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Thunder Bay's tight labour market continues to be an outlier, characterized by a relatively
low unemployment rate and widening job vacancies. In much of Canada and certainly in
the Greater Toronto Area, excess population growth has left job seekers competing for
fewer vacant jobs. In contrast, Thunder Bay's stagnant and aging population, despite
economic growth, has left employers competing for fewer available employees. In our
region, this labour shortage is driven by excess demand in healthcare, social & community
services, trades & transportation, and sales & service occupations.

The slack labour market in Toronto and tight labour market in Thunder Bay are reflected in
their participation rates. Toronto saw a net loss of 17,100 labour force participants (-0.4%)
from March to July, while Ontario saw a net gain of 5,000 (+0.1%) and Thunder Bay saw a
net gain of 1,300 (+1.9%) over the same period (1). This is expected to put negative pressure
on wages in most of Ontario, but a positive pressure on wages in Thunder Bay (2).

Despite increasing from 3.2% to 5.2% year-over-year, Thunder Bay's unemployment rate
remains very low relative to Ontario and Canada altogether (1).

Monthly Unemployment Rate in Thunder Bay vs Toronto, Ontario, & Canada
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(Statistics Canada & NSWPB, 1)
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Across Ontario, seasonally-adjusted total employment has declined by 0.3% since January
(3). Employment in the construction and services industries has withstood economic
headwinds the best, remaining nearly unchanged. Manufacturing employment declined
steeply in April amid trade and tariff uncertainty, losing 29,400 jobs from Q1 to Q2, the
largest decline since 2009, excluding COVID-19 shutdowns (4). Employment in primary
industries (forestry, fishing, oil & gas, and agriculture) has seen a rapid, continuing decline
of 8.6% overall from January to July, reflective of new economic challenges for these
export-dependent sectors.

Change in Total Employment Since January 2025, Ontario
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The figure below from the Financial Accountability Office of Ontario highlights the broad
employment loss across Ontario's economy from Q1 to Q2 of 2025 (4), led by losses in the
manufacturing industry. These manufacturing losses were found mostly in transportation
equipment, petroleum & coal products, and metal fabrication, while some sectors, notably
paper, saw growth. Professional services (insurance, real estate, engineering, etc.) and
trade & transportation (including retail), still managed to see employment growth.
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Net employment gain/loss by sector, Q1 to Q2 2025, Ontario
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Unsurprisingly, automotive manufacturing hub Windsor saw the largest employment
decline from Q1 to Q2 of 4.3%, reaching an unemployment rate of 11.2%, the highestin the
province (4). Still, many census metropolitan areas saw employment gains. Thunder Bay
experienced a loss of about 300 jobs (1).

Percentage change in employment in Ontario CMAs, Q1 to Q2 2025.
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The extensiveness of the tight labour market in Thunder Bay is shown in the chart below.
The labour shortage has been worsening; there were 2364 vacant positions in Thunder Bay
in July 2025, up 8.2% year-over-year (5). Although the infamous gap in healthcare and
social & community services has closed moderately, these sectors still see a large
shortage of available workers. Transportation, equipment operation, & the trades saw a
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widening gap, and sales & service occupations vacancies rose to 688 in July 2025 (5).
Reductions in international student visas for the near future pose a great risk to businesses
in this sector, and upward wage pressure is nearly inevitable. Although the labour shortage
in manufacturing (e.g. Thunder Bay Pulp & Paper and Alstom) is small relative to other
sectors, the sharp increase in excess labour demand year-over-year marks a significant
challenge for this key sector in Thunder Bay.

Thunder Bay Job Vacancies, July 2025 vs July 2024
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The persistent and worsening labour shortage in Thunder Bay will continue to pose a
challenge to healthcare, trades, transportation, and sales & service organizations. This
contrasts with the broader labour market in Ontario, which has now reached the highest
levels of unemployment since 2012, excluding the pandemic (4). An aging population and
slow population growth are the most obvious factors in Thunder Bay's labour shortage;
Thunder Bay's median age is 44.4 years as of 2021 vs 41.6 years for Ontario (6) and the
city's population grew by 1.5% year-over-year in July 2024, less than half of the 3.4% growth
experienced by the average city in Ontario (7).

Programs like the Skills Development Fund (8) and the Rural Community Immigration Pilot
(9) are addressing labour shortages in Thunder Bay. While these programs are a step
toward improving labour market conditions, the reality is that the challenges of our aging
and isolated city are likely to persist for the foreseeable future, barring more intensive
policy action.
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