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Abstract
Decline is a real and protracted issue that has taken shape and form in different ways across
Northern Ontario. While not all municipalities have been hit equally hard by the effects of industry
flight, an aging population, and youth out-migration, the general trend is one of, at best, stagnation
and slow growth. While the Province implemented the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario in 2011
to try and address these issues, it has been limited in its capacity to effect much change. The
Growth Plan for Northern Ontario generally fails to address the needs and priorities of all
communities, large or small, diversified economy or single-industry town. The smallest of the
small feel left behind, while the largest municipalities are left wondering what the GPNO really
does for them at all when the province fails to follow through on its promises or provide the
resources to back up its policies.
Following a comprehensive review of demographics, policy, case studies, and content and
validation interviews, this report provides ten next step recommendations. These next steps are
addressed to various levels of government and are not an exhaustive list of the various policies and
initiatives that could be undertaken to address the issues of decline in Northern Ontario. However,
what they do accomplish is presenting high-level directions for each level of government that
prioritize local knowledge and decision-making. By empowering local communities, and listening
so that they can be provided with the tools they know they need to succeed, provincial influence
and investment can be applied in a much more directed and meaningful manner.
This research presents ideas for how this can be realized, and hopefully inspires and
initiates a conversation regarding how the implementation of these next step recommendations
could benefit the North.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Northern Ontario has been losing population for several decades, as demonstrated in Figure
1. This is the result of high youth out-migration, falling birth rates, a rapidly aging population,
and mining, forestry, and associated secondary industry economic downturns (Creating Our
Future, 2005; Northern Policy Institute, 2014). However, despite poor economic outlooks, most
residents wish to remain in the communities and regions they call home (Wiersma & Koster, 2014).
Figure 1: Northern Ontario Population from 1991 to 2016
830000
820000

Population

810000
800000
790000
780000
770000
760000
750000
1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

2020

2025

Year

This chart highlights the ongoing population decline being experienced by Northern Ontario
over the past 25 years (Moazzami, 2015).
Across Northern Ontario, certain regional hubs are avoiding decline as they become
landing sites for residents from surrounding villages and hamlets. The Growth Plan for Northern
Ontario (GPNO) has sought to identify many of these sites as ESHs, or Economic and Service
Hubs (Ontario, 2011, p. 25). Additionally, the GPNO has identified the five largest municipalities
in Northern Ontario as Strategic Core Areas (SCAs), locations where most future growth in the
North should be focused. These five SCAs are Greater Sudbury, North Bay, Sault Ste. Marie,
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Timmins, and Thunder Bay (Ontario, 2011, p. 28). However, Figure 2 shows how at a Districtlevel, certain regions such as Kenora, Manitoulin, and Parry Sound have also been able to stave
off decline, or even experience limited growth, primarily due to the aging population requiring
medical or other health services that are provided in these communities (Statistics Canada, 2015a;
2016). This population retention manifests itself through the development of assisted-living
residences, nursing homes, and expanded medical facilities in these regional hubs.
Figure 2: Population Decline by Northern Ontario District from 1996 to 2016
1996 Pop.
2016 Pop. % Change
District
125,455
114,094
Algoma
-9.1
93,240
79,682
Cochrane
-14.5
63,360
65,533
Kenora
3.4
11,747
13,255
Manitoulin
12.8
84,832
83,150
Nipissing
-2.0
39,885
42,591
Parry Sound
6.8
23,138
20,110
Rainy River
-13.1
23,831
21,546
Sudbury District
-9.6
168,390
164,689
Greater Sudbury
-2.2
157,619
146,048
Thunder Bay
-7.3
37,807
32,251
Timiskaming
-14.7
829,304
782,949
TOTAL
-5.6
This chart further demonstrates that, with limited exceptions, Northern Ontario has
experienced ongoing population decline (Statistics Canada, 1996; 2001; 2006; 2011; 2016).
Regardless, the longevity of this limited growth or stasis for these communities is far from
guaranteed. In many ways, both the GPNO and local community plans for these municipalities
are failing to appropriately address the problems facing the communities they are striving to help.
Rather than identifying the problems caused by decline and creating policies that address this
reality and the hardships they bring, existing policy tends to focus exclusively on economic
development to halt decline. Furthermore, this focus on economic development is often not
responsive to the unique needs of Northern Ontario communities. Instead, it is perceived by many
as viewing Northern Ontario issues through a Southern Ontario lens (Northwestern Ontario
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Municipal Association, 2014). It is the intention of this research report to determine where decline
most needs to be planned for, how different local contexts may command different approaches to
this planning, and to recommend next steps that can be addressed at local, district, and provincial
levels in order to support the long-term sustainability of Ontario’s Northern communities.
There exists research that questions why population decline is a negative outcome. This
research questions the “decline is bad” mantra by arguing there are ecological, public health,
economical, and social benefits to “right-sizing” municipalities (Hollander, 2011; Hollander,
2009; Schilling & Logan, 2008; Langner & Endlicher, 2007). This “right-sizing” considers
population decline as an opportunity for better matching municipal resources and amenities to the
existing population size, rather than focusing solely on growth. However, by focusing too much
on the merits (or lack thereof) of a reduced population, it becomes difficult to address the root
causes of why this decline is happening, making any kind of right-sizing difficult. This report takes
a firm position that declining populations are a negative outcome. This position is taken due to
several reasons. First this report seeks to critically engage with the implementation, not simply
the essence, of the GPNO’s goals and objectives. Further, these goals and objectives were codeveloped with municipalities in the North. The municipalities themselves are the ones espousing
a desire for growth. The research report simply seeks to question the efficacy of current policy.
Second, the causes of this decline (youth out-migration, industry collapse, a rapidly aging
population) are symptoms of broader failures. While it may be true that “right-sizing” can provide
ecological, economical, and social benefits in the long-term, the reason right-sizing must occur in
the first place is because such a location is currently failing to meet the needs of its residents to
stay in place. This is hardly a positive situation. As such, this report maintains that decline is a
negative outcome.
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Chapter 2: Research Questions & Objective
This research report asks: How are Northern Ontario communities experiencing population
decline differently, and what measures can be taken to address these problems? In order to answer
this question, the following objectives were addressed:
A. To identify which Northern Ontario communities are declining most rapidly, which are
maintaining their populations or even growing, and what are the reasons documented in
policy and literature for these specific outcomes;
B. To examine municipalities outside Northern Ontario that have successfully used
community planning and policy measures to address population decline (i.e., success
stories; case examples of best practices); and
C. To outline lessons learned and next steps from these success stories, policy, and
demographics review that can be shared among Northern Ontario communities.
In 2011, the Province of Ontario adopted the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario (GPNO),
which takes a high-level approach to managing expected growth in the North. The development
of the GPNO was announced by then-Premier Dalton McGuinty in 2007, and was spearheaded by
the Ministry of Northern Development and Mines. However, also involved were the “G-North”
board, composed of representatives from the following ministries of the Government of Ontario
(Cision, 2007):
• Public Infrastructure
Renewal
• Municipal Affairs &
Housing
• Energy
• Research &
Innovation

• Health & Long-term
Care
• Economic Development
& Trade
• Natural Resources
• Training, Colleges &
Universities

• Education

• Transportation

• Finance

• Aboriginal
Affairs
• Environment

• Tourism
• Citizenship &
Immigration

Consultation with the public and experts for development of the plan began in 2007, and sought
to “foster a smarter, more innovative and competitive economy and help…ensure a brighter future
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for Northern families” (Ontario, 2008, p.1). However, throughout this consultation, and since its
implementation, the GPNO has been poorly received by Northern Ontarians. The GPNO has been
criticized for being too vague, not adequately addressing the causes of decline in the North, not
providing a realistic understanding of how Northern Ontario’s economic regions interact, and not
following through on its promises for further implementation regulations and funding (Stewart,
2009; Cirtwill, 2017; Conteh, 2017).
Given these problems, some of which are subjective, but others clearly objective, there exists
a need for better policy at municipal and provincial levels. These policies should outline the
specific long-term planning actions that communities can work towards to ensure planning is
responsive to the on-the-ground realities, and not just oriented towards procuring growth.
Before delving deeply into the research, one can speculate that instigating this policy
discussion would have numerous possible economic benefits for municipalities, and these are
further explored throughout this research report. The steps that need to be taken to improve this
planning in Northern Ontario could be accomplished first by developing an understanding of the
areas in which these municipalities’ decline-caused needs are found. Following this, the places
where potential cost-saving partnerships could emerge, already exist, or have been alluded to by
the GPNO can be identified, making it possible to develop next step recommendations that lay out
how municipalities can best benefit fiscally while remaining thoughtful of residents.
An additional benefit to better policy regarding planning for decline in more remote
communities is the ability to include First Nations, Métis, and Inuit interests in the development
of these plans. The GPNO in its current form does not adequately address Indigenous peoples in
Northern Ontario, focusing exclusively on on-reserve planning (Ontario, 2011, pp. 40-45). This
fails to account for the fact that over half of all Indigenous peoples in Northern Ontario do not live
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on reserves (Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative, 2015; CBC, 2017).

While most rural

communities across Canada are in a state of population decline, First Nations, Métis, and Inuit
people have some of the highest growth rates of any demographic in the country (Statistics Canada,
2015b). The District of Nipissing is an example where, despite overall population stagnation,
Indigenous birthrates continue to grow. This report will also briefly explore how municipalities
and the Province can ensure that local Indigenous peoples can be better included in future planning
for decline, regardless of their location. Approaching policy development for long-term
sustainability in this way guarantees that the voices of younger members of historically
marginalised, yet actually growing, communities are heard in future planning exercises. In turn,
this can promote broader social equity within and between Northern communities.
The final overarching benefit to producing next step recommendations for declining
communities is the potential to improve overall quality of life in a given municipality. Design that
seeks to create a more accessible and liveable community for all residents ultimately makes their
home a place that is designed to benefit everyone who lives there. Such a future-focused approach
to planning could ensure that as these communities age, they are still capable of providing for and
meeting the needs of everyone living there. This benefits residents socially, as they are able to
remain in their established social groups and homes, and also benefits the municipality as it retains
ratepayers longer.
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Chapter 3: Methods & Methodology
The means through which the research questions were answered varied in order to create a
well-rounded, self-reflective methodology. The following methods ensure that researcher bias is
mitigated as best is possible; that the research is analytically generalizable (knowing that the
findings are not generalizable beyond the Northern context); and that the methods are firmly
connected and applied effectively. A demographics analysis and policy review, a brief selection
of case studies where successes combatting decline have been shown elsewhere in Canada, as well
as content and validation interviews were conducted. This led to the drafting of next steps that
address decline at a local, district, and provincial level in order to support the long-term
sustainability of Northern communities. This methodology was approved by the General Research
Ethics Board, and a copy of their approval has been included in this report as Appendix D. These
methods address the research question and objectives according to Figure 3 below.
Figure 3: Utilized Methods, Resources, and their Respective Objectives Addressed
Method

Resources
•
•
•
•

Objectives
Addressed

Statistics Canada
A, B
Growth Plan for Northern Ontario (2011)
Municipal Official Plans
Case studies on other Canadian communities
Case Studies
B
that have achieved success combatting
population decline
• 1 - Growing Northern Ontario municipality
Content Interviews
C
• 1 - Stable Northern Ontario Municipality
• 1 - Declining Northern Ontario Municipality
• Analysing Content Interview Data
C
Drafting Next Step
• Analysing Demographics & Policy Review
Matrix
• 1 additional Declining Northern Ontario
Validation
Municipality
C
Interviews (2 in
• 1 additional Growing Northern Ontario
Northern Ontario)
municipality
This table provides a high-level overview of the methods that will be employed to conduct this
research, and how each method connects to the research objectives.
Demographics
Analysis & Policy
Review
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Demographics Analysis & Policy Review
A detailed analysis of the GPNO, the Official Plans of the community hubs with
populations above 8000 people identified in the GPNO, and a review of both historic and
contemporary Statistics Canada census data form the cornerstone of this research. This review
serves two functions. First, the census review sorted the key municipalities identified in the GPNO
into those that are experiencing decline, those that have remained stable, and those that have
experienced growth. This allowed, in an objective and transparent way, the determination of which
communities are in decline, and which communities may perhaps be models worthy of further
investigating for preventing decline.
The next step was a policy review, which included the GPNO and the official plans of
those municipalities that were identified as key hubs in the GPNO. This review included both a
manifest and latent content analysis focusing on the policies that specifically address the issue of
decline in Northern Ontario as a whole (as identified by the GPNO), and at the municipality level
(Berg, 2008). Manifest content analysis refers to the act of analysing a document for specific
keywords or phrases, which enables fast and reliable analysis of texts while still providing
meaningful quantitative data (Dooley, 2016). Latent content analysis meanwhile goes beyond
strictly enumerating key words and seeks to find interpret underlying meaning within content
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In the context of analysing policy documents, this takes the form of
analysing why municipalities may or may not focus on certain topics or issues in their plans.
Policies that contain references to decline and population trends were tabulated to determine
quantitatively which documents lend greater thought to these issues. A latent content analysis for
the entirety of these documents was also conducted to ascertain the tone each document takes in
acknowledging decline. Through this review it became possible to develop a better understanding
of how the Province and these individual communities and municipalities perceive their current
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situations, and how they have been planning for them. An additional outcome of this review was
a better understanding of the industrial drivers of these communities’ local economies were,
ranging from mining, logging, pulp and paper, tourism, government, or service towns.
The result of this is a matrix, similar to Figure 4 below, that shows broadly how decline is
being addressed through planning policy in Northern Ontario. This data is further delineated by
whether policy was associated with communities in decline, those that have stable populations, or
those with limited growth. Collectively, this serves to answer the first research question.
By drawing directly from Statistics Canada data, researcher bias is easily mitigated in terms
of defining which municipalities are experiencing decline. As the concept of “being in decline” is
undoubtedly contentious, having such an objective baseline was imperative for developing positive
relationships with interview respondents later on in the project. The use of official plans and the
GPNO is similarly strategic. By taking policy directly from official, government-endorsed
planning documents, possible concerns of researcher bias in determining whether a municipality
is or is not planning for decline were assuaged.
Figure 4: Example Policy Review Matrix
Growth
Trend

Municipality

↓

Kapuskasing
Elliot Lake

↔
↑

Thunder Bay
Greater
Sudbury

Key Decline
Issue #1

Key Decline
Issue #2

-Policy

-Policy

GAP
-Policy

-Policy
GAP

-Policy
-Policy

Growth Plan Growth Plan
Issue #1
Issue #2

GAP
-Policy
-Policy
-Policy

GAP

-Policy
-Policy
-Policy

GAP
-Policy

-Policy

-Policy

This matrix is an example of how the policy review connects municipal policy with the Growth
Plan for Northern Ontario and Statistics Canada data. The matrix provides a visual aid for
identifying gaps in municipal policy, aiding development of content interview questions.
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Case Studies
Two case studies from communities outside of Northern Ontario were also completed.
Emphasis was placed on municipalities that have experienced the phenomenon of population
decline due to similar reasons as those experienced by Northern Ontario communities, as
determined through the demographics analysis and policy review.

