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Rurality 
 
Rurality is a defining feature of Atlantic Canada. In an initial scan used to identify the 
eight themes being discussed as part of the Atlantic Regional Panel, rurality came up as a 
factor that affects all of the other theme areas. With a population of just over 2.3 million 
people, and only 15 communities with populations over 15,000 (six in NB, five in NS, 
two in PE, and two in NL), our size is part of what defines us. However, because the term 
rurality is not well defined, population statistics don’t fully describe rurality. Isolation 
and remoteness (esp. outport communities in NL, northern communities in Labrador) are 
important, and island rurality (NL, PE, Cape Breton, NS) is described by islanders as 
being “different from other forms of rurality”. 
 
People often imply that rural living is the opposite of progress. This affects services 
provided to rural people, the ways people living in rural areas are perceived and see 
themselves, and also how the topic of rurality is approached in research and government 
policy.  
 
There are definitely challenges associated with rural living in 21st century Atlantic 
Canada. Young peoples’ experiences of rurality are different from those of seniors. Many 
rural youth leave their home communities to move to larger urban areas. Rural residents 
are generally less physically healthy than people living in urban areas, and are more 
negatively impacted by the absence of public transportation than are urban residents. 
Unemployment rates are significantly higher in rural communities, and according to the 
recent report card released by the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council (APEC), rural 
regions have been particularly affected by “industrial restructuring which has led to plant 
closures in manufacturing and related primary industries" (David Chaundy, APEC News 
Release, May 31, 2012). APEC also notes that rural unemployed workers in Atlantic 
Canada are more likely to be older adults with less formal education.  
 
Rural residents face barriers to food security (even though food grows mostly in the 
country), partly because the industrialization of food production disconnects rural 
populations from the food they produce. Our dependence on long distance hauling of 
food to meet local demands (in some cases inevitable given the limited food production 
capacity of some northern communities) is a challenge in the face of our growing 
awareness of the impact of fossil fuels (and the emissions produced by vehicles) on the 
environment. At the same time, rurality is not always defined by a connection to 
agriculture and food production; many rural communities in Atlantic Canada are rural 
communities based on their remoteness and disconnection from urban centres.   
 
Besides related to food supply, the sustainability of fossil-fuel economies is being called 
into serious question in the face of undeniable climate change. This raises critical 
questions not only about the size of sustainable communities of the future, but also about 
the impact of climate change, natural disasters, and shifts in resource availability on the 
health and survival of remote and/or rural communities. 
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Flows of workers and money are also important in discussions of rurality, and overlap 
with the themes of immigration and demographics. Temporary foreign workers are 
common in booming resource (primarily based on non-renewable resource extraction) 
and agricultural communities in Atlantic Canada. However, a lack of programs and 
services to support increasing population diversity, and an emphasis on foreign workers 
as being only temporarily welcome, contributes to Atlantic Canada’s ongoing challenges 
with building culturally diverse communities.  
 
Even though immigration is often treated as the solution to an aging and shrinking 
population, it is unclear if foreign-born Canadians are meaningfully included in the social 
fabric of our communities. This is particularly true in rural communities, where programs 
and services for newcomers are not easy to find. On the other hand, even though rurality 
tends to be discussed as a ‘challenge’ or ‘problem’, successful urban areas are often 
described as being able to replicate features of rural living (e.g., by creating friendly 
neighbourhoods, growing food locally).  
 
Nova Scotia’s Rural Policy (2008) indicates that we lack a vision for rural Canada, and 
that we need to figure out how to build mutually beneficial rural-urban relationships. 
These are areas of future research needed in the region. The policy also suggests that the 
change processes needed to secure the future of rural communities (Bryden, 2000; 
Hoggart & Paniagua, 2001) must be considered.  
 
 


