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Population change in Canada

2015 marked Canada’s shift of from the previous first-come, first-served immigration
model to the modern, points-based system under the new Trudeau government. Express
Entry was launched on January 1, 2015, setting the priority on getting young, skilled
workers into the labour force quickly. Canada’s total immigration target grew from 260,000
in 2015 to 485,000 in 2024. Annual population growth exploded from roughly 0.8% in 2015
to a staggering 5.0% in 2024 (1). This coincided with a dramatic increase in the non-
permanent population in Canada (students, TFWs, IMP workers) from 757,000 in 2015 to
3.1 millionin 2024 (2). As the vast majority of Canada’s population growth has come from
immigration in recent history (3), the close correlation of population growth and
immigration are highlighted below.
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This decade-long growth has recently taken a sudden one-eighty, resulting in an
unprecedented quarterly population decline. In response to a majority Canadians souring
on the aforementioned elevated levels of immigration (5), the Carney government has
softened immigration targets to 385,000 in 2026 and 370,000 in 2027 (6) and aims to
permanently settle the 2.8 million non-permanent residents in Canada, already down
measurably from the 3.1 million peak in October 2025, which has directly caused the
recent population decline.



. C ission de planificati
North Superior | St "
Workforce Planning Board Ari
February 23, 2026 ? Nord Supérieur

New Permanent Residents and Net Non-Permanent Resident
in Canada, Quarterly +314,059
300k

200k
100k
ok

-100k

-176,479
-200k
2000 2002 2005 2007 2010 2012 2015 2017 2020 2022 2025

(NSWPB, Statistics Canada, 7)

Further exacerbating Canada’s population decline is the increasing number of non-
permanent residents leaving Canada, either by choice or because their visas are expiring,
with 2.1 million temporary residents’ visas expiring in 2026 alone (8).

Non-Permanent Residents Arriving in and Leaving
Canada
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Thunder Bay’s population growth certainly benefitted from Canada’s immigration boom. As

outlined in the figure below, the decade prior to 2015, the city’s population went through a
long period of stagnation and decline.

Thunder Bay CMA Annual Population Change, 2001-
2025
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In the coming years, if diminished immigration levels persist, Thunder Bay could likely

experience a similar period of population stagnation.

Thunder Bay Census Metropolitan Area Population,
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Labour market conditions

As of early 2026, Thunder Bay’s labour market remains remarkably tight. This contrasts
with larger markets, like Toronto, and the aggregate Canadian labour market, which saw
unemployment rates rise repeatedly from the 2022-2023 lows until Q4 2025 (10).
Undoubtedly, the current period of population decline is the most apparent cause. With a
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great quantity of people leaving Canada, especially as retirements climb (11), the supply of
labour is shrinking, so those searching for work have less competition.

Unemployment Rate in Canada, Ontario, Toronto, and Thunder Bay
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While high population growth outpaced economic growth in Toronto, Thunder Bay’s
relatively modest population growth has kept the unemployment rate low. The distinct
nature of the city’s labour market is also visible in the participation rate, as for the first time
since 2018, Thunder Bay’s rate is higher than that of Ontario as a whole.

Participation Rate in Canada, Ontario, Toronto, and Thunder Bay, %
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In such a tight labour market, potentially inactive people are pulled back into the labour
force. Employers are incentivizing later retirement, and hardly anyone is discouraged by the
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prospect of difficulty in finding work. Thunder Bay has essentially run its human capital

reserves dry. With an aging population and weak population growth (13), any change to this
environment is unlikely to arrive quickly.

Labour market sectors through 2025

In 2025, various industries in Ontario experienced a rollercoaster of challenges. The
agriculture industry was squeezed by tariffs from the nation’s two largest trading partners,
the United States and China (14)(15), and several regional droughts through the summer
further reduced the agricultural labour demand (16).