For these reasons, the

communities of Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan and Smith Falls, Ontario were chosen as two prime
examples of this phenomenon. Both communities have seen successes due to the implementation
of decline-combatting planning and community-building strategies, as is discussed in the Case
Study section. As case studies emphasize detailed contextual analysis of a limited number of
events or conditions and their relationships, they provide useful insight into how approaches to
combatting decline can and have been successfully implemented (Yin, 1984, p. 23).
Content Interviews
Having determined which municipalities are declining, stable, or growing through the
demographics analysis and policy review, semi-structured interviews were then conducted with
three planners, one planner from each context (declining, stable, and growing). The focus of these
interviews was to determine how planners perceive decline in their communities, what approaches
they have already taken to address this decline, what they believe has worked well to address
decline, and what they believe has not worked well. Semi-structured interviews allow a standard
core of questions to be administered to all interviewees, while also permitting the conversation to
shift depending on the answers received (Dunn, 2016). The guides used for these initial interviews
are included in this report as Appendix A. All interview participants in this research project
consented to having their names included in this report and were provided the opportunity to
review their interview findings prior to completion of the project.
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Drafting Next Steps
Having identified key themes through the case studies and interview process, this project
proceeded to drafting initial next step recommendations. These next steps aligned with previously
identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and challenges from the interviews and case study
communities. In conjunction with the relevant census data, relevant provincial and federal policy,
and the previously completed policy review, next step actions were drafted that can be proposed
to local, district, and provincial levels. The focus was on identifying how planning can be
conducted in Northern Ontario in a way that is sensitive to the unique contexts of its municipalities,
while applying the consolidated interview data from Northern Ontario and broader Canadian case
study contexts. In this way, these next steps are also able to provide insights that can cut across
the differences between the various kinds of communities in the North.
Validation Interviews
In order to ensure the internal validity of my findings and to mitigate the effects of
researcher bias on the draft next step recommendations, two validation interviews were conducted.
These interviews were split amongst identified GPNO municipalities that interviews had not yet
been conducted in. This was done to remove possible bias from respondents who may have been
able to identify recommendations that were specifically developed in response to their earlier
interview. One municipality interviewed was a community deemed to be declining by the
demographic analysis, while the other was a growing community. This helped ensure that the
suggested next steps were validated by planners experiencing both sides of the issue in the North.
The guides used for these interviews are included in this report as Appendix B.
While the inclusion of validation interviews with planners from the Province would have
greatly benefited and triangulated the findings of this research, such additional interviews were
beyond the temporal scope of this project.
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Chapter 4: Demographics Analysis & Policy Review
In this chapter, an analysis of the demographics of Northern Ontario is conducted, followed
by a review of official plans from municipalities across the North as well as the Growth Plan for
Northern Ontario. While two districts that were ultimately not considered in this report have
actually featured population growth over the past 25 years (Manitoulin and Parry Sound), these
cases could not be incorporated into the broader methodology for this project due to limitations
regarding districts themselves. The reason that individual municipalities were selected instead of
using the 13 districts that constitute Northern Ontario is due to several reasons.
Firstly, districts in Ontario do not need to develop their own official or regional plans. In
fact, the only district that has done so is the District of Muskoka (Muskoka, 2014). Instead,
planning matters are dealt with by local municipalities, or by planning boards where no
incorporated municipality exists (Ontario, 2010). This means that whereas upper-tier regions in
Southern Ontario such as Niagara or York, and counties such as Bruce or Norfolk, can and do
develop their own planning documents, the same does not happen in the North. In terms of
reviewing policy for consideration of planning for decline, this automatically precludes districts
from being analysed.
Secondly, districts in Northern Ontario are simply too large to gain an accurate appreciation
for the on-the-ground impacts that decline is having on residents of their communities. For
example, at 141,270 square kilometres, Cochrane District is larger than the 133,850 square
kilometres that constitutes all three Maritime provinces combined (Historica Canada, n.d.;
Statistics Canada, 2011). By focusing on municipalities instead of districts, it becomes possible
to gain a more fine-grain understanding of how decline is (or is not) impacting Northern Ontario
communities.
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Lastly, the GPNO itself helps to identify key municipalities in Northern Ontario, going so
far as to specifically designate the five largest municipalities as Strategic Core Areas (SCAs). In
addition to these five municipalities, the GPNO also speaks to Economic and Service Hubs. This
focus on local municipalities is the underpinning reason for electing to prioritize how they are
reacting to decline in Northern Ontario.

Despite the intentions of the GPNO, these same

communities that it identified are still almost exclusively experiencing stasis or decline—hardly
the growth that its title espouses (Statistics Canada, 2016).
It is worth noting that the Districts of Parry Sound and Manitoulin have been left out of the
analysis in this report. This is due to two factors. Despite being highlighted as part of the plan
area for the GPNO in Schedule 1 (seen as Figure 5 on page 21), they are completely ignored
throughout the Plan. Furthermore, they were left without designated Strategic Core Areas or
Economic and Service Hubs as neither contain communities with populations in excess of 8,000
residents. Without policies to review nor communities of a fair size to compare to the contexts of
other Northern Ontario communities, it was decided that these areas could not be further reviewed
in this study.
Having determined the municipalities to be analysed through rationale incorporated from
the GPNO, these municipalities were then designated as having either a growing population, stable
population, or declining population.

The rationale for designation is explained in the

demographics analysis section. The official plans of these municipalities were then reviewed with
consideration given to policies that address the key decline issues and key growth plan issues
identified earlier in the demographics analysis and policy review. Cumulatively, this yielded a
matrix identifying gaps in municipal policy with regards to how they do (or do not) address issues
of decline in Northern Ontario, and the policies of the GPNO.
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Demographics Analysis
To begin the demographics analysis, the municipalities to be considered had to be selected.
This selection was done using the GPNO itself. The five cities identified in the GPNO as Strategic
Core Areas (SCAs) were automatically included in the analysis. These cities are:
•
•

Greater Sudbury
Timmins

•
•

North Bay
Thunder Bay

•

Sault Ste. Marie

In addition to these SCAs, the GPNO also spoke to the idea of Economic and Service Hubs
(ESHs). These hubs are defined as “regional service centres for surrounding communities,” and
function as “critical gateways between the North and other economic regions in Ontario and
beyond” (Ontario, 2011, p. 25). In the definitions section of the GPNO, the document elaborates
that SCAs can be found within ESHs, but also makes the point that additional municipalities can
fit within this definition (Ontario, 2011, p. 51). However, the plan never actually identifies any
ESHs. It is instead left to the discretion of “the Minister of Infrastructure, working with the
Minister of Northern Development, Mines and Forestry and other ministries” to identify these
municipalities. While these Ministries have never done so since the GPNO was adopted, there are
some hints provided within the document itself as to where its authors may have intended these
hubs to be. Schedule 1 of the GPNO, shown in Figure 5 on the following page, demarcates the
Northern Growth Plan Area. In this schedule, all municipalities with populations that exceed 8,000
are specifically identified. The five SCAs are shown with large dots, while the remaining
municipalities are identified with smaller dots (see Figure 5).
In past Growth Plans, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs has included ill-defined or
seemingly irrelevant data in their Growth Plan schedules that are later incorporated into future
iterations of the plan. For example, the 2006 version of the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden
Horseshoe included the “Gateway Economic Zone” and “Gateway Economic Centre” designations
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in Niagara, despite failing to address these terms or location at all in the body of the plan (Ontario,
2006). However, the 2017 update of the plan provided new definitions and policies for these terms
and locations (Ontario, 2017). Given the relative obscurity of selecting 8,000 as the population
threshold for this Schedule in the GPNO, and the lack of any justification for doing so anywhere
else in the document, it is the author’s belief that these additional eight identified municipalities
are intended to be designated as ESHs at some point in the future.
Figure 5: Schedule 1 of the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario

Source: Ontario (2011)
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By including the five SCAs (in bold) and the eight additional municipalities over 8,000
residents, the list of communities identified for study in this report totals 13:
•Greater Sudbury
•Dryden
•Kirkland Lake

•North Bay
•Sault Ste. Marie
•Elliot Lake
•Fort Frances
•Temiskaming •West Nipissing
Shores

•Timmins
•Thunder Bay
•Kapuskasing •Kenora

These 13 communities had a combined population of 518,091 as of the 2016 census, which
accounts for 66 percent of Northern Ontario’s population. The most populous was Greater
Sudbury, while the smallest was Fort Frances, which had slipped below the 8,000 mark to 7,739
since the GPNO was adopted (Statistics Canada, 2016). In fact, Kirkland Lake and Dryden had
also joined Fort Frances with populations below 8,000. The total populations in 2016 for all 13
municipalities can be seen in Figure 6.
Figure 6: 2016 Census Populations for the 13 Study Municipalities
Municipality
Greater Sudbury
North Bay
Sault Ste. Marie
Timmins
Thunder Bay
Dryden
Elliot Lake
Fort Frances
Kapuskasing
Kirkland Lake
Kenora
Temiskaming Shores
West Nipissing

Population
161,531
51,553
73,368
41,788
107,909
7,749
10,741
7,739
8,292
7,981
15,096
9,980
14,364

The populations for the 13 municipalities identified for the study are shown above, with
the five SCAs highlighted in grey.
This 2016 census data shows only a snapshot in time. In order to determine which of these
municipalities have been declining, which are stable, and which are growing, it was necessary to
observe a broader sample of census data. For the purpose of this study, data from 1996 to 2016
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was used, as this provided a 20-year, 5-census window into the population trends of each
municipality. Additionally, this largely avoids reaching beyond amalgamation directives, as many
of these municipalities absorbed smaller outlying communities during the mid-1990s. Two
examples of this are Kenora and Dryden, for which 1996 data cannot be used as it does not reflect
the population boundaries used in the 2001-2016 censuses. A further outlier is Temiskaming
Shores, which was only incorporated from three smaller municipalities in 2004 (Temiskaming
Shores, n.d.).
When considering what it means to be growing, stable, or in decline, the easiest to
determine is growth. Any municipality that experienced net growth over the 1996-2016 period
was determined to be a growing community. Given the scarcity of these communities exhibiting
any sustained growth, it was clear that this should be a distinct class of municipalities. Further, in
the context of developing approaches to planning for decline, these municipalities could potentially
require special consideration relative to the remaining communities all with growth rates of less
than 0%. More difficult to distinguish however was the difference between a stable and declining
municipality. Ultimately, it was determined that, within a Northern Ontario context, a community
that experienced an average population decline of less than 1.5 percent per census period (0.3
percent decline per year) would be considered stable. This is because most of the municipalities
that fit within this definition had experienced both population decline and growth depending on
the census period in question. This trend was quite different from the municipalities that
experienced an average decline of greater than 1.5 percent per census period. These municipalities
generally featured exclusively decline, census over census, and the decline was usually much more
pronounced than in those municipalities featuring average decline of less than 1.5 percent per
census period (see Figure 7 on the following page).
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Figure 7: Population Changes from 1996-2016 in the Study Municipalities
1996

2001

2006

2011

Population Avg. Δ / Census
Δ (%)
Period (%)

2016

Greater
N/A
155,219 157,857 160,274 161,531
Sudbury
North Bay
54,332 52,771 53,966 53,651 51,553
Sault Ste.
80,054 74,566 74,948 75,141 73,368
Marie
Timmins
47,499 43,686 42,997 43,165 41,788
Thunder Bay 113,662 109,016 109,140 108,359 107,909
Dryden
N/A
8,198
8,195
7,617
7,749
Elliot Lake
13,588 11,956 11,549 11,348 10,741
Fort Frances
8,790
8,315
8,103
7,952
7,739
Kapuskasing
10,036
9,238
8,509
8,196
8,292
Kenora
N/A
15,838 15,177 15,348 15,096
Kirkland
9,905
8,616
8,248
8,493
7,981
Lake
Temiskaming
N/A
N/A
10,442 10,400
9,980
Shores
West
13,481 13,114 13,410 14,149 14,364
Nipissing

4.1

1.0

-5.1

-1.0

-8.4

-1.7

-12.0
-5.1
-5.5
-21.0
-12.0
-17.4
-4.7

-2.4
-1.0
-1.4
-4.2
-2.4
-3.5
-1.2

-19.4

-3.9

-4.4

-1.5

6.5

1.3

This chart shows the 13 study municipalities with their available census data from 19962016. The far-right column shows the average population change by census period, expressed
as a percentage (Statistics Canada, 1996; 2001; 2006; 2011; 2016).
Given the rationale provided above for determining growing, stable, and declining
populations, Figure 7 allows for the sorting of the 13 study municipalities into these groups, where
those highlighted in red are declining, yellow are considered stable, and green are growing. The
following chart shows this distribution. A complete table showing census-over-census population
growth and decline can be found as Appendix C.
Growing
•Greater Sudbury
•West Nipissing

Stable
•North Bay
•Thunder Bay
•Dryden
•Kenora
•Temiskaming Shores

Declining
•Sault Ste. Marie
•Timmins
•Elliot Lake
•Fort Frances
•Kapuskasing
•Kirkland Lake
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When digging deeper into the existing data from both Statistics Canada, Ontario, and local
governments and agencies, it becomes clearer why and for what reasons each of these
municipalities find themselves in their respective categories. While a lack of immigration to
Northern Ontario, especially relative to the rest of the province, is a theme found frequently in the
media, consideration of this factor was beyond this study’s scope (CBC, 2014; Cirtwill, 2015;
Rinne, 2018). As such, the key reasons for decline, stability, or growth identified and emphasized
for study in this report can be summarized into four overarching themes:
•
•

Youth out-migration
Aging population

•
•

Falling birth rate
Industry leaving

Every municipality in Northern Ontario has been impacted by these themes to some extent.
The degree to which they have been exposed to each, and the compounding impacts of being
exposed to multiple themes for extending periods of time, is what leads most to prolonged decline.
Conversely, where exposure to these themes has been limited or in rare cases non-existent, the end
result is instead a stable population, or even growth. These four themes can be further consolidated
into two key issues affecting Northern Ontario municipalities: Changing Populations, and
Industry. In the policy review, they will be addressed through both sets of these terms. However,
in this demographics analysis, all four are considered separately.
Youth out-migration is consistently identified as one of the most concerning themes in
Northern Ontario (Robichaud, 2013; Northern Policy Institute, 2014; White, 2017; Giorno, 2017).
Figure 8 on the following page shows just how pronounced youth out-migration has been in both
Northwest and Northeast Ontario compared to the whole province from 2001 to 2013. This decline
is problematic because it points to a hollowing out of the North’s most productive members of
society. These 15 to 34 year-olds have 30 to 50 years of economic productivity that is lost by the
North when they leave. Additionally, these are the members of society who will be raising children
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and families, a source of economic stimulus through education, healthcare, and other services that
municipalities in the north lose out on when they do not stay in Northern Ontario.
Figure 8: North Ontario and Ontario Youth Out-Migration from 2001 to 2013

