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One of the principal reasons why there has been a decrease in overall crime rates in Canada since 1991 
is related to changes in our demographics. Each year there are fewer younger people (i.e., those who 
typically are at much higher crime-risk) in the general population. Also, the annual growth rate of 
Canada’s population has slowed since the 1960s and 1970s. Consequently, overall crime rates have 
been falling and this in turn has helped drive down the number of people incarcerated in prisons — 
numbers which have been falling fairly consistently since about 1995. 

While slower population growth and an aging population characterize Canada’s current and projected 
demographic trends, this pattern is not true for Canada’s Aboriginal population. The Aboriginal growth 
rates are much higher than the non-Aboriginal population, and these are projected to continue for at 
least another decade.2 However, Canada’s aging population may work to the longer-term benefit of its 
Aboriginal peoples, as a dearth of non-Aboriginal youth over the next several decades could open up 
exceptional opportunities to integrate Aboriginal youth into the labour force, and may help to moderate 
the high rates of crime and incarceration amongst Aboriginal youth. 

Demographics contribute to Aboriginal over-representation

The over-representation of Aboriginal peoples in prisons is due, in part, to population demographics. 
The growth of Canada’s Aboriginal population has been much higher in recent decades than the non-
Aboriginal population. The Aboriginal population has been experiencing its own recent baby boom, 
proportionally, quite similar in dimensions to what the non-Aboriginal population experienced just after 
WW II. This baby boom is occurring just when the first of the baby boomers born to the non-Aboriginal 
population begin to reach late middle age. For example, Aboriginal birth rates are about 2.7 children per 
woman3 versus the current 1.6 children for non-Aboriginal women. 

As a result of the high post-war birth rates, an unprecedented number of Canadians entered their teenage 
and young adult (i.e., 18-29) years during the period from 1960 to 1980. A rapid increase in crime rates 
coincided with the entry of the baby boomers into their teenage and young adult years. That initial youth 
trend is now long past. The leading wave of baby boomers are now (in 2002) passing through their fifty-
fifth birthday and the trailing edge have already passed thirty. Because there were one-third fewer 
babies born to the baby bust generation, the aging of the boomers has resulted in large decreases in the 
population under age 30 (crime rates in Canada have a significant age bias — typically the population 
between the ages of 14 to 32 account for the majority of violent and non-violent crimes reported by the 
police in Canada each year).4 

Similar to the overall Canadian demographics experienced in the 1960s and 1970s, the Aboriginal 
population in Canada today is much younger —and as a consequence there are proportionally many 



more Aboriginal people in the high-risk youth age groups. This can be seen in Figure 1, which 
illustrates the disproportionate number of male Registered Indians who are less than 30 years of age as 
compared to males as a whole. 

Figure 1 

Population by age group

Canada’s Aboriginal population is still experiencing a baby boom. As a consequence there continues to 
be both a higher rate of population growth, and the average age of the Aboriginal population remains 
much younger than the non-Aboriginal population. Moreover, given the number of young children and 
the much higher birth rate, large increases in the Aboriginal population are predicted to occur in the next 
decade. 5 Both the rapid increases and the relative youthfulness of the Aboriginal population contribute 
to a disproportionate number of Aboriginal peoples in Canadian corrections versus the non-Aboriginal 
population. 

As Canada’s population boomed after WW II, it also underwent increased urbanization. More than three-
quarters of Canada’s population now live in urban areas as compared to less than 60% at the end of WW 
II. It appears that a similar trend is underway within the Aboriginal population. 

There seems to be a growing concentration of the young Aboriginal population in the core of the larger 
cities, especially throughout the West. This greater urban concentration may greatly increase the risk of 
contact with the justice system. Approximately 71% of Registered Indians now live off-reserve 
compared to just 58% in 1978. The urban population has grown steadily since 1951, when 27% of all 
Aboriginal people lived in large cities as compared to 64.3% in 1996.6 



Carole LaPrairie7 identified Aboriginal groups residing in the inner cores of large cities as being the 
most vulnerable to the commission of crime and criminal justice processing. More recent research by 
LaPrairie8 has further reinforced the high contribution-rate of large Western cities to the over-
representation of Aboriginal youth in the correctional systems. 

Aboriginal people over-represented in prisons 

A national one-day snapshot profile of Canada’s adult correctional facilities conducted by Statistics 
Canada in 1996 (see Figure 2), found that the proportion of Aboriginal inmates was much larger than 
the proportion of Aboriginal adults in the Canadian population (overall, 17% in adult corrections versus 
2% in the Canadian adult population).9 

Figure 2

1996 Prison Survey ( CCJS) 

The 1996 prison survey also found that the population of adult inmates was significantly younger than 
the Canadian population as a whole: the median age of Canadians in 1996 was 41 years whereas the 
median age of adult inmates was 32 years; the median age of inmates in provincial prisons was 31 years, 
and in federal penitentiaries it was 34 years.10 

●     Aboriginal men aged 20-24 represented almost one-quarter (22%) of provincial/territorial 
inmates but only 9% of their population. Aboriginal inmates tended to be even younger than non-
Aboriginal inmates.

●     Eighteen percent of male federal inmates were between 25 and 29, compared to 10% of adult 
males in Canada. The median age for Aboriginal inmates was found to be 29 years compared to 
32 for non-Aboriginal inmates.



Any attempt to reduce Aboriginal over-representation in crime and incarceration will therefore need to 
take into account the two major factors which contribute to over-representation –these offenders are 
mainly young, have multiple disadvantages, and reside disproportionately in the core neighbourhoods of 
large Western cities. 

