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Demographics 
 
According to Statistics Canada, the populations of New Brunswick, Newfoundland & 
Labrador, and Nova Scotia all shrank slightly in the first three months of 2012. The 
population of Prince Edward Island grew a little bit, but less than all of the other 
provinces. In all cases, the declines are partly because of negative natural increases (more 
people are dying than are being born), and partly because more people are moving from 
Atlantic Canada to other provinces than the other way around. Negative natural increases 
mean that if we want our population to grow, women have to start having a lot more 
babies, or new people (mostly immigrants) have to move to the region. At the same time, 
there are about 36,000 First Nations, Inuit, and Métis people living in Atlantic Canada. 
These populations are both younger than and growing between 1.5 and 2 times faster than 
other populations in the region. In short, a stable or growing population in the region also 
means a far more ethnically and culturally diverse population in the future. 
 
Some people believe that population growth is not possible for our region, and that even 
stabilizing the current population numbers will be a huge challenge. It is common to hear 
people talk in general about our “aging and shrinking” population as a problem. They 
raise at least three major concerns: 
 

1. Health care for older people is generally a lot more expensive than health care for 
younger people.  

2. The equalization formula used to calculate money transfers from “have” 
provinces to “have-not” provinces (NL is the only “have” province in Atlantic 
Canada) is based partly on population size. Shrinking populations mean shrinking 
transfer payments.   

3. As the population ages, there are fewer people paying taxes, and more people 
relying on pensions and income supplements such as Old Age Security and 
Canada Pension Plan.  

 
While these are valid concerns, it is too simple to look at our changing demographics as 
one big problem. Focusing on the “problem” of our aging population tends to make us 
look at older adults as burdens, rather than as contributors to our communities. Further, 
when we over-emphasize the overall size of our populations, we don’t pay enough 
attention to individual communities. For example, while many rural areas in Atlantic 
Canada are shrinking, the majority of Atlantic Canada’s cities are growing. This means 
that how we provide services in cities and rural areas needs to change. 
 
The definitions of ‘old age’ and ‘senior’ are changing as people live longer and healthier 
lives than they did in past generations, and as peoples’ work lives are changing. Older 
people are working longer, but often because they cannot afford to survive without 
working. Not everyone is living longer or experiencing more health. Our region has very 
high rates of obesity and chronic disease, which affects the overall health of our 
population, as well as peoples’ opportunities to lead full and meaningful lives.  
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The fact that fewer people are paying taxes is a challenge, but some provinces, like New 
Brunswick, are making the challenge bigger by introducing changes to income taxes that 
are increasing the gap between richer and poorer people in the province, and lowering 
overall tax revenues (Ruggeri & Bourgeois, 2011). On the one hand, our demographics 
might negatively affect our ability to be competitive and financially sustainable. On the 
other hand, Atlantic Canadian provinces are unique in their population make-ups, 
geographies, languages, and histories. Maybe our demographics are the solution rather 
than the problem? For example, there is no proven, direct relationship between 
population growth and economic growth (M. Haan, presentation, June 7, 2012).  
 
Our future research, planning, and action needs are different if we assume we can make 
the population increase or if we assume the population will decline. Our needs are also 
different if we focus on having an increasingly ethnically and culturally diverse 
population.  
 
 