These graphs show how Northern Ontario has experienced drastic and sustained youth outmigration from the 2001 to 2013 time period, a trend that has continued through the 2016 census
(Northern Policy Institute, 2014; Statistics Canada, 2016).
The causes of youth out-migration are varied, but generally stem from three main reasons.
Firstly, youth leave for post-secondary education, find jobs elsewhere, and never return to their
northern roots (Robichaud, 2013). Secondly, youth leave for higher-wage jobs or better job
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opportunities in Southern Ontario (Northern Policy Institute, 2017). Lastly, youth leave due to
quality of life concerns. These can include lack of accessible healthcare services either for
themselves, or for their families, lack of community acceptance outside of their home community
in the North, or “metropolitanism,” the attractive glitz and glamour of cities (Glendinning, et. al.,
2003; Beauchemin & Schoumaker, 2005; Robichaud, 2013).
Birth-rates across Canada have been declining since the 1970s, and Northern Ontario is no
exception (Statistics Canada, 2017). In fact, coupled with the high degree of youth out-migration,
Northern Ontario has experienced an even more profound effect of decreasing numbers of births
year over year (Di Matteo, 2011; Statistics Canada, 2016). This trend is expected to continue, as
the Ministry of Finance projects a further 9.8 percent decline in children ages 0-14 in Northern
Ontario by 2041, from 121,949 children to 109,951 (Ministry of Finance, 2017). Compared to a
projected increase of 22.6 percent for this cohort for all of Ontario (2,219,556 in 2016 compared
to a projected 2,720,494 in 2041), this points to a problematic continuation of the hollowing out
of youth in Northern Ontario.
While there are pockets of the North that have experienced an increase in birth rate, these
are generally directly attributable to First Nations reserves, and not to the municipalities this study
focuses on. Furthermore, these reserves are experiencing the same effects of youth out-migration
that are found off-reserve (White, 2017). Regardless, this growth in First Nations population could
potentially have substantial impacts on how planning for decline in the North is conducted.
An aging population is driven by three factors; these are the population’s age structure,
natural increases in population, and migratory movements (Northern Policy Institute, 2017).
Migratory movements are already impacting the population’s overall age, as youth out-migration
leaves a disproportionate number of older residents. ‘Natural increase’ in population refers to
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population growth through births, and is projected to be negative for all districts in Northern
Ontario except for Kenora by 2041, as shown in Figure 9 below (Ministry of Finance, 2013, p.11).
Figure 9: Evolution of Natural Increase by Northern Ontario District, 2012-2036

This map shows how by 2036 all districts in Northern Ontario except for Kenora will be
experiencing negative natural increase, meaning without in-migration they will experience
continued population ageing and decline (Ministry of Finance, 2013, p.11).
This leads to an age structure which is shifting higher, and as the effects of youth outmigration and a low birth-rate continue, the age structure is shifting more and more rapidly.
Already, the average age in Northern Ontario is higher than Canada as a whole, and the percentage
of Northern Ontarians who are senior citizens is expected to rise to 30 percent by 2036, compared
to 24 percent for Ontario (Northern Policy Institute, 2014; CTV, 2017). This is cause for concern
in Northern Ontario communities, as these residents are often those that require the greatest
investments in public services, ranging from healthcare to specialized housing. As the population
ages, the percentage of economically productive members of society decreases, creating a larger
burden on less people. The end result of this aging is that either services must be cut, or the tax
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burden per capita increased—results that make Northern Ontario municipalities less attractive
places to move to and invest in.
Lastly, the effects of fluctuations in industry markets is a consistent theme across Northern
Ontario. Whether mining, forestry, primary manufacturing, or associated secondary industry, most
municipalities in Northern Ontario are directly impacted by these boom-and-bust cycles. When
industries are forced to lay off staff and reduce shifts, or even shut down, this can and does have a
profound effect on the municipality(ies) impacted. For example, one of the largest populationlosers from 1996 to 2016 is Kirkland Lake, whose population decline closely mirrors the scaling
back and closing of its gold mining operations through the late 90s and early 2000s (Kirkland
Lake, 2010). However, since the 2011 census there has been considerable expansion of mining
operations in the municipality, leading to one of the most productive years ever at its Macassa
mine in 2017 (Northern Ontario Business, 2018). While the population trends do not show up in
the 2016 census, the 2021 census will undoubtedly reflect this increase in economic activity.
These population trends can be seen in other municipalities as well. As the mining industry
in Sudbury continues to grow, it has experienced continued population growth, posting gains in
every census from 2001 through 2016. Conversely, Sault Ste. Marie has experienced a yo-yo
effect on its population from the global dip in steel prices in the early 1990s, followed by their
mid-2000s resurgence, and finally now back into decline as the industry becomes unable to
compete with Chinese mills (Soo Today, 2015; Algoma, 2017; CBC, 2018).
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Figure 10: Study Municipalities and their Respective Primary Industry(ies)
Municipality
Greater
Sudbury

Industry(ies)
Mining; Government
Agencies; Education1

Municipality
Dryden

Pulp and Paper;
Mining2, 3
Healthcare5

North Bay

Mining Supply; Military;
Education4

Sault Ste.
Marie

Steel; Pulp and Paper
Processing6

Fort Frances

Mining7

Timmins

Mining; Forestry8

Kapuskasing

Pulp and Paper9

Thunder Bay

Government; Education;
Forestry;
Transportation10

Elliot Lake

Mining11
Kirkland Lake
Kenora
Temiskaming Shores
West Nipissing

1

Industry(ies)

Forestry12
Agriculture13
Agriculture; Light
Industry14

Greater Sudbury (2018). Web: https://www.greatersudbury.ca/live/about-greater-sudbury/history/
Northern Ontario Business (2013). Web: https://www.northernontariobusiness.com/regional-news/far-north-ringof-fire/gold-may-be-drydens-new-economic-generator-369689
3
Dryden (2017). Web: https://www.dryden.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/Documents/Municipality-of-Dryden-2017Community-Profile.pdf.
4
North Bay (2018). Web: https://www.investinnorthbay.ca/north-bay-industries/mining-supply-services/
5
Elliot Lake (2017). Web: http://www.cityofelliotlake.com/en/invest/resources/Community-Profile.pdf
6
Sault Ste. Marie Economic Development Corporation (2018). Web: https://www.saultcanada.com/en/investlocateexpand/majoremployerslocalindustry.asp
7
Fort Frances (2018). Web: http://www.fortfrances.ca/business/community-profile/fort-frances-business-glance
8
Timmins Press (2017). Web: http://www.timminspress.com/2017/02/26/timmins-economic-outlook-predictspopulation-decrease
9
Kapuskasing (n.d.). Web:
http://www.kapuskasing.ca/en/Living/resources/Documents/Community_Profile_Kapuskasing.pdf
10
CBC (2017). Web: http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/what-makes-thunder-bay-important-to-canadaeconomy-1.4261968
11
Kirkland Lake (2010). Web:
http://www.kirklandlake.ca/assets/documents/EDD/Kirkland%20Lake%20briefing%2009082010.pdf
12
Kenora (n.d.). Web: http://business.kenora.ca/resources/research/major-employers/
13
Northern Ontario Business (2016). Web: https://www.northernontariobusiness.com/advertisingfeatures/communities-of-opportunity-temiskaming-shores-461068
14
West Nipissing (2016). Web:
http://www.westnipissing.ca/images/docs/EconomicDevelopment/2016/Community_and_Business_Profile_2016.pd
f
2

33 | K u h l
Throughout Northern Ontario, most municipalities are “single-industry towns”. This
causes their economic well-being to be dependent on the health and viability that industry. Figure
10 on the previous page summarizes the 13 study municipalities and their respective core industry
or industries. Some larger municipalities have managed to branch out into multiple sectors, having
more diversified economies than others. As such, these municipalities are inherently better
positioned to weather decline than those which rely entirely on one industry for their economic
well-being.
Policy Review
The policy review is composed of two distinct sections. Firstly, the Growth Plan for
Northern Ontario (GPNO) is reviewed to determine what the province has identified as the greatest
planning issues in Northern Ontario. Following this, a manifest and latent content analysis of the
study municipalities’ official plans is conducted, focusing on the policies that specifically address
the issues of decline in Northern Ontario as identified through the demographics analysis and
GPNO review (Berg, 2008).
To determine which documents lend greater thought to these issues, policies containing
references to decline and population trends were tabulated. A latent content analysis for the
entirety of these documents was also conducted to ascertain the tone each document takes in
acknowledging decline. Through this review it became possible to develop a better understanding
of how the province and these individual municipalities perceive their current situations, and how
they have been planning for them.
The GPNO sets out clear objectives for the document in its initial “Purpose,” “Vision,” and
“Guiding Principles” sections (Ontario, 2011, pp. 2-4). However, when it comes to understanding
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the true priorities of the GPNO, section 8.4.3 outlines the actual metrics Ontario intends to measure
progress with (Ontario, 2001, p. 49). These five metrics are:

•
•
•
•
•

Attracting investment and business growth in Northern Ontario;
Diversifying the North’s economic base;
Supporting education and skills development of the North’s workforce;
Increasing the involvement of Aboriginal peoples in the northern economy; and
Improving the connectivity of the northern population though information
technologies.

From these five progress measurements, it becomes clear where the province’s greatest
priorities within the GPNO lie. Of the five metrics, they can be easily summarized into two key
priorities: The Province seeks to provide a growing, diversified economy for a better connected
and better educated workforce, and to better engage and involve the Indigenous peoples of
Northern Ontario in this economy.
In many ways, these priorities are quite complementary to the findings of the demographics
analysis. The focus on changing populations certainly encapsulates how Indigenous communities
are some of the fastest growing in the North, and yet face many of the same issues the rest of
Northern Ontario is experiencing when it comes to retaining their youth. Similarly, where the
demographics analysis finds that industries are leaving, and that the broader boom-bust cycle is a
critical issue for Northern Ontario, the GPNO seeks to address this by providing the groundwork
for investments in a diversified Northern economy that offers employment for all education levels.
Manifest Content Analysis
When analysing the official plans for the 13 identified study municipalities, clear themes
began to emerge with regards to the policies that each place prioritized. Through the use of a
manifest content analysis, it is possible to quantify the frequency with which key terms appear in
official plans. This in turn can provide a general understanding of to what extent different
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municipalities prioritize different issues. There are limitations to using the absolute frequency of
a specific term’s occurrence as an empirically meaningful tool. For example, some plans are
simply longer and more repetitious than others. Similarly, some concepts have variable terms or
phrases that have changed over time used to describe them (e.g. “Indigenous” fails to capture
Aboriginal, First Nations, etc.). However, by creating a baseline for comparison and contrasting
it with the latent content analysis following this phase of the project, it becomes possible to draw
meaningful findings and conclusions from this form of analysis.
Figure 11 on the following page shows each study municipality with the frequency of six
key terms as determined through the demographics analysis and GPNO review. These terms are:
out-migration (youth); aging (population); birth-rate; industry; diversified economy/economic
diversification; and Indigenous.
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Figure 11: Manifest Content Analysis of Growth Plan for Northern Ontario: Occurrence of Key Terms in the 13 Study
Municipalities’ Official Plans
Key Term
Growth
Trend

↓

↔
↑

Municipalities
(Year)

OutMigration
(Youth)

Ageing
(Population)

BirthRate

Industry

Elliot Lake (2006)

1

1

0

9

3

0

Fort Frances (2011)

6

0

0

3

1

115

Kapuskasing (2017)

3

2

0

7

11

12

Kirkland Lake (2016)

0

6

0

2

2

1

Sault Ste. Marie (1996)

0

1

0

2

2

1

Timmins (2009)

0

1

0

4

1

4

Dryden (2011)

0

1

0

4

3

3

Kenora (2015)

6

4

0

11

3

17

North Bay (2012)

1

0

0

4

1

0

Temiskaming Shores
(2015)

4

0

0

5

1

15

Thunder Bay (2005)

0

1

0

4

5

1

Greater Sudbury (2006)

0

1

0

6

6

0

West Nipissing (2011)

0

0

0

7

5

2

0 Mentions
1-4 Mentions
15

5-9 Mentions
10+ Mentions

Direct quotation from the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario

Diversified
Economy/Economic Indigenous
Diversification
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Upon conducting the manifest content analysis of the official plans for the 13 study
municipalities (see Figure 11), clear themes began to emerge with regards to the policies each
place prioritized. Immediately noticeable is the absolute absence of references to the declining
birth-rate and low rates of babies in Northern Ontario. No official plan made mention of this issue.
This perhaps indicates an understanding that the best way to maintain a young population is to
create opportunities for the industry and diversified economic conditions that will attract and retain
the adults having those children. These two terms (industry and economic diversification) were
the only that occurred at least once in every plan. A lack of concern for a declining birth-rate
supports several conclusions, including that Northern Ontario municipalities see their continued
stability and prosperity emerging through immigration as opposed to building up their existing
population.
When comparing the plans by their age, no clear trends emerge. While the plans that
address the most terms most frequently (Kenora, Kapuskasing and Temiskaming Shores) were
produced fairly recently (2015, 2017, and 2015 respectively), other contemporary plans do quite
little to address them. Kenora, Kapuskasing, and Temiskaming Shores averaged 34 term-mentions
total, while the remaining five plans written in the 2010s (Fort Frances, 2011; Kirkland Lake, 2016;
Dryden, 2011; North Bay, 2012; and West Nipissing, 2011), following the implementation of the
GPNO, averaged just 11 mentions. That these three plans demonstrate more than three times as
many mentions of these key terms indicates a greater focus on both compliance with the GPNO,
but also generally on the factors of decline impacting the North. However, it also shows how the
age of the plan is not necessarily a factor in whether they address these key issues or not.
Dividing the municipalities by whether they were identified as Strategic Core Areas (the
five largest municipalities in Northern Ontario) or as Economic Service Hubs (all other
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municipalities over a population of 8,000 at the time the GPNO was prepared) exposes a clearer
divide. Figure 12 shows the difference in how frequently each municipality mentions key terms,
divided by whether they are a Strategic Core Area (SCA) or Economic Service Hub (ESH).
Figure 12: Prevalence of Key Terms in Official Plans Divided by Municipality Type
Strategic Core
Area

# of Occurrences

North Bay

7

Greater Sudbury

Sault Ste. Marie

Economic Service
Hub

# of Occurrences

Dryden

11

Elliot Lake

14

Fort Frances

11

Kapuskasing

35

Kirkland Lake

11

Kenora

41

13

6

Thunder Bay

11

Temiskaming Shores

25

Timmins

10

West Nipissing

14

AVERAGE:

9.4

AVERAGE:

20.25

This chart highlights the occurrences of key terms in the Official Plans of the studied
municipalities, separated by their Growth Plan designation.
These results paint a clearer picture of where it seems deference to the GPNO and concern
for the key issues of decline lie. ESHs refer to these key terms more than twice as much as the
larger SCAs. This split may be due to several reasons. It is possible that SCA communities, being
larger, may feel more empowered to diverge from the GPNO. Through their plans they have
chosen to instead implement their own policies, or merely pay lip service to the spirit and intent
of the provincial plan. Conversely, it is also a possibility that the smaller ESHs may simply defer
more automatically to the Growth Plan due to a lack of resources allocated to their planning
initiatives.