From surplus to a deficit of youth 

Canada’s population profile is currently undergoing the transformation of population aging. Part of this 
aging of the population is due to the sheer number of baby boomers born between 1947 and 1966, and 
part reflects the huge disparity in the size of the generations that have come after. 

The baby boom (1947-1966)11 

Post- war birth rates peaked around 1958, at about 4 children per woman of childbearing age. Since 
then, however, the birth rate has declined steadily and quite rapidly until today it stands at 1.6 children 
per woman of child bearing age. Because of the high post- war birth rates, an unprecedented number of 
Canadians entered their teenage and young adult years during the period from 1960 to 1980. Now this 
youth trend is reversing as the leading edge of the baby boomers approaches 60, and the youngest have 
now passed age 30. The baby boom, both those born in Canada and those born elsewhere, totaled some 
9.8 million people in 1996, almost one- third of Canada’s population.

The baby bust ( 1967- 1979) 

The commercial introduction of the birth control pill in 1961, and the rising participation of baby boom 
women into the labour market, is thought to have led to the rapid decline in fertility rates over the 1960’ 
s. The result was a decline in births and a smaller birth cohort, often called the baby bust. According to 
the 1996 Census of Canada, 5.4 million Canadians were in this cohort. 

The baby boom echo ( 1980- 1995) 

These are the children born to the baby boomers. Although the birth rates for the baby boomers were 
much lower than for their own parents, enough of them were reproducing by 1980 to create a mini-
boom of their own. At its peak in 1990, the echo produced 406,000 babies from a population of 28 
million compared with 479,000 from a population of only 18 million in 1959. This generation is also 
most noticeable in Ontario and the West – Quebec and Atlantic Canada did not have much of a baby 
boom echo because so many of their boomer generation have moved west. As of 1996, there are 6.9 
million members of the echo generation. 

Statistical calculation reveals that nearly a third fewer baby boom echo children were born than those 
babies born during the baby boom period of 1947-66. The longer-term implication of this generational 
disparity is that there are significantly fewer boomer children around to replace their parents in the 
labour force, as they begin to retire over the next decade. As shown in Figure 3, around year 2017 the 



number of Canadians who turn 65 each year will surpass the number who turn 18. Since this is typically 
the age where older workers retire and youth first enter the labour market on a permanent basis, this 
crossover suggests that Canada may face a growing shortage of new workers post-year 2017.12 

Figure 3

Number of men turning 18 and 65 

The cross-over when men reaching retirement age first exceed the number reaching the typical labour-
market entry age will occur around 2017, and the gap will widen throughout the next decade and more. 
Each year over the next twenty-five years, the number of persons reaching potential retirement will 
increase significantly while the number of potential new replacements diminishes slightly. The 
implications are that sometime after 2017, the labour market demand may enter a “golden age” for 
youth. And an employment golden age for youth also — all other things being equal – has implications 
for a dramatic decline in the crime rate in Canada. Not only will there be far fewer youth in the high-risk 
age groups, but their economic opportunities will be at an all time high. 

Shortages could enhance economic prospects of Aboriginal youth 

Canada’s Aboriginal population is still in the midst of its own baby boom, at least among the Registered 
Indian population that resides on reserve. However, there are indications that the very high birth rates 
for the “status” Aboriginal populations are starting to come down. The Department of Indian Affairs 
and Northern Development’s (DIAND) latest projections estimate this population will grow by about 
2% per year between 1998 and 2008. This growth would occur with an on-reserve growth rate of 3%, 
and an off-reserve growth rate of just 1%. The off-reserve population is expected to grow at a slower 



rate because of net migration back to reserve communities, coupled with lower fertility, mortality, and 
higher out-marriage rates off reserve.13 

DIAND is also projecting significant increases in the working-age Registered Indian population (20 to 
64 years), from 53% in 1998 to 56% ten years later. The current generation of Aboriginal baby boomers 
just born seems destined to be entering the labour market just as demand for new workers reaches a new 
high. Those currently in their teen and pre-teen years should face better employment prospects (see 
Figure 1). If First Nations and other Aboriginal leaders and Elders can prevail on these youth to better 
their education and job skills, the potential is there for Aboriginal youth to benefit significantly from the 
predicted labour shortages. This in turn could help to overcome the economic and social marginalization 
that has characterized previous generations. 

As LaPrairie has noted (1996), today’s marginalized Aboriginal youth who have migrated to the major 
Western urban areas often have few tools for survival or integrating into mainstream society. As a 
growing number continue to migrate to live in urban settings, their lack of education and employment 
skills, coupled with substance abuse problems and personal histories of family violence and 
dysfunction, has contributed to negative peer associations and the adoption of anti-social behaviour. 

The next twenty years should result in several changes to the factors in this equation. It is likely we will 
see an enormous labour market demand for Canada’s shrinking youth population, and this demand 
would extend to Aboriginal youth –especially those with some education and job skills. Even today, 
with Employment Equity legislation as a motivation, public and private sector employers can be found 
chasing Aboriginal youth – especially those with job skills or a higher education. 

However, many Aboriginal youth are being passed-by today because of the factors that LaPrairie has 
referred to. Canada’s leaders need to find ways to ensure that a significantly larger number of the 
Aboriginal youth in future will have the basic education and employment skills to take advantage of the 
opportunities that will surely unfold. This would greatly assist in reducing the marginalization, and the 
crime and incarceration disparities that currently exist between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth. 
Now is an opportune time to begin the planning necessary to ensure demographics trends to work in 
favour of Aboriginal youth. 
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