Jan-Dec Change,

Industry Total Employment

Goods-producing sector -1%
Agriculture -11%
Natural resources -1%
Utilities 4%
Construction -2%
Manufacturing 0%
Services-producing sector 1%
Wholesale and retail trade 3%
Transportation and warehousing 6%
Finance, insurance and real estate 2%
Professional, scientific and technical services 0%
Business, building and other services -9%
Educational services -6%
Health care and social assistance 2%
Information, culture and recreation 4%
Accommodation and food services 0%
Other services 7%
Public administration -2%
Total 0%

(NSWPB, Statistics Canada, 17)

Surprisingly, transportation and warehousing employment was minimally impacted by the
2025 tariffs, growing 6% year-over-year. This is likely attributed to supply chain changes and
increased logistical complexity in the tariff-heavy environment, requiring more workers.

Business, building, and related services saw the second-highest decline in employment
through 2025. As hybrid work models have become the norm for many companies, office
building vacancy rates have reached historic highs (18), and recent economic woes have
led to layoffs in support areas of many businesses.

Cuts to immigration have also lead to fewer international students arriving in Canada,
abating the most profitable revenue stream of post-secondary institutions. Most colleges
and universities’ have promptly adapted through program cuts and layoffs (19).
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Change in Employment in Ontario from January 2025
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Thunder Bay’s labour market

As of early 2026, the demand for labour in the District of Thunder Bay reflects a market that
is not just tight but actively restructuring itself around essential services and technical
expertise. While Ontario saw a 9% contraction in business and building services, Thunder
Bay’s job postings for business, finance, and administration grew by 9% year-over-year.
Although small in absolute terms, the 86% growth in senior management postings
indicates a growing need for leadership, possibly compounded by retirements among
senior managers.

Job postings by industry, District of Thunder Bay

Industry Q42024 Q42025 Change

Art, culture, recreation, and sport 58 50 -14%
Business, finance, and administration 439 480 9%
Education, law, and community services 465 356 -23%
Health 529 511 -3%
Manufacturing and utilities 65 47 -28%
Natural and applied sciences 113 109 -4%
Natural resources and agriculture 18 26 44%
Sales and service 1004 1285 28%
Senior management 7 13 86%
Trades, transportation, and equipment 383 532 39%

(NSWPB, 20)
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The most notable divergence, however, is found in the trades, transportation, and
equipment sector. While provincial employment in this category grew modestly, the
demand in Thunder Bay far exceeds Ontario, with job postings jumping 39% to reach 532 in
Q4 2025. This excessive demand for trades and transport workers, paired with a 28%
increase in sales and service postings, underscores the human capital exhaustion
mentioned previously. Local businesses are struggling to find front-line staff and technical
operators as the supply of labour continues to shrink.

Meanwhile, the sectors showing the sharpest declines in postings, specifically education,
law, and community services (-23%) and manufacturing and utilities (-28%), reflect the
broader provincial conditions. The decline in education postings aligns with the post-
secondary adaptations following the immigration cuts. Confederation College, for example,
cut 11 programs in 2025 (21). In manufacturing, the local decline mirrors the national
stagnation. In particular, the mothballing of the Terrace Bay pulp mill is reflective of these
conditions (22), however the new TTC contract at the Thunder Bay Alstom plant should
bolster the industry (23). With sales and service postings peaking at 1,285, the highest of
any category, Thunder Bay is entering 2026 as a market where the primary economic
constraintis no longer a lack of jobs, but a literal lack of people.

Updates and outlook

Readers of North Superior Workforce Planning Board’s content should look forward to
NSWPB’s 2026 Annual Labour Market Information Report publication this spring, which will
include a plethora of in-depth information for employers and service providers to make use
of. NSWPB is also currently conducting an employer survey on the impact of immigration
changes in the Thunder Bay district, which will inform future publications. If you are an
employer who has not completed the survey, it can be accessed on NSWPB.ca.

Lastly, one notable labour market happening is the January 2026 update to the
Employment Standards Act, which now requires employers employing 25 or more people
to provide an expected range on compensation on public job postings, among other
changes (24).
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