However, this runs contrary to the findings that Kapuskasing, Kenora, and
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Temiskaming Shores had three of the strongest official plans in terms of addressing decline—all
communities that were designated as ESHs rather than SCAs.
There is also the distinct possibility that these municipalities already had their own policy
and planning directives prior to implementation of the GPNO. When the new plan came into
effect, one can speculate that these municipalities had the political capital to continue in their own
direction. Additionally, in the case of Thunder Bay, Timmins, and Sault Ste. Marie, their official
plans pre-date the implementation of the GPNO. Although their plans were supposed to be updated
into conformity with the provincial plan, this has not been done for several study municipalities.
Overall, it seems the largest factors impacting whether the key issues of decline and key
themes in the GPNO are addressed, are compounding. Where a municipality is larger in size, they
are less likely to have contemporary official plans reflective of the GPNO and the decline facing
Northern Ontario. Similarly, where municipalities have been experiencing decline, they are more
likely to have stronger, newer plans more reflective of the GPNO.
Latent Content Analysis
Following the manifest content analysis, a more in-depth review of the official plans of
each municipality was conducted. This review compiled specific policies speaking to the issues
of decline facing Northern Ontario, but also investigates the broader tone and intent of their plans.
Figure 13 on the following pages highlights the key official plan policies that address the four
themes developed from the initial policy review. By collating policies in this manner, it becomes
possible to also develop a better understanding for where the gaps in policy addressing these issues
exist. Contrasting these policy gaps with findings from the latent content analysis allows a stronger
understanding of how municipalities perceive their current status and have been using planning to
address their perceived needs.
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Figure 13: Policy Review Matrix
Growth
Trend

↓

↓

Municipality

Changing Populations

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 6.3 Transit consideration
for youth
• 3.4 Encouraging proactive provision of
public service facilities
to meet the needs of an
aging population

• 1.0 Recognition of lost
industry that won’t
return
• 3.3 Identifies
development potential
for new industry on
historically forestrybased resource
extraction lands
• 4.5 Focus on expanding
employment through
secondary industry
• 5.9.5 Municipality
commits to working with
the forestry industry and
the Province to promote
economic activity

• 1.1.11 Multiple policies
for providing the basis
for economic
diversification, including
promoting initiatives
that develop the
community as a
retirement/lifestyle
destination
• 3.3 Recognition of
economy transitioning
from resource-based to a
more service-based
economy
• 3.7 Promotion of homebased businesses and
shoreline economic
development to further
help diversify the
economy

NONE

• 4.2.3 Encourages
continued cooperation
between the major
industry (pulp and
paper) and the Town
• 3.3.2.5 Supports rail
development to service
existing industry

• 4.2.1 Indicates a desire
to provide diverse
economic opportunities
for its residents

Elliot Lake

Fort Frances

• 2.2.2.5 Recognizes the
importance of retaining
youth
• 2.2.2.7 Encourages the
support of youth-driven
arts and culture
• 2.2.2.8 Encourages
development of housing
that is attractive to youth
and young adults but
also supports aging-inplace

• 1.2.2.3 Repeating the
guiding principle from
the GPNO to partner
with aboriginal peoples
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Growth
Trend

↓

Municipality

Kapuskasing

Changing Populations

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 1.0.2 Recognition of
severe problems posed
by rapidly aging
population
• 1.1 Acknowledges outmigration of youth is a
problem that much be
addressed
• 2.2.2 Desire to develop
an attractive and varied
labour market for
retaining and attracting
youth
• 2.3.2.1 Advocating for
educational opportunities
that retain youth in the
community
• 3.6.5.3 Encouraging
affordable housing for
aging-in-place

• 1.1 Desire to transition
away from dependence
on the forestry products
industry
• 2.1 But also advocates
for supporting the
existing forestry
company’s long-term
viability initiatives
• 2.2.3.10 Emphasis on
promoting the winter
tourism industry
• 7.1 Commitment to
continued support of
the agriculture industry

• 1.1 Heavy focus on
diversifying the economy
into the tourism,
government services,
highway commercial,
and other industry sectors
• 2.2.2.7 Encouraging
collaborative
opportunities for
economic development
with surrounding
Indigenous communities
• 2.2.3.6 Economic
diversification efforts
should focus primarily on
new technologies,
emerging trends, positive
relationship building
with Indigenous
communities, and energy
sector expansion
• 7.1.4.1 Supporting onfarm diversified uses to
expand the local
economy

• 1.1 Commits the Town
to coordinating landuse
decisions with the
interests of Indigenous
communities
• 2.2.2.7 Encouraging
collaborative
opportunities for
economic development
with surrounding
Indigenous communities
• 3.6.5.2 & 3
Contemplates working
with Indigenous groups
to procure affordable
housing
• 5.3.3.5 Commits the
Town to consult with
Indigenous groups on
decisions related to
cultural heritage and
conservation
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Growth
Trend

↓

↓

↓

Municipality

Kirkland
Lake

Sault Ste.
Marie

Timmins

Changing Populations

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 2.5.1.6 Indicates
support of
developing housing
types that support
aging in place
• 2.5.4.1.2.h)
Promotes the
development of
walkways and trails
that are accessible to
an aging population
• 2.3 All future
residential growth
can be filled on
existing urban land
due to aging pop.

• 2.5.1.11 Promotes the
precedence of existing
industry over encroachment
from lower-intensity uses
• 2.6.4.2.3 Prioritizes
developing industrial lands
where they will promote
spin-off secondary industry

• 2.4.10 Prioritizes
supporting business
start-ups that diversify
the local economy
• 2.4.11 Identifies
promoting uses in the
urban area that
support the
diversification of the
local economy

• 5.7.5 Commits to
considering the interests of
Indigenous communities in
preserving cultural heritage
and archaeological
resources

• 3.0 Speaks to the desire to
expand the tourism industry
• 6.1 Speaks to the desire to
expand the tourism industry

• 1.2 Historic existence of
local First Nations is
recognized

• 2.3 Promotes
housing forms and
designs that take into
account the needs of
an aging population

• 2.6.7 Identifies a potential
rail corridor for easier
forestry industry market
access as a priority
• 2.9.2 Speaks to setbacks and
designations for the mining
industry, and how they will
be developed in conjunction
with the industry
• 3.3.2 The City will consult
with the mining industry
prior to approving
residential developments
near specifically designated
mining industrial lands

• 1.4 Highlights an
existing economic
diversification study
conducted in the City
• 6.1 Commits the City
economic diversity
• 2.1.3 Commits
broadly to
diversifying the
economic base

• 2.1.13 Ensures the
maintenance of heritage
resources that reflect the
traditional land uses and
heritage of local First
Nations and Métis
• 2.2.2 Promotes the
development of energy
projects in rural areas of the
Mattagami River, in
consultation with local First
Nations and Métis
• 3.5.1 Commits the City to
consult local First Nations
and Métis communities
when planning
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Growth
Trend

↔

Municipality

Kenora

Changing Populations

Industry

• 1.3.1 Identifies youth
retention as a challenge
facing Kenora, and
indicates that providing
opportunities for postsecondary education in
Kenora can help retain
them
• 1.3.1 Recognizes a
growing aboriginal
youth population
• 1.3.1 Acknowledges the
challenges caused by an
aging population
• 2.2.3 Prioritizes the
provision of affordable
and accessible housing
for the aging population
and new entrants to the
housing market
• 2.2.4 Underscores the
need to provide a diverse
economy especially for
youth retention purposes
• 4.2.2 Further promotes
affordable housing for
those aging in place

• 2.2.1 Provides
exemptions to unserviced land
development for large
industry
• 3.11 Commits to good
forestry industry
practices to ensure the
continuous operation of
existing forestry industry
• 3.11 Seeks to balance
needs of forestry
industry with those of
the tourism industry in
terms of visual intrusion
of forestry activities
• 3.13.3.b) Supports
development promoting
the tourism industry
• 3.14.2 Enabling policies
for home industries
• 4.8.5.a) Directs new
industry to industrial
areas, but recognizes
historical use of rural
areas by some industry,
and supports their
continued existence in
those locations
• 5.5 Supports the
protection of mineral
resources for long-term
use form other
encroaching land uses

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 2.2.4 Recognizes
Kenora’s desire to
diversify the economy
and employment
opportunities

• 1.3.1 Identifies
indigenous youth as a
growth sector for
increasing the
community’s population
• 1.3.1 Recognizes the
desire of Indigenous
communities for further
economic and social
development that can be
achieved with Kenora
• 2.1 The Official Plan
Vision includes
Indigenous peoples in
how Kenora plans
• 2.2.9 Entire planning
principle dedicated to
aboriginal engagement
• 5.2 Recognizes the
potential for Indigenous
built heritage and
cultural heritage
landscapes to exist in
Kenora, and seeks to
work with local
Indigenous groups to
preserve and protect
these heritage assets
• 8.10 Strongly
encourages applicants to
consult with Indigenous
groups early in the
development process
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Growth
Trend

Municipality

Changing Populations
3.2.5.5 Encourages a
wide range of housing
meeting the physical and
financial needs of an
aging population

↔

Dryden

• 6.0 Recognizes the
changing housing needs
of an increasing senior
population

↔

Thunder
Bay

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 2.5 Identifies pulp and
paper as the single most
important economic
force in the municipality
• 4.1.9 Commitment to
protecting pulp and
paper industry from
encroachment from
incompatible uses
• 4.7.6 Supports
developing the tourism
industry
5.7 Develops a
framework for
permitting home
industries
• 7.0 Recognizes a desire
to rely more on
secondary and tertiary
industry
• 20.0 Seeks to provide for
the current and future
needs of industry in the
City
• 20.27 Business park
provisions allow for new
development of limited
light industry

• 2.5 Recognizes the need
to diversify the local
economy in light of a
recent pulp and paper
downturn
• 3.2.3.2 Prioritizes
developing a diversified
and specialized highly
educated workforce and
economy
3.2.3.3 Commits to
providing enough land
area to support economic
diversification

• 2.6 Identifies Dryden as
becoming a focal point
for First Nations services
and facilities
• 3.2.2.4 Commits to
consulting First Nations
groups prior to making
significant land use or
public works decisions
3.2.3.4 Seeks to continue
the development of
Dryden as a regional
service centre, including
for area First Nations

• 7.0 Anticipates
economic diversification
• 20.27.e) Provisions
permitting new light
industry that diversifies
the existing economy in
business parks

• 11.25 Commits the City
to consult First Nations
groups when in the
watershed planning
process
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Growth
Trend

Municipality

Changing Populations
• 1.4.2 Identifies youth
retention as a tenet of
socio-cultural
sustainability

↔

↔

North Bay

Temiskaming
Shores

• 6.4.12 Prioritizes the
development of a youth
retention-and-return
strategy
• 6.4.11 Recognizes the
need to develop postsecondary training
facilities to retain youth
• 6.2.20 Positions youth as
a priority concern for
economic development
• 7.5.1 Identifies youth as
a partner for
consultation in all
planning processes
• 8.4.2 Commits to
engaging youth in all
community decision
making both inside and
out of government

Industry

Diversified Economies

• 2.2 Developable lands
should focus on small
and medium industry
• 2.2.2.1 Divides
industrial lands into
general and restricted
industry, depending on
intensity and location,
and highlights permitted
forms of industry
3.8 Outlines provisions
for the permission of unserviced industrial
development
• 5.6.1.g) Establishes
provisions for the
conversion of home
industries
• 6.4.15 Encourages the
development of the
tourism industry
• 11.1 Commits to
protecting and
promoting the long-term
economic well-being of
the agriculture industry
• 11.8 Outlines initiatives
to promote the
agriculture industry
• 12.0 Commits to
protecting and
promoting the mineral
aggregate industry

• 1.4.2 A strong,
competitive, and diverse
economy was identified
as a guiding principle

Indigenous Involvement

NONE

• 6.4.22 Seeks to diversify
the local economy
through the
identification of niche
markets for goods and
services or for the
substitution of imported
commodities from other
provinces or countries

• 3.8.5 Commits to
helping preserve and
development special
needs housing for
Indigenous residents
• 6.4.20 Identifies
economic opportunities
that benefit Indigenous
groups as being priority
• 14.6 Commits the
municipality to
consulting with
Indigenous groups in the
preparation of all
heritage plans
• Generally, Indigenous
groups were identified
as a priority population
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Growth
Trend

Municipality

Changing Populations

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 1.4 Recognition of the
demands an aging
population will place on
new housing form

• 1.3.2 Focus on
developing into a model
for eco-industry
• 4.0 Emphasizes City’s
role as a mining industry
global leader
• 5.2 Supports small-scale
light industry in rural
areas
• 9.3 Advocate for
responsible forestry
industry on Crown
Lands
• 17.0 Continued
emphasis on developing
into a model for ecoindustry

• 2.0 Affirmation of
existing economic
diversification
• 4.0 Economic
diversification is the
foundation of the City’s
approach to economic
development
• 4.1.b) Commits to
providing a diverse array
of employment lands to
support diversification
of employment
opportunities
• 17.1.b) Supports valueadded diversification of
the local economy that
will create new wealth
• Part II: Declares that
economic engines will
continue to diversify the
economy

NONE

16.2.7 Encourages policy
and programming that
meets the needs of youth
and seniors

↑

Greater
Sudbury
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Growth
Trend

↑

Municipality

West
Nipissing

Changing Populations

Industry

Diversified Economies

Indigenous Involvement

• 1.01 Identifies the
tourism and service
industries as key for
promoting continued
economic diversification
• 3.06.7.1 Places economic
diversification as a main
goal of the Official Plan
• 3.06.11 Promotes
diversified agricultural
commercial activity

• 3.06.7.1 Identifies First
Nations heritage as a
potential tourism
industry growth sector
• 7.07.4 Identifies when
First Nations groups
should be consulted by
the Municipality

NONE

• 3.01 Commitment to
developing value-added
industry to move away
from solely relying on
forestry
• 3.06.7 Recognizes
agriculture as a baseline
industry that requires a
strong and vibrant
services economy
• 3.06.7.1.2.b)
Prioritizing the
strengthening of links
between industry and
the education
community
• 3.06.7.1.2.c) Supports
the development of a
joint industry-education
community lobby to
push the interests of
curriculum
• 3.06.7.1 Identifies the
tourism industry as a
growth sector
• 5.06.3.3 Supports the
development of on-farm
diversified uses for
agriculture industry
development
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In terms of using the latent content analysis to identify where gaps in policy exist, it
provided very little new information beyond the manifest content analysis’ earlier findings. It was
already known that the most commonly ignored theme was Indigenous Involvement. However,
upon completing the latent content analysis, it was striking how different municipalities in similar
scenarios take drastically different approaches to their planning. As mentioned earlier, Kenora
and Kapuskasing had policies that directly addressed the key themes found through the
demographics analysis and policy review. Notwithstanding Temiskaming Shores, Kenora and
Kapuskasing address these themes more than twice as much, and in some cases even four times as
much, as any other municipality studied. This was also evident in the latent content analysis. Both
municipalities spoke at-length about the economic and demographic issues facing their
communities. These issues were deconstructed, and data-driven policy reflective of their contexts
were developed to combat their decline in comprehensive, well-thought out ways.
Kapuskasing addressed their aging demographics and spent most of their official plan
crafting policy directions that support stabilizing the population size, providing housing for both
an aging population and for younger families to remain in, and providing fully serviced,
subdivided, and approved lots for the easy provision of this housing when market conditions
demand it. This includes policy encouraging “innovative approaches to housing design” (Policy
3.6.2), and the development and preparation of municipally-owned residential building lots (Policy
3.6.3).

