industries make up the 
largest percentage  (20.5%) 
of employment. This 

                                                 
1 For the purpose of this study, the knowledge -based sector includes processes primarily based on the 
exchange of information such as information services , including  education, finance, real estate, as well 
as professional, scientific and technical services ( not including government or health services ).  

Figure 4: Northwest  Economic Region Employment by Selected 

Industries (in Thousands), 2008  

 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Northwestern Ontario Employment by Selected 
Industries (in T housands), 2008  
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includes: information, culture and re creation (3.9%); education services (9.3%); 
professional, scientific and technical services (4.2%); and finance, insurance, real 
estate and leasing (3.1%). Manufacturing makes up the next largest percentage of 
employment (7.4%); followed by transportation and warehousing (6.2%); construction 
(5.9%); and forestry, fishing, mining, oil, and gas (3.2%).  
 
Since 2003, area employment has dropped by half in the forestry/fishing/mining/oil 
and gas sector and in the manufacturing sector, whereas it has increased i n the 
knowledge-based sector (trade, finance, insurance, real estate, leasing, professional ,  
scientific and technical services ).  These findings demonstrate a decreasing reliance 
of the local eco nomy on primary industry and an  increasing reliance on tertia ry2 
industry.  
 
  

6.0  Overview of Industrial Sectors  

6.1  Forestry  

For many years, forestry has been a major  local industry driving the District of 
Thunder Bayõs primary productive engine, making up as much as 14.9% of total 
employment in the area.  Over the last fi ve years, however,  employment in forestry, 
logging, and support in Northwestern Ontario , not including manufacturing or 
transportation of goods, has declined by 46.2%.  The unemployment rate in 
Northwestern Ontario  for  forestry, fishing, mining, oil and ga s remained fairly stable 
from 1998 to 2003, ranging from 5.6% to 3.1%, but has risen substantially in recent 
years to 19.5% in 2008. Despite the uncertain outlook of the forestry industry today, 
analysts report emerging opportunities in the value -added sector . 

 

6.2  Mining 

The mining industry has gone through an unparalleled period of economic growth 
followed by a major slowdown during the global  recession beginning in the summer of 
2008.   In the Thunder Bay District, there are four mines that, when in full ope ration, 
employ 1,400 workers. The platinum mine, employing 350 workers, located outside of 
Thunder Bay, has suspended operations indefinitely since late 2008.  One aspect of 
mining services which continues to be strong in Northwestern Ontario  is exploratio n, 
with 800 people employed.  The Mining Industry Human Resources Council expects 
major worker shortages in the industry in the next five to ten years due to 
retirement. Skills gaps that are emerging within the industry emphasize technical 
specializations including tele -mining and automation. 3 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Tertiary industry is the segment of the economy that provides  services to consumers.  
3 Tele-mining and automation refer to the use of technology, including underground communications, 
positioning, process engineering, monitoring and control systems, to operate mining equipment and 
systems. 
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6.3  Construction  

Despite the current period of economic uncertainty, many construction contractors 
are reporting continued stability in activity levels, especially due to growing 
opportunities in the instit utional sect or.  Recently announced senior government 
economic stimulus packages appear to be assisting in this regard .  In Northwestern 
Ontario, employment in the construction industry peaked in 2004, with 6,600 full -
time employees and 600 part -time employees.  Emplo yment dropped dramatically in 
2005 and has since risen to 6,100 .  Since 2005, the unemployment rate in the industry 
has been steadily declining, reaching 11.6% in 2008. In Northern Ontario, many  
contractors reported poor availability of skilled labour and a shortage of skilled 
tradespersons as well as inspectors, supervisors and managers. 
 

6.4  Manufacturing  

The manufacturing sector accounts for 7.4% of employment in the District of Thunder 
Bay and 8% in Northwestern Ontario .  In the District of Thunder Bay , the industry has 
been hit hard by the recession and previously by closures in the forestry sector, seeing 
a decline of 21% in employment since 2000. The unemployment rate in manufacturing 
in 2008 increased to 14.6%.  Some barriers to the retention and growth of 
manufacturing enterprises include a lack of management skills and a shortage of 
skilled tradespersons such as industrial mechanics and tool and die .  
 

6.5  Transportation  

Employment in transportation and warehousing makes up approximately 6.0% of total 
employment in the District and the industry is struggling. Major declines of 10 -30% 
from last year have been reported by businesses in the railroad and trucking 
industries. The transportation and warehousing industry in Northwestern Ontario  saw 
a decline in tot al employment of 900 individuals from 2007 to 2008.  An even greater 
decrease in employment in the industry is expected for 2009. Prior to the economic 
slowdown, however , major shortages were being reported for Class A drivers and 
transportation logisticia ns. An economic recovery would likely result in the need to 
expand the supply of skilled workers in these occupations.  
 

6.6  Knowledge -Based 

Knowledge-based sectors have played a growing role in the Districtõs economy, rising 
in the last 10 years to make up 20. 5% of total employment in the area in 2008.  In 
Northwestern Ontario  overall , educational services make up the greatest number of 
people employed in the knowledge -based sector, while e mployment in biotechnology 
and life sciences research is increasing in importance in the District. Current 
occupational shortages include positions in preclinical research, marketing, and 
manufacturing positions; math and computer scientists; and jobs related to 
information technology.  
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Figure 5: Skills Possessed by Unemployed and 

Underemployed Workers  

13.1%

8.4%

5.8%

10.5%

9.9%

8.2%

13.0%

3.5%

7.3%

7.5%

3.8%

7.3%

0.6%

1.1%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0%

Technical

Specific product knowledge

Training for equipment/machines

Training in computers

Management

Human relations

Customer service

Financial management

Training in team -building skills

Training in communication skills

Business planning

Professional training /qualifications

Don't know

No / None

Percent

S
ki

lls

7.0  Key Survey Results 

The two telephone s urveys conducted for this study provide a useful range of 
information necessary to identify labour market gaps and opportunities for training 
and skills development within the six sectors under study across the District of 
Thunder Bay. 
 

7.1  Existing Skills  

While there has been some out -migration of workers (especi ally young adults) to seek 
jobs, education, and training elsewhere, a large number of experienced, well -
qualified individuals have remained in the area, although many are unemployed or 
underemployed.  The employer survey found a very high level of satisfaction with 
current staff skills and abilities in each sector.  Overall, 87.4% of employers were 
satisfied with current staff skills and abilities.   While at quite modest levels of 
concern, the four mos t common problems identified were computer skills (identified 
by 11.9% of employers), the ability to work in teams (9.5%), interpersonal skills (9.5%) 
and reliability (9.5%).  
 
Figure 5 shows the 
wide range of job 
skills possessed by the 
unemployed/ range of 
skills among 
unemployed and 
underemployed 
respondents, including 
considerable technical 
skill and specific 
product knowledge in 
various sectors.  It 
shows that 13.1% of 
respondents possess 
technical skills, 10.5% 
possess training in 
general computer 
technology and 5.8% 
possess specific 
training in computer 
technology for 
equipment and 
machinery.  It also shows that 9.9% of respondents have management skills, while 
13.0% possess skills in customer service and 8.2% have skills in human relations.  
 
There are a particularly high percentage of management skills among individuals who 
previously worked in forestry, mining and manufacturing.  Employers recognize that 
many unemployed and underemployed workers with training in sectors such as 