Most assertive however is Policy 3.6.5.3, which explicitly lays out the tools that

Kapuskasing will use to procure a greater range of affordable housing options. Similarly, Kenora
lays out a comprehensive “Challenges Ahead” section at the beginning of their official plan, and
then develops guiding principles that propose tangible and effective policies for combatting their
challenges in a comprehensive way. Both of these municipalities were designated as declining in
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the demographics review, and based on the content of their plans, are clearly aware of their own
condition. Their plans acknowledge how they arrived in their current situations, and then ensure
that the collective impact of their whole official plans always lead back towards achieving the
goals that they have laid out for helping combat decline in their communities.
However, the same cannot be said for other declining or even stable communities. All too
often the general theme in the official plans reviewed seemed to be either ignorant or whitewashing
the current economic conditions afflicting these municipalities. Generally, these plans were
hopeful and positive in tone, but provided few specific solutions to promote growth or even provide
economic stabilization. A perfect example of this pervasive attitude is Elliot Lake’s plan, which
explains in policy 4.5 that “job creation will occur through population growth”— despite declining
in population every census period since before 1996. Statements towards “diversifying the
economy” are found in the plans alongside provisions to “encourage development” and appear as
platitudes when no additional support is provided regarding their implementation. However,
unlike Kapuskasing and Kenora’s plans, these do not provide detailed plans of action, or in-depth
analyses of why or how it is that these goals must be pursued. There are several reasons for why
this might be. Due to lower populations, larger geographic areas, demographic shifts, and
economic hardships, many municipalities in Northern Ontario are in many ways even more cashstrapped than those in the rest of the province (Ontario, 2013, p.7; ROMA, 2011, p.3). Oftentimes
they employ only one planner who also acts as the building official, and in some municipalities in
additional roles beyond these in order to save money. Where official plan development is left inhouse, this leaves very little time for the crafting and development of strong and cohesive planning
policies. Conversely, when official plan development is contracted out, municipalities are left to
the capabilities and work ethic of consulting firms.
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As noted in the manifest content analysis and earlier in the latent content analysis,
Kapuskasing, Kenora, and Temiskaming Shores had some of the strongest Official Plans most inline with the findings of the demographics analysis and policy review. Two of these three plans
were produced by Tunnock Consulting Limited, a consulting firm that specializes is providing
personalized planning services to rural and remote Ontario municipalities. The municipalities that
retained this boutique firm (which also wrote West Nipissing’s Official Plan), were provided with
a superior product relative to many of the other official plans reviewed at least in terms of
comprehensively addressing the key terms and issues outlined in the demographics review and
policy analysis. While it might be easy to dismiss the strength of these plans as simply being due
to their young age (these were three of the youngest official plans reviewed), it must be recalled
that the key terms identified were derived largely from the GPNO. This means that all plans
produced from 2010 onwards would have been written at a time when at the very least draft
documents of the GPNO were being circulated for comments and consultation amongst Northern
Ontario communities. Where municipalities presumably paid more for a Northern-Ontario specific
consultant, or a nationally-recognized and award-winning planning consultant, the quality of work
is noticeably stronger. This is especially noticeable when it comes to specifically addressing the
key terms in the GPNO and being cognizant of each municipality’s particular context.
An additional reason for this difference in attitude and approach to the official plans can
be seen based on what type of municipality each was. Of the eleven municipalities that are either
declining or stable, 4 were Strategic Core Areas, while the remaining 7 were the smaller Economic
and Service Hubs. Across the board, the Strategic Core Area municipalities—Timmins, Sault Ste.
Marie, North Bay, Thunder Bay, and Greater Sudbury—all took quite different tones in their
official plans relative to the Economic and Service Hubs. Even where decline has had a profound
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effect on the municipality (Timmins and Sault Ste. Marie), the documents generally seem blithely
unaware of the potential ramifications of continued decline. Timmins maintains that their natural
resources sector will continue to be the mainstay of their economic well-being, yet fails to address
or plan for what might happen if that is not always the case. Indeed, the Vision section of Timmins’
Official Plan clearly prioritizes economic development over quality of life, stating that economic
development is a precursor for quality of life improvements (Timmins, 2010). In turn, it makes
no plans for how to address quality of life should economic development cease in the City.
Sault Ste. Marie meanwhile projected a period of population growth from 1996 forward,
followed by their population stabilizing at 84,000—a number that it has never hit. While their
plan does speak to the continued decline of primary industry employment through automation and
efficiencies, it seems unconcerned with how this could impact their overall economic well-being.
The general theme throughout seems to be that because the Sault has reached a critical mass of
people and services, it need not worry as much about the effects of decline or losing its economic
base—perhaps because they believe they have already diversified their economy enough.
Throughout all five of the official plans for the SCAs, it seemed as though addressing those
themes found in the demographics analysis and policy review were much less important than they
were for ESHs. Even Greater Sudbury’s plan, which was by far the strongest of the five (and was
developed in-house by the largest planning department in Northern Ontario), seemingly missed
the mark on including planning for youth out-migration, an aging population, and Indigenous
peoples to the extent that many smaller municipalities did. Additionally, these municipalities all
generally ignore the GPNO, either paying it lip service in the implementation section of their plans,
or failing to mention it at all. One can speculate that this is perhaps due to these municipalities
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assuming that they do not need to conform to the GPNO, or possibly that, as SCAs, the GPNO
gives them licence to continue planning the way they already were—as Strategic Core Areas.
While this attitude would seem similar to those criticized earlier for being too rosy and
positive given the economic context, it is worth remembering that the five SCAs do have the most
diversified economies in the North of all municipalities. That in and of itself provides an additional
level of “comfort” that the remaining ESHs simply cannot afford in how they approach their
planning. However, it was still concerning to review the plans of these municipalities and realize
that notwithstanding Greater Sudbury, most failed to address the potential threats facing them as
discussed in the demographics analysis and policy review.
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Chapter 5: Case Studies
To supplement the findings from the demographics analysis and policy review, bestpractice approaches to combatting decline in remote and rural regions from elsewhere in Canada
were considered as case studies. As case studies emphasize detailed contextual analysis of a
limited number of events or conditions and their relationships, they provide useful insight into how
approaches to combatting decline can and have been successfully implemented (Yin, 1984, p. 23).
In order to best reflect the complexity of the Northern Ontario context, care was taken to consider
only cases where the municipalities or regions studied share fundamentally similar factors causing
their decline. Given what was learned from the demographics analysis and policy review, it
became clear that the cases that should be consulted were those where:
•

There is generally a single dominant industry driving the local economy;

•

The local population is aging and local youth are leaving; and

•

The municipality is physically isolated from larger urban centres.

After a thorough review of the existing literature on combatting population decline in
regions and municipalities matching the criteria above, two particular cases stood out. These are
Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan, and Smiths Falls, Ontario.
Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan
The community of Gravelbourg is located in southwest Saskatchewan, approximately
75km south of the Trans-Canada Highway as shown in Figure 14 below. Settled by FrenchCanadians in the early 1900s, to this day approximately one-third of its population are nativeFrench speakers, referred to as Fransaskois (Gravelbourg, n.d.).
With the large population of French-Canadians, Gravelbourg was named the seat of the
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Regina, and its ecclesiastical buildings are today registered
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national historic buildings (Historic Places, n.d.). Given its location in the drought-prone Palliser’s
Triangle, recent effects of climate change coupled with the closing of several rail sidings and grain
elevators in the surrounding area have caused Gravelbourg’s agricultural industry to fall on hard
times economically (McInnis, 2004; Cross, 2015). Preceding this downturn, the Roman Catholic
church moved its diocese headquarters to Regina in the late 1990s, removing several clerical and
lay church staff from the community (Catholic Hierarchy, n.d.; Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013).
Figure 14: Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan’s Location in Canada

Source: Google Maps (2018a)
All of these factors have led to slow, protracted population decline, as shown in Figure 15
on the following page. However, due to several community economic development initiatives that
have been conducted over the past two decades, the effects of this decline have been substantially
reduced. Compared to the decline experienced in many other rural Saskatchewan communities,
Gravelbourg’s success at developing itself as a cultural destination has been noticeable, especially
when considering its population gain in the 2011 census.
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Figure 15: Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan’s Population Over Time
Census Year

Population

Population Δ (%)

1991

1,226

N/A

1996

1,214

-1.0%

2001

1,187

-2.2%

2006

1,089

-8.3%

2011

1,116

2.5%

2016

1,083

-3.0%

NET POP Δ

-143

-11.7%

Source: Statistics Canada (1996; 2006; 2016b)
In 1998, the Town hired its first-ever Economic Development Officer with the intention of
turning to a community economic development-focused approach for staving off their population
decline. Immediately, several committees were struck, focusing on bringing together business
owners, the “old guard” social movers and shakers of the community, and the political leadership
under one cohesive and directed economic development strategy. The primary focus of the
strategy they developed was their “Touch of Europe on the Prairies” slogan, which was meant to
percolate into every decision made in the Town. Playing off of their francophone and Roman
Catholic heritage, the “Keep Gravelbourg Beautiful” committee sought to beautify the Town to
more “European” standards, including repairing and renovating the old church buildings
(Gravelbourg, 2018). Meanwhile the “Touch of Europe” committee raised funds from local
businesses and lotteries run by the Town to help replace their main street sidewalks with
interlocking cobblestones, and add wayfinding signage, banners and murals depicting historical
moments of the Town (Gravelbourg, 2018; Winchell et.al., 2010).
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In addition to these community-driven projects, a slate of financial incentives were
implemented that supported the downtown revitalization. The most successful of which was taxincrement financing. Within ten years, most of the once-vacant shops in the downtown were
occupied, this despite the still slowly-declining population. The way that most of these shops were
able to develop and continue functioning was through the vast array of social events, shows, and
tourist activities that the community has created. As part of the “Touch of Europe” branding,
festivals and pageants gained new life with community-wide buy-in and support. Events such as
the Southern Saskatchewan Summer Solstice Festival, Renaissance Gaiety Theatre, Gravelbourg
International Food and Music Festival, and provincial conferences have attracted visitors from
across the province and even from south of the border in some cases (Summer Solstice Festival,
2018; Renaissance Gaiety Theatre, 2018; Saskatchewan Association of Wetlands, 2016). Such
activities are a needed form of economic stimulus that allows the downtown to continue to
revitalize despite its population losses.
At the heart of what has helped Gravelbourg to successfully combat its decline is its
commitment to a holistic view of development, and one which was self-focused. Instead of waiting
for outside forces to either bring its previous industry roaring back to life, or bring new industry
to town, Gravelbourg looked inward for its growth. By promoting its cultural assets, leveraging
social connections, and using key economic tools in a concerted and specific direction,
Gravelbourg was able to greatly improve its quality of life, and the economic well-being of its
residents, all in spite of broader economic conditions working against it (Winchell et.al., 2010).
Smiths Falls, Ontario
The community of Smiths Falls is located in Eastern Ontario, approximately halfway
between the cities of Kingston and Ottawa on Highway 15 (shown in Figure 16 on the following
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page). Settled primarily by United Empire Loyalists in the late 1700s, Smiths Falls was initially
put on the map due to its series of locks in close proximity around the half-way mark of the Rideau
Canal in 1832 (UNESCO, 2018). With the arrival of the Canadian Pacific and Grand Trunk
Railways running between Kingston, Toronto, Ottawa, and Montréal in the late-1800s, its place as
a full-fledged transportation and agricultural service community was solidified (Beautiful Smiths
Falls, 2012; Smiths Falls Railway Museum, 2013).
Figure 16: Smiths Falls’ Location in Eastern Ontario

Source: Google Maps (2018b).
Due to its advantageous connections by road, rail, and water, Smiths Falls grew through
the first half of the Twentieth Century, attracting substantial agricultural and industrial investment.
In addition to its well-known Hershey chocolate factory, at one time, Smiths Falls was also known
as the hub of the world’s turkey market (Parks Canada, 1979; CBC, 2007).

58 | K u h l
However, similar to Gravelbourg, a number of compounding factory closures and moves
led to the local economy bottoming out in the early-to-mid-2000s. In short order Smiths Falls lost
its Hershey factory that employed over 600 people, the Stanley Tools factory that employed
roughly 175, and the Rideau Regional Centre, a mental disability group home that employed over
800 people (Halfknight, 2010). As is evidenced by Figure 17 on the following page, the loss of
these factories hasn’t led to the absolute decline of the municipality. Counter-intuitively, the 2011
National Household Survey census after the bulk of the closures had occurred shows a modest
population increase. However, when viewed over the longer term, it becomes clear, especially
with the more reliable 2016 census results, that Smiths Falls has fallen on sustained hard times.
Figure 17: Smiths Falls, Ontario’s Population Over Time
Census Year

Population

Population Δ (%)

1991

9,439

N/A

1996

9,131

-3.3%

2001

9,140

0.1%

2006

8,777

-4.0%

2011

8,978

2.3%

2016

8,780

-2.2%

NET POP Δ

-659

-7.0%

Source: Statistics Canada (1996b; 2006b; 2016c)
Once again though, similar to Gravelbourg, Smiths Falls has been able to take matters into
their its own hands and produced positive results out of a seemingly negative situation. Within
months of Hershey leaving town, Smiths Falls had changed its branding focus from “The
Chocolate Capital of Canada” to the Rideau Canal. Today the Town features an entirely new
Canal-inspired logo and a motto that is more a promise—“Rise at the Falls” (Halfnight, 2010;
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Smith, 2017). With a sustained focus on developing the Rideau Canal that cuts through the Town
as a new tourist destination and also focal point of the community, Smiths Falls was able to
convince European river cruising giant Le Boat to expand their business into North America for
the first time (CBC, 2018b). Headquartering out of Smiths Falls, the company offers luxury yacht
tours to either Ottawa or Kingston. They were drawn to locate in Smiths Falls largely in part due
to the Town’s willingness to work with the company leveraging Provincial and Federal
government support for the project, while Smiths Falls itself offered assistance in establishing the
new business in the UNESCO-protected lockmasters house (CBC, 2018b; Perth Courier, 2017;
Smiths Falls Record News, 2017).
Perhaps the most well-known success story of Smiths Falls however is the “astronomic”
growth experienced by Canopy Growth Corp., the marijuana company formerly known as Tweed,
that set up shop in Smiths Falls in 2013 (Goldsman, 2018; Rendell, 2018). Now valued at over
$9.5 billion, Canopy Growth Corp. employs over 360 people in Smiths Falls, mostly in highearning, highly-educated positions (Globe and Mail, 2018). While nobody could have predicted
just how successful this medical marijuana company was going to be at the time, the fact that it
chose to locate in Smiths Falls is not an accident. Smiths Falls has a storied history of gaining and
then losing major manufacturing and other industry. However, each time, the municipality has
taken pains to ensuring that they maintain the now-vacant lands at the highest, most well-serviced
standards they can. Accordingly, new opportunities to re-use the lands have always appeared.
What makes Smiths Falls different from other “smokestack chasers” however is that they
are willing to invest in and take chances on smaller scale, oftentimes unproven technologies and
manufacturers. Historically Smiths Falls was the home of RCA Records, with almost all music
records sold in Canada and beyond in North America produced there (Alexander, 2017;
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Halfknight, 2010). Similarly, Canopy Growth Corp. took over the old Hershey factories despite
being a small start-up, and from the beginning the municipality worked with them to help bring
their vision of becoming Canada’s largest marijuana producer to fruition (CBC, 2013).
To this day, Smiths Falls is still working with Canopy on unique solutions to problems that
hinder their economic capacities. For example, in May 2018 the City sold an underground
easement beneath a municipal road to Canopy in order to allow for their multiple parcels to legally
consolidate on title (Smiths Falls, 2018). This allows the company to file its taxes under one
address, thus saving money. Through this innovation and investment in a new start-up company,
Smiths Falls has the potential to benefit from Canopy’s world-leading marijuana production for
many years to come.
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Chapter 6: Results
The results section is divided into four subsections: Case Study Findings, Content
Interviews, Drafting Next Steps, and Validation Interviews. First, the key findings from the case
study review are presented. Next, based on the findings from the initial demographics analysis
and policy review, questions were drafted for the initial content interviews. Following these
interviews, and in conjunction with the findings from the demographics analysis, policy review,
and case studies, initial next step recommendations for combatting decline in Northern Ontario
were drafted. These recommendations were then discussed in an additional set of interviews
seeking to validate the findings included within them.
Summary of Case Study Findings
From the case studies, four main findings became apparent that could be applied to the
Northern Ontario context. While it is not possible nor fair to directly compare either case to the
experiences of those municipalities suffering from decline in Northern Ontario, these broad
concepts can still be moulded and applied to any municipality suffering from decline.
Gravelbourg:
•

Community economic development is key. If all focus is on bringing in growth from the
outside, it signals to those still in the community that they have already been given up on.
The skills and assets of those still in the community should be taken advantage of and
leveraged.

•

A comprehensive strategy for addressing decline is necessary and must address all facets
of community life. This includes socially, economically, environmentally, and culturally.
This strategy must be co-created with the community and requires buy-in from all
members of society, from politicians, to businesses, to the social elite, and everyone inbetween.
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Smiths Falls:
•

Take care of and promote industrial assets—even when big industry leaves town. If assets
are torn down or fall into disrepair, all hope of revitalizing that location with alternative
industry is lost.

•

Don’t be afraid to think outside the box when it comes to economic development. Embrace
the innovative and novel. These ideas are most desperate for a chance to prove themselves.

Content Interviews
Having determined which municipalities are declining, stable, or growing through the
demographics analysis and policy review, semi-structured interviews with three planners, one
planner from each context (declining, stable, and growing populations) were conducted. The focus
of these three interviews was to determine how these planners perceive decline in their
communities, what approaches they have already taken to address this decline, what they believe
has worked well to address decline, and what they believe has not worked well. Semi-structured
interviews allow a standard core of questions to be administered to all interviewees, while also
permitting the conversation to shift depending on the answers received (Dunn, 2016). The guides
used for these initial interviews are included in this report as Appendix A. All interview
participants in this research project consented to having their names included in this report, and
were provided the opportunity to review their interview findings prior to completion of the project.
Declining: Timmins—Cindy Welsh & Maggie Matear
The first two interviews conducted were with Cindy Welsh, the Manager of Planning for
the City of Timmins, and with Maggie Matear, Director of Community Development. Some of
the key findings from the discussions with these two individuals were that the GPNO does not
generally factor into Welsh’s day-to-day functions as Manager of Planning, but is very relevant to
Matear as the Director of Community Development. This is due largely to the fact that the policies
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it is promoting are not planning-related, but instead economic development-focused. There was a
strong desire from Welsh to see stronger policies and directives that support concepts such as infill
development, especially as this strategy relates to infrastructure asset management.

While

Timmins wants growth, sprawling growth only serves to harm the City in the long-term if it
requires spending additional funds on extending services.
Welsh understands that while the GPNO does promote stronger policy in terms of resource
development, and that her work must be consistent with
the policies in the GPNO, there are times when this is not
central in her practice in terms of day-to-day planning.
The City of Timmins has already taken great strides
towards protecting its long-term resource extraction
readiness. There are substantial lands designated for

“I have to be aware of the
Growth Plan, but it
doesn’t really factor in for
day-to-day planning as
compared to long-range
planning.”

-Cindy Welsh

preservation in their official plan that are known valuable resource areas. Independent of any
policy direction from the province, the City had already done this because it was in their own
economic interest to ensure those lands remained undeveloped until the time to mine them came.
In this sense, where the two found the GPNO lacking was in terms of providing firm direction and
genuine provincial support for expanding resource extraction activities in the Ring of Fire. This
economic development could be a major boon for the City, but despite the GPNO’s positive words
to the matter, they have seen little action.
As an economic development plan, Matear argued the GPNO has been useful for at least
creating a unified conversation around the North. However, again there were criticisms that the
plan is not doing enough to actually follow through on the promises it makes. She indicated that
two complementary economic development priorities in Timmins are the establishment of a
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permanent English-language University, and more government support for expanding responsible
resource development opportunities. By obtaining both of these, it is believed that the City will
be able to attract the knowledge economy that will help attract and retain more managerial and
white-collar jobs to both the mining industry and the City as a whole. As an SCA in the GPNO,
Matear argued that these should be the easy kinds of investments to make in a designated growth
and economic hub for the North. However, these and other investments form the province to fulfill
the goals of the GPNO have yet to be realized.
Stable: Kenora—Matt Boscariol
Matt Boscariol is the Manager of Community and Development in Kenora.
Traditionally, the housing that was built in Kenora, and across the North, was fairly homogenous
single-detached housing. As a result, one of the recurring themes throughout this interview was
the fact that there is a desire from residents of the community to develop broader range of
housing types. Although the common perception is that residents seek housing that could
support aging in place, younger families, and everyone
in-between, the cost of doing so is prohibitive.
Currently there is simply not enough skilled labour in
Kenora. As such, building new structures generally
requires hiring workers from Winnipeg, over two hours

“The

GPNO is a nice
document, but we needed
those planners’ feet on the
ground here when they were
writing it.”

-Matt Boscariol

away. In this way, Boscariol feared that the GPNO
wasn’t doing enough to deliver on its promises, especially in a context where growth in the
North was possible, but simply being choked off by the lack of affordable housing development
costs. Boscariol argued that with a stronger commitment from the province to help support the
housing industry in Kenora, the municipality would be able to kick-start the provision of housing
that residents actually need, which could inspire a virtuous loop of community-led development.
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Beyond simply providing housing that would help attract new families, or retain seniors
who do not want to retire elsewhere, Boscariol also saw a failure from the province to see the big
picture in terms of social services funding. In his own words, “upfront capital is beautiful, but we

“We

are connected, we’re
right on the Trans-Canada
Highway, we’re two hours
from Winnipeg…We are a
hub, we are a service
centre…but we have to build
that housing and also attract
that skillset that will help us
drive our economy forward.”

-Matt Boscariol

also need a commitment for long-range operating funds”.
Generally, when funding is received for social services in
the North, it is to build new service centres, acquire major
assets, or other big-sticker items. However, without fail
these funding announcements always neglect to provide
for the long-term operation of the asset. Kenora is a hub
for most of far north-western Ontario, and is tasked with
providing services for this geographic area.

Indeed,

Boscariol made note of the fact that the agency responsible for providing most services in the
region was geographically the largest in the country. In addition, he noted that there is a substantial
Indigenous population both in Kenora, and on the many surrounding reserves who could benefit
from seeing these services delivered in a more predictable, and long-term manner. In this sense,
Boscariol believes the Province needs to rethink how it funds and finances community
development initiatives in the North in order to ensure they will not cause more harm than good.
By doing so, there is the potential to retain many of the people who must travel to Kenora to seek
these services, including the Indigenous population that the municipality makes substantial note
of in their Official Plan.
Ultimately, Boscariol believes there is more going on for Kenora than it is given credit for.
While the housing is currently a major struggle, and the municipality has lost substantial industry,
it has already begun positioning itself as North America’s premier boating destination. By focusing
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on these tangible community assets that cannot be taken away, he believes there is a future in
attracting investment and future development from Winnipeg and the surrounding area.
Additionally, as the hub for far north-western Ontario, there is capacity that can be built up as both
retirees from nearby communities and Indigenous peoples from surrounding reserves move
permanently to the Town. However, in order for this development to be realized, it is imperative
that the housing they will require exists.
Growing: Sudbury—Jason Ferrigan
Jason Ferrigan is the Director of Planning Services for the City of Greater Sudbury, and
also the President of the Ontario Professional Planners Institute. As the largest municipality in
Northern Ontario, and one of the two “growing” municipalities, Greater Sudbury’s Northern
Ontario experience is markedly different than the previous municipalities that had been
interviewed. Regardless, throughout this interview, Ferrigan took strides to connect the North,
focusing on all the ways that the Northern experience
they share brings them together.

One of the most

important factors that creates this similarity versus the
rest of Ontario is the slow-to-non-existent growth rates
experienced across the North.

When approaching

“Communities

are more
similar
than
they
are
different—Northern Ontario
for all of us is about doing
more with less.”

-Jason Ferrigan

planning from this perspective, the conversation becomes
one of sustaining and nurturing through policy, as opposed to managing and trying to pilot growth
that is just expected.
In this sense, Ferrigan believes that the GPNO is actually a very strong document for
Northern Ontario, because it is extremely “forward looking and enabling rather than prescriptive”.
In the context of Sudbury, this meant that when comparing the Sudbury Official Plan and its

67 | K u h l
policies to the GPNO, most already meshed. While Greater Sudbury does experience problems
that do not impact other parts of Northern Ontario to the same extent (such as housing
unaffordability), the theme throughout this interview was about how planning in the North is
ultimately the same no matter where you were—all municipalities are tasked with doing far more
with less. When this comes down to functioning as a SCA, Ferrigan argued that again, the policies
that are best for Greater Sudbury, such as intensification and infill, are the same policies that
planners across the North should be promoting in order to help combat decline.
Where Ferrigan was willing to admit that Greater Sudbury benefits more than anywhere
else in the North though is through its heavily-diversified economy. With multiple post-secondary
institutions, the regional health network’s headquarters, substantial federal and provincial ministry
offices, and a highly-functioning extractive resources economy that is world-leading, Greater
Sudbury has much more than anywhere else in the North. Indeed, Ferrigan alluded to the fact that
Sudbury is considered the “Disneyland of mining” in industry circles. While such a standing
certainly lends itself to a different perspective on decline in the North than for most, much of what
was stated in terms of more similarities than differences existing amongst Northern Ontario’s
communities rings true. As such, it is important to consider leading into the drafting of next steps.
Drafting Next Steps
Having identified key themes through the case studies and interview process, drafting
initial next step recommendations followed. These next steps align with previously identified
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and challenges from the interviews and case study
communities.

In conjunction with the relevant findings from the previously completed

demographics analysis and policy review, next step actions were drafted that apply variously to
local, district, and provincial levels. The focus in drafting these next steps was on identifying how
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planning can be conducted in Northern Ontario in a way that is sensitive to the unique contexts of
its municipalities, while applying the consolidated interview data from Northern Ontario and
broader Canadian case study contexts. In this way, these next steps are also able to provide insights
that can cut across the differences between the various kinds of communities in the North.
The initial next step recommendations are presented here for the first time as context for
the following validation interviews. A fully justified rationale for why each next step was
developed is provided in Chapter 7.
Local Next Steps
1. Develop a comprehensive strategy for combatting decline. Recognize the problem,
and work together towards a solution.
2. Focus on community-led economic development as much as possible. Give
residents something to rally around and contribute to in order to build capacity from
the inside-out.
3. Industry might come back, so plan accordingly. Just don’t make industry returning
the only plan.
4. Engage youth early and frequently. Make them feel ownership over their
municipality and the decisions it makes.
Provincial Next Steps
1. Don’t make plans without backing them up.
o Either recommit to the existing Growth Plan, or commit to developing
better, more localized plans with local municipalities and districts as equal
partners.
2. Produce schedules and policy that fully implement and explain all aspects of the
plan. Creating extensive policy for ESHs without actually designating any
degrades from the usefulness of the plan.
3. Fund projects, services, and infrastructure with full-costing in mind. Upfront
capital investments can do more harm than good if they do not also provide the
funding to maintain the service long-term.
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4. Consider implementing social procurement policies that promote hiring and
retaining local contractors and businesses as much as possible, even when costlier.
Validation Interviews
In order to ensure the internal validity of these findings and to mitigate the effects of
researcher bias on the next step recommendations, two final validation interviews were conducted.
These interviews were split amongst identified GPNO municipalities that had not yet been
interviewed. This was done to remove possible bias from respondents who may have been able to
identify recommendations that were specifically developed in response to their earlier interview.
One municipality interviewed was a community deemed to be declining by the demographic
analysis, while the other was a growing community. This helped ensure that the suggested next
steps were validated by planners experiencing both sides of decline in the North. The guides used
for these interviews are included in this report as Appendix B.
Growing: West Nipissing—Melanie Ducharme
Melanie Ducharme has perhaps the most unique role of those interviewed for this project,
service as both the Clerk and Planner for the Municipality of West Nipissing. As the fastest
growing municipality of all those studied in this project, her perspectives on the next step
recommendations for combatting decline in the North were distinct and very helpful for both
challenging as well as validating the range of opinions and findings heard throughout this study.

“The

PPS and GPNO don’t
listen to our needs, and have
left us with a bunch of rules
that largely aren’t applicable
to our situation.”

-Melanie Ducharme

In terms of addressing decline in the North, it was
Ducharme’s opinion that the largest problem with the
Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) and GPNO is that the
policies exists at all. In terms of directing development
and planning, she believed there was a need for more
regionalized and local control over how policy is
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developed and implemented. One of the prime examples she used was that of string development
along fully serviced highways. While it goes against the spirit of the PPS and significant tenets of
the GPNO, permitting the subdivision of lots strung along highways makes a lot of economic sense
in terms of asset-management for many northern municipalities. This is because this form of
development is infill development when the municipality is already paying to maintain those
pieces of infrastructure. It is cheaper to develop there than it is to build and have to maintain new
subdivisions, no matter how smart the growth may be.
It is this level of policy obfuscation that has led Ducharme to her understanding of what
she does as being the ‘art of planning’, rather than any objective or scientific practice. While many
of the earlier recommendations seek to amend or ameliorate portions of the GPNO, the feedback
garnered from this interview supported the standpoint that such a plan does little good for most of
the North, and would be better if it did not exist at all.
An additional point of contention was the level of support that Ontario offers Northern
municipalities through its Municipal Affairs office in Sudbury. In this relationship, Ducharme
believes that the province needs to take a stronger stance in allowing its regional offices to be
advocates for the municipalities that they work with every day, as opposed to advocating for
Queen’s Park. Development and investment is hard enough to come by in the North, and she
questions the benefit that can be had from applying policy and Ministry decisions coming from
Toronto on the ground in the North.
In terms of where she does see a place for provincial intervention is when it is asked for by
the community. Where a municipality has identified needs and sees them as being the means
through which to kick-start community-led development, this is the place where Ontario should
step in and offer its supports. When told about Kenora’s situation where housing demand exists,
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but construction costs are too high to begin building, Ducharme identified this as exactly the time
and place for Ontario to contribute. It was argued that Northern Ontario does not need plans and
policy, but rather economic stimulus that facilitates community-driven visions of development.
Declining: Kirkland Lake—Ashley Bilodeau
Ashley Bilodeau is the Manager of Planning and Land Development in the Town of
Kirkland Lake, the second-highest declining municipality in the study area according to the
Statistics Canada data analysed. Her viewpoints on the previously prepared next steps were
generally supportive, although she had suggestions and changes to propose, especially in terms of
the relationship between the province and municipalities, and districts and municipalities.
When asked initially about the GPNO, Bilodeau made it clear, similar to in previous
interviews, that the current plan simply does not work. Claiming it is short on details and long on
concepts that do not work for small towns, she argued the plan needs to be entirely reworked to
focus on all municipalities in the North, not just the largest ones. While Kirkland Lake is
ostensibly an ESH, she strongly believed that the economic plans and diversified economy
concepts the GPNO pushes are not realistic plans for most of Northern Ontario. While stopping
short of providing specific solutions for the GPNO, she was clear that the policies need to be
reworked so that they actually reflect the individual localities they are impacting, instead of being
general statements that don’t say much.
In terms of cost-saving measures and tactics for

“There are benefits to having

helping municipalities function regardless of their

that upper tier…there is a lack
of knowledge and expertise,

growth or decline, one of the solutions Bilodeau was

and we need that up here.”

most supportive of was strengthening Northern Ontario’s
districts in order to provide greater services at that level.

-Ashley Bilodeau
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This would require provincial intervention and funding to initially start up. However, using
districts to facilitate matters such as technical engineering, infrastructure maintenance, and
planning would allow even the smallest of municipalities access to these services. She did caution
that in some cases, because of how geographically large many districts are, they may not achieve
economies of scale due to their varied landscapes and resources. However, she could also cite
multiple municipalities in Kirkland Lake’s District, the District of Timiskaming, that currently do
not have planners at all. By strengthening the district system, not so much as a political structure,
but rather as an expertise repository, Bilodeau argued the North in general would be able to attract
and retain greater experts, to the benefit of everyone.
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Chapter 7: Discussion & Analysis
This discussion and analysis chapter will provide an overview of the major findings from
each section of the research project. By summarizing the key findings from the research, it will
become possible to address the final objective—outlining a final set of next step recommendations
for addressing decline that can be applied at various levels of government in Northern Ontario.
Demographics Analysis
The demographics analysis was the foundational research that framed the rest of the
project. By quickly determining which municipalities identified in the GPNO were declining,
stable, or growing, and by digging into the existing statistical data to determine what the causes of
these conditions are, it allowed for the policy review to be pointed and exacting with what specific
themes and trends it was searching for.
While the demographics analysis quickly determined what is well known by all in the
North—that the region as a whole is experiencing population decline—one of the most important
findings from the demographics analysis was that the population in the North is also rapidly aging.
This is not to say that all populations are declining across the board however. Indigenous youth
are actually a growing population in the North. Regardless though, this aging is the collective
result of youth out-migration, a low birth-rate, and massive industry lay-offs.
As municipalities in the North seek to address this issue, they find it is incredibly difficult
to address all facets of population decline simultaneously. While both young families and aging
seniors require a diversified housing stock, the procurement of the jobs, diversified economy, and
educational opportunities in the North that will retain youth cannot simply be implemented
overnight. This is especially true in a cash-strapped region still reeling from the substantial loss
of its industry.
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What is also important to note however is that not all municipalities in Northern Ontario
are in the same situation. Few have ever had truly diversified economies. Generally speaking,
those that were able to do so have fared better than those who have not. Additionally, not all of
these demographic issues are exclusive to one particular size of community. One of the fastest
growing municipalities was West Nipissing, which was consistently in the bottom half of the
municipalities studied in terms of total population.

Conversely, two of the five largest

municipalities in the North (Timmins and Sault Ste. Marie) were designated as declining
communities.
Policy Review
The policy review was broken into two sections, with the first seeking to extract further
main themes from the GPNO document.

By doing so, these themes and those from the

demographics analysis would then be the primary focus of the policy review. The review of the
GPNO quickly revealed two overarching themes. Firstly, that the GPNO is primarily an economic
development tool, focused extensively on diversifying local economies, and seeking to shift
communities in Northern Ontario away from relying solely on resource extraction and other
primary industry. Secondly, the GPNO places a considerable focus on building relationships and
planning with Indigenous communities across Northern Ontario. It was determined that this was
another key theme to be studied in the policy review due to two factors. Firstly, this group was
identified in the demographics analysis as being a growth population for Northern Ontario.
Secondly, this focus on Indigenous relationship building is a substantial departure from most
conventional planning conducted in Ontario.
For the second portion of the policy review, the key themes from the demographics analysis
and the GPNO were searched in the official plans of all thirteen study municipalities. This was
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first conducted as a manifest content analysis, and then as a latent content analysis. The initial
manifest content analysis quickly yielded relevant and important findings. Primary among these
was that the birth-rate was not a cause for concern for any municipalities in the North. There are
many reasons why this may be, but generally they point towards the fact that this is not an easy
population statistic to target, and that there are more meaningful ways to increase population in
the North—namely through in-migration of fully-grown, trained and/or educated workers.
An additional finding from this initial manifest content analysis was that youth outmigration and Indigenous peoples are both not well discussed. For both of these topics, there were
several plans that did not address either at all. However, while there were several plans that did
address Indigenous engagement and community-building with First Nations and Métis peoples to
some extent, youth out-migration was largely an ignored topic across the board. Even those plans
that did consider youth generally did so in a quite limited capacity.
Overall, the majority of focus for the manifest content analysis seemed to show that the
plans centred on industry. This is not outrightly surprising, as historically almost all of these
municipalities were founded due to their industrial potential. Furthermore, addressing industry
and industrial lands is a much more traditional planning endeavour than concepts that would be
considered more in the realm of social planning or economic development. However, by having
such a pronounced and dedicated focus on industry is to somewhat ignore the peoples and
populations that remain in your municipality even after industry has left. It is these people who
are still around seeking to stave off the local decline, and they are left to do so with a plan that
does not focus on giving them the tools to do so.
The more in-depth latent content analysis yielded somewhat similar findings as the
manifest content analysis. However, this time it also provided a look into the quality of the plans
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themselves, and how each municipality chose to address the key themes (if at all). One of the
biggest findings from this section revolved around the quality of the plans. This was based on how
well they were funded and the consulting group or in-house planning staff who completed the
project. Where municipalities were ESHs, they generally fell more in-line with the policies and
provisions of the GPNO. The SCAs however seemed to approach their official plans with their
own perspectives and priorities overruling those found in the GPNO. Additionally, there was for
the most part a clear divide between newer and older plans with respect to their capacity to address
both the GPNO, the realities of sustained decline, and Indigenous peoples.
Most striking however was the overall quality of the plans in addressing these issues. Some
were able to craft distinct, comprehensive visions and strategies for addressing the decline in their
municipalities. Some municipalities had very weak plans that did little to address their realities on
the ground. While only time will tell whether or not this strategy of proactively addressing issues
of decline will pay off, there is something to be said for those places that were willing to admit in
their guiding policy document that they were struggling, but had a vision for a new path forward.
Case Studies
In the two case studies, four big ideas emerged that, when contrasted with the content
interviews as well as the findings from the demographics analysis and policy review, helped
solidify the first set of next step recommendations. These big ideas were:
•

Community economic development is key.

•

A comprehensive strategy for addressing the decline is necessary and must address all
facets of community life.

•

Take care of and promote industrial assets—even when big industry leaves town.
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•

Embrace the innovative and novel, as those ideas are the most desperate for a chance to
prove themselves.

Content Interviews
The first four interviews provided strong initial reactions to planning for decline in the
North, and the place of the GPNO as a document seeking to guide that discussion. The broad
findings from these interviews were that the GPNO was not a meaningful document for planners,
as most of its planning policy and rationale already addresses concepts that planners are aware of.
Most planners interviewed found it benign as their policies generally already agreed with it, and
some felt that because of this it was useless. Some more cynical planners stated that their
understanding of the GPNO was that it existed to give the impression that the Province had done
something meaningful for the North without actually creating anything of substance.
The additional main finding from these interviews was that the province needs to listen to
municipalities more in terms of what they need funding for, and how that funding should be costed.
In the cases of Timmins and Kenora, both were seeking seed investments, in the education sector
for Timmins, and in the housing sector for Kenora. It was believed that by investing in these
community-identified deficits both would be able to develop them into a virtuous positive feedback
loop of long-term benefits. In terms of funding for social service infrastructure however, the
province also needs to realize that when it does invest in these programs, there needs to be a
commitment to sustained funding. This is so that places in the North are able to continue providing
those services for the long-term.
First Draft Next Step Recommendations
The first draft of the next steps contained recommendations developed to address local
municipalities and the Province. Although introduced earlier, this was for context prior to the
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validation interviews subsection. It is at this point where the rationale behind each next step
recommendation is presented.
Local Next Steps
For the local next steps, next steps one and two were very closely inter-related. These
spoke to having a comprehensive strategy for combatting decline, and to focusing on communityled economic development as much as possible. The case studies showed how imperative this
was, and several of the official plans analysed already contained well articulated visions for how
municipalities would address their decline. In cases such as Kenora’s and Timmins’, communities
have already identified what these needs are. This is where they can then reach out to the province
for support. However, these visions need to be in place first.
The third local next step focused on industry returning, which again was proven to be
prudent both in Smiths Falls, and through Timmins’ approach to designating future extractive
resource lands in their official plan.
The fourth and final local next step focused on engaging youth early and frequently in order
to make them feel stronger connections to their roots, and as though their municipality truly values
them. This next step was developed during the demographics and policy reviews. While this was
not picked up on in the content interviews, it did occur in several official plans, including
Kapuskasing’s comprehensive strategy to stabilize its population through community-led
development and diversification.
Provincial Next Steps
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Four next steps were drafted for Ontario. In this case, one and two were again fairly
1.
Don’t make plans without
backing them up.
•

Either recommit to the
existing Growth Plan, or
commit to developing better,
more localized plans with
local municipalities and
districts as equal partners.

intertwined, as were next steps three and four. The
GPNO is a plan that has largely been seen as saying a
lot without backing it up with action. From action on
promoting the Ring of Fire, to ensuring communities
have the funding they need and require in order to begin
the diversification of their economies, to helping

2.
Produce
schedules
and
policy that fully implement and
explain all aspects of the plan.
Creating extensive policy for ESHs
without actually designating any
degrades from the usefulness of the
plan.

facilitate
Indigenous

and

promote

groups

and

reconciliation

between

the

Ontario

Northern

municipalities, a common theme throughout the
interviews was that the GPNO is missing the mark. This

is further evidenced with the lack of detail and follow-through throughout, including even leaving
policies and designations completely out of the plan. In terms of next steps one and two, the
Province either needs to recommit the Plan, including fleshing its policies out completely, or the
Province needs to reconsider how it plans for
the North at all.
Next steps three and four for the
Province seek to develop stronger financing
procedures for provincial investments in the
North. Recommendation three speaks directly

3. Fund projects, services, and infrastructure
with full-costing in mind. Upfront capital
investments can do more harm than good
if they do not also provide the funding to
maintain the service long-term.
4. Consider
implementing
social
procurement policies that promote hiring
and retaining local contractors and
businesses as much as possible, even when
costlier.

to the issues outlined by Matt Boscariol in his
interview. Social procurement, meanwhile, is the practice of seeking social impact through
existing purchasing. While the province already engages in this to a limited extent in the North,
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by embracing the practice in policy, Ontario would be committing itself to retaining construction
crews, suppliers, and more that already live and work in the North. This kind of investment not
only provides the assets that were going to be acquired regardless, but they also help to kickstart
that uplifting cycle of community-led investment. This is because places like Kenora which
currently must look outside of the province for skilled labourers will now have locally-sourced
options that were originally kick-started by these social procurement policies. Spending more in
the local economy will produce longer-term impact.
Validation Interviews
The validation interviews allowed for several of these next step recommendations to be
challenged, as well as for additional findings to be added to the overall body of knowledge
developed during this project. From the two interviews, several distinct major findings were
determined. Firstly, the belief that the GPNO is simply not working and not applicable was
strongly reaffirmed.

These interviewees found that the policies did not work for smaller

municipalities, that they sometimes even contradicted the Provincial Policy Statement, and that its
focus on economic diversification was simply not realistic for much of Northern Ontario. These
two interviews also helped reaffirm that funding is needed, and that properly funding communityled initiatives is the proper place for the provincial government in a Northern Ontario planning
regime.
However, these interviews also helped challenge some of the initial next step
recommendations that had been developed. In particular, the role of the province in administering
an absolute vision of growth for Northern Ontario was one that had been challenged in the initial
next step recommendations. They desired to see less provincial control, or a complete rewrite of
the GPNO to better reflect the on-the-ground realities. This was not the recommendation that was
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received in the validation interviews. Instead, especially from Ashley Bilodeau in Kirkland Lake,
there was a desire to a stronger district-level presence. This would not take the form of a political
presence, but rather a tier of administration lower than the province, but higher than the individual
municipalities in the North, many of which are so small they cannot afford their own professional
staff. By providing a stronger district, municipalities would be able to pool their resources and
access higher quality professional staff, while saving money and being better able to make
decisions for the longer term.
An extension of strengthening the district-level resource staff is the final change to the next
step recommendations determined through these validation interviews. West Nipissing is, by all
accounts, a bedroom community of both North Bay and Sudbury. Much of its growth, as alluded
to by Jason Ferrigan, is due to people “escaping” the expensive housing in those two major cities,
and seeking housing not beholden to those bigger cities’ planning policies. West Nipissing is
developing that pearl-necklace string of housing along its highways, and approving developments
that are substantially cheaper than those found in either North Bay or Sudbury—cause for concern
from a planning standpoint. This gives rise to a recommendation that in lieu of one GPNO, what
is actually needed are true growth plans, akin to the Places to Grow plan for the Greater Golden
Horseshoe. These plans could be implemented at the district or multi-district level by the province
working in conjunction with local municipalities as partners. However, the end result would be
multiple growth plans in Northern Ontario that were actually developed at the municipal and
community-level. In turn, these could better implement the existing GPNO’s policies regarding
SCAs and ESHs, as growth could be more strongly allocated and directed to specific nodes.
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Chapter 8: Recommendations
The final next step recommendations are largely unchanged from the first draft, although
four additions have been made that introduce district-level next steps into the mix. This change is
a marked departure from the original draft, which promoted only local and provincial
recommendations. The validation interviews were critical for challenging some perceptions about
the usefulness of regional and growth planning, and the end result is a much more comprehensive
set of recommendations that present positive outcomes for municipalities of all sizes and types in
Northern Ontario.
Local Next Steps
First Draft
1. Develop a comprehensive strategy for combatting decline. Recognize the problem, and
work together towards a solution.
2. Focus on community-led economic development as much as possible. Give residents
something to rally around and contribute to in order to build capacity from the inside-out.
3. Industry might come back, so plan accordingly. Just don’t make industry returning the
only plan.
4. Engage youth early and frequently. Make them feel ownership over their municipality and
the decisions it makes.
Final Draft
1. Develop a comprehensive strategy for combatting decline. Recognize the problem, and
work together towards a solution.
2. Focus on community-led economic development as much as possible. Give residents
something to rally around and contribute to in order to build capacity from the inside-out.
3. Industry might come back, so plan accordingly. Just don’t make industry returning the
only plan.
The only change to the local recommendations was the striking of engaging youth early
and frequently. While it is still believed that this is an important element of planning for decline
and seeking to stabilize and retain local populations, it was largely an ignored concern through
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most official plans and interviews. The decision to strike this next step is largely borne out of this.
Because some municipalities have chosen to address the issue of youth retention in their planning
documents, it clearly is a concern that exists. However, these concerns can be better addressed
through the development of the comprehensive strategy and community-led economic
development recommendations (1 and 2) rather than foisting youth engagement upon the entire
North through a specific next step recommendation on its own.
District Next Steps
Final Draft
1. Develop resource-sharing measures for skilled white-collar employees that bring feet on
the ground at least at the district-level.
2. Help facilitate contract-splitting between municipalities.
These two recommendations are new, and largely the result of consolidating what was
heard from several interviews. The greatest benefit to developing a stronger district in terms of
administration of certain technical services is that it provides a higher quality product for
municipalities that otherwise could not afford them. What is more, it does so at a lower cost to all.
Why have all municipalities in a district independently retaining planning services from Southern
Ontario contractors when the district can hire one or two planners and permanently locate them in
the north? There is additional benefit to having these services located at a higher plane than just
the local municipality as well, in that it provides additional opportunities for the coordination of
contract-splitting between municipalities. Where multiple communities will be upgrading a
particular service, RFPs can be coordinated so that they cover them all, achieving reduced prices
through economies of scale.
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Provincial Next Steps
First Draft
1. Don’t make plans without backing them up.
o Either recommit to the existing Growth Plan, or commit to developing better, more
localized plans with local municipalities and districts as equal partners.
2. Produce schedules and policy that fully implement and explain all aspects of the plan.
Creating extensive policy for ESHs without actually designating any degrades from the
usefulness of the plan.
3. Fund projects, services, and infrastructure with full-costing in mind. Upfront capital
investments can do more harm than good if they do not also provide the funding to maintain
the service long-term.
4. Consider implementing social procurement policies that promote hiring and retaining local
contractors and businesses as much as possible, even when costlier.
Final Draft
1. Produce schedules and policy that fully implement and explain all aspects of the plan.
2. Fund projects, services, and infrastructure with full-costing in mind. Upfront capital
investments can do more harm than good if they do not also provide the funding to maintain
the service long-term.
3. Consider implementing social procurement policies that promote hiring and retaining local
contractors and businesses as much as possible, even when costlier.
Next step recommendation 1 from this section was struck in lieu of the new
recommendation 1 for Local, District, and Provincial next steps. While the general sentiment that
the Province was not necessarily producing a plan with the intent of following through on its
promises remains valid, a more meaningful and productive recommendation is to re-engage in the
planning process at a smaller-scale than to simply admonish Ontario for what is already done. The
revision to next step recommendation 2 is a reflection of this desire to see new plans rather than
atonement for what is already done.
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Local & Provincial Next Steps
First Draft
1. Northern Ontario doesn’t need the Growth Plan. Focus on better financial policy that
supports the individually identified needs of Northern municipalities.
This next step recommendation was struck in lieu of the new recommendation 1 for Local,
District, and Provincial next steps.
Local, District, & Provincial Next Steps
Final Draft
1. Northern Ontario doesn’t need one Growth Plan. It needs several smaller-scale plans
developed in conjunction with the Province.
2. Provide resources to help all levels of government identify and prioritize larger-scale
projects with the greatest long-term benefits.
These final two next step recommendations were created out of earlier recommendations
following the validation interviews. A consistent argument against the existing GPNO is that it
failed to take into consideration local contexts and challenges, often prescribing one-size-fits-all
solutions to the issues of decline in Northern Ontario. This was heard in interviews from Kenora
to Timmins to Kirkland Lake to West Nipissing, and is reflected here with the recommendation to
produce newer, more regional-scaled growth plans. By doing so, the province can also address
the lack of commitment to, and follow through with, many of the promises made in the initial
GPNO. Additionally, plans made at a smaller scale will benefit form greater local involvement
and sway on the policies that are developed. This will ideally lead to a finished product that is
comprehensive and complete—not leaving out policies in the way that the existing GPNO does.
The second next step recommendation for all three levels is to undertake a capital expenses
review of major infrastructure investments forthcoming across the North. By identifying and
prioritizing larger-scale projects with the greatest long-term benefits, municipalities can receive
the greatest return on investment as their tax bases decline. Such an approach to large-scale
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investments can be paired with a social procurement policy that would provide even greater
benefits to Northern Ontario as a whole.
Figure 18: Final Next Step Recommendations
Jurisdiction

Next Step Recommendations
1. Develop a comprehensive strategy for combatting decline. Recognize
the problem, and work together towards a solution.

Local

2. Focus on community-led economic development as much as possible.
Give residents something to rally around and contribute to in order to
build capacity from the inside-out.
3. Industry might come back, so plan accordingly. Just don’t make
industry returning the only plan.

District

1. Develop resource-sharing measures for skilled white-collar employees
that bring feet on the ground at least at the district-level.
2. Help facilitate contract-splitting between municipalities.
1. Produce schedules and policy that fully implement and explain all
aspects of the plan.

Provincial

2. Fund projects, services, and infrastructure with full-costing in mind.
Upfront capital investments can do more harm than good if they do not
also provide the funding to maintain the service long-term.
3. Consider implementing social procurement policies that promote hiring
and retaining local contractors and businesses as much as possible, even
when costlier.

Local, District,
& Provincial

1. Northern Ontario doesn’t need one Growth Plan. It needs several
smaller-scale plans developed in conjunction with the Province.
2. Provide resources to help all levels of government identify and
prioritize larger-scale projects with the greatest long-term benefits, so
that municipalities can receive the greatest return on investment as their
tax bases decline.
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Chapter 9: Conclusion
Decline in Northern Ontario is a real and protracted issue that has taken shape and form in
different ways across the region. While not all municipalities have been hit equally hard by the
effects of industry flight, an aging population, and youth out-migration, the general trend is one
of, at best, stagnation and slow growth. While the Province implemented the Growth Plan for
Northern Ontario in 2011 to try and address these issues, it has been limited in its capacity to effect
much change.
The reality of the existing GPNO is that it paints the North with too broad of brushstrokes.
In doing so, it generally fails to address the needs and priorities of all communities, large or small,
diversified economy or single-industry town. The smallest of the small feel left behind, while the
largest municipalities are left wondering what the GPNO really does for them at all when the
province fails to follow through on its promises or provide the resources to back up its policies.
Following the comprehensive review of demographics, policy, case studies, and content
and validation interviews, there are ten next step recommendations to be made. These next steps
are addressed to various levels of government and are not an exhaustive list of the various policies
and initiatives that could be undertaken to address the issues of decline in Northern Ontario.
However, what they do accomplish is presenting high-level directions for each level of government
that prioritize local knowledge and decision-making. By empowering local communities, and
listening so that they can be provided with the tools they know they need to succeed, provincial
influence and investment can be applied in a much more directed and meaningful manner.
This research has presented ideas for how this can be realized, and will hopefully inspire
and initiate a conversation regarding how the implementation of these next step recommendations
could benefit the North.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Content Interview Script
Information Interviews with Urban Planning Professionals - Sample Questions
Information Interviews: The purpose of these interviews is to gain insights and information into
how the municipal planners perceive the issue of decline in their community, as well as how they
have planned (or not planned) for decline in their own planning policy and reflective of the
Growth Plan for Northern Ontario.
Professional Role and Background:
•
•
•

How long have you been an urban planner?
o Where did you go to school for planning, if at all?
How long have you been a planner with your municipality?
o In Northern Ontario?
What is your current role?
o What do you love the most about being a planner in the north?
▪ In your municipality specifically?

Experience with the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario
•

•
•
•

How familiar are you with the GPNO?
o To what extent has your municipality incorporated the policies of the GPNO in its
planning documents?
How does the GPNO reflect the current planning realities in your community?
What place should the Province have in regional planning for Northern Ontario?
If the Province were to offer additional supports for planning initiatives in Northern
Ontario, what would your municipality most benefit from?

Experience with Population Decline in Northern Ontario
•
•
•

How has population decline impacted your community?
How has Council approached the topic of population decline in Northern Ontario?
o What about the community?
What has your community done to address the potential for population decline?
o What kind of broad policies have been considered?
o What kind of planning policies, if at all, have been considered?
▪ How successful have these policies been?
• What has worked well?
• What has not worked well?
▪ What would you do differently? Do again?
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Appendix B: Validation Interview Script
Validation Interviews with Urban Planning Professionals - Sample Questions
Validation Interviews: The purpose of these interviews is to validate the recommendations made
based on the demographics and policy review, content interviews, and the preliminary next step
recommendations.
Professional Role and Background:
•
•
•

How long have you been an urban planner?
o Where did you go to school for planning, if at all?
How long have you been a planner with your municipality?
o In Northern Ontario?
What is your current role?
o What do you love the most about being a planner in the north?
▪ In your municipality specifically?

Example Questions (to be developed based on next step recommendations):
•

•

•
•

•
•

One of the recurring themes that occurs in both the Growth Plan for Northern Ontario
and in planning policy across the North is ______________.
o How well is this theme being addressed?
▪ What does this theme fail to address?
Many municipalities that are facing decline do/do not use planning policy to address this
issue. How well is this planning/lack of planning addressing the needs of these
communities?
o How can this planning better address the needs of these communities?
What are the most pressing needs in municipalities being caused by population decline?
What impacts can occur when planning is focused on growth rather than addressing the
realities of declining population?
o What can be done to change this mindset from hypothetical growth to the tangible
impacts of decline?
What should be the highest priorities of Northern communities when planning for longterm population sustainability?
How can the Province improve its regional planning for the North to better reflect the onthe-ground situation?
o What form does this solution take when applied in individual municipalities?
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Appendix C: Complete Census Data Evaluation—1996 to 2016 Census Data
1996

2001

8790
113662
10036
80054
47499
9905

15,838
8198
8315
109016
9238
74566
43686
8616

"+ / -"

2006

"+ / -"

2011

"+ / -"

2016

"+ / -"

1996 vs.
2016

2001 vs.
2016

Growth Plan
Communities >8,000
Kenora
Dryden
Fort Frances
Thunder Bay
Kapuskasing
Sault Ste. Marie
Timmins
Kirkland Lake
Temiskaming Shores
Elliot Lake
Greater Sudbury
West Nipissing
North Bay
Provincial Districts
Algoma
Cochrane
Kenora
Manitoulin
Nipissing
Parry Sound
Rainy River
Sudbury District
Sudbury City
Thunder Bay
Timiskaming
TOTAL

13588
13481
54332

11956
155219
13114
52771

-5.40
-4.09
-7.95
-6.86
-8.03
-13.01
-12.01
-2.72
-2.87

15,177
8195
8103
109140
8509
74948
42997
8248
10442
11549
157857
13410
53966

-4.17
-0.04
-2.55
0.11
-7.89
0.51
-1.58
-4.27
-3.40
1.70
2.26
2.26

15,348
7617
7952
108359
8196
75141
43165
8493
10400
11348
160274
14149
53651

1.13
-7.05
-1.86
-0.72
-3.68
0.26
0.39
2.97
-0.40
-1.74
1.53
5.51
-0.58

15,096
7749
7739
107909
8292
73368
41788
7981
9980
10741
161531
14364
51553
518,091

-1.64
1.73
-2.68
-0.42
1.17
-2.36
-3.19
-6.03
-4.04
-5.35
0.78
1.52
-3.91

-4.68
-5.48
-11.96
-5.06
-17.38
-8.35
-12.02
-19.42
-20.95
4.07
6.55
-5.11

125,455 118,567 -5.49
117,461 -0.93
115,870 -1.35
114,094 -1.53
-9.06
93,240
85,247
-8.57
82,503
-3.22
81,122
-1.67
79,682
-1.78
-14.54
63,360
61,802
-2.46
64,419
4.23
57,607
-10.57
65,533
13.76
3.43
11,747
12,679
7.93
12,631
-0.38
13,048
3.30
13,255
1.59
12.84
84,832
82,910
-2.27
84,688
2.14
84,736
0.06
83,150
-1.87
-1.98
39,885
39,665
-0.55
40,918
3.16
42,162
3.04
42,591
1.02
6.78
23,138
22,109
-4.45
21,564
-2.47
20,370
-5.54
20,110
-1.28
-13.09
23,831
22,894
-3.93
21,851
-4.56
21,196
-3.00
21,546
1.65
-9.59
168,390 158,228
-6.03 160,733
1.58 163,067
1.45 164,689
0.99
-2.20
157,619 150,860
-4.29 149,063
-1.19 146,057
-2.02 146,048
-0.01
-7.34
37,807
34,442
-8.90
33,283
-3.37
32,634
-1.95
32,251
-1.17
-14.70
829,304 789,403
-4.81 789,114
-0.04 777,869
-1.43 782,949
0.65
-5.59
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