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HIGHLIGHTS

♦ In 1996, 31.4 percent of Canada’s population lived in predominantly rural regions.

♦ Each Atlantic Province, Saskatchewan and the Yukon and Northwest Territories have more
than 50 percent of their population living in predominantly rural regions.

♦ Rural metro-adjacent regions are the fastest growing rural regions.  These regions represent
one-half of the population in predominantly rural regions.

♦ Predominantly rural regions in Newfoundland and Saskatchewan show continuous population
decline.

♦ Net migration is strongest toward rural metro-adjacent regions.

Definition of “Predominantly Rural Regions”

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 1994) has defined a “predominantly rural region” as
having more than 50 percent of the population living in rural communities where a “rural community” has a population density
less than 150 persons per square kilometre.  In Canada, the census division has been used to represent “regions” and census
consolidated sub-divisions have been used to represent “communities”.

“Intermediate regions” have 15 to 49 percent of their population living in a “rural community”.  “Predominantly urban regions”
have less than 15 percent of their population living in a “rural community”.

“Predominantly rural regions” are classified as metro-adjacent, non-metro-adjacent and the north, following Ehrensaft and
Beeman (1992).
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In 1996, 9 million Canadians lived in predomi-
nantly rural regions.  This represented 31.4 per-
cent of the population (Figure 1).  Note the slow
shift in population structure toward predomi-
nantly urban regions and away from predomi-
nantly rural regions.  In 1981, 33.6 percent of
Canadians lived in predominantly rural regions.

Over the period 1981 to 1996, predominantly
urban and intermediate regions increased their
population share by 2 and 1 percentage points
respectively, while the population share in pre-
dominantly rural areas decreased by 2 percentage
points.

In the Yukon and Northwest Territories1, in each
Atlantic Province and in Saskatchewan, the pre-
dominantly rural population constitutes a major-
ity (Figure 2).  In Ontario and Québec, less than
one-quarter of the population lives in predomi-
nantly rural regions.

______________________________

1   In 1999, the Northwest Territories were reorganised into two new areas:
Nunavut and the Northwest Territories.  In this document, all references
to the Northwest Territories include Nunavut.
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Source: Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1981 - 1996.   A predominantly rural region has over 50 percent of its population living in rural communi-
ties.  An intermediate region has 15 to 49 percent living in rural communities and a predominantly urban region has less than 15 percent of its popula-
tion living in rural communties.

Source:  Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1996.  A predominantly rural region has 50 percent or more of its populatoin living in rural communities.
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An important context of rurality is the distance to a major city.  We have defined three types
of predominantly rural regions:

• Rural metro-adjacent regions;

• Rural non-metro-adjacent regions; and

• Rural northern regions.

At the Canada level, 15 percent of the total population lives in rural metro-adjacent regions
(Figure 3).  This represents one-half of all predominantly rural residents.  Rural non-metro-
adjacent regions accounted for another 14 percent and rural northern regions accounted for 2
percent.  Note the declining share of population in rural non-metro-adjacent regions.

Source:   Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1981 - 1996.   A predominantly rural region has over 50 percent of its population living in rural communities.
An intermediate region has 15 to 49 percent living in rural communities and a predominantly urban region has less than 15 percent of its population
living in rural communities.

The rural population continues to concentrate in regions near cities.  Between 1981 and 1996
the predominantly rural population increased by almost 11 percent (Figure 4).  Most of this
increase occurred in rural metro-adjacent regions, which increased by almost 17 percent over
this 15-year period.  The next largest rural population increase was in the rural northern
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regions with a 7 percent increase.  Rural non-metro-adjacent regions had the smallest gains in
population.  The predominantly urban and intermediate regions had the highest growth rates
of 22 percent.

When we consider each five-year intercensal period, we see that the population in each type
of regions has been growing since 1986 (Figure 5).  A decline was reported, at the Canada
level, only in the 1981 to 1986 period for rural non-metro-adjacent regions and rural northern
regions.  In the most recent period (1991 to 1996), all rural regions reported growth.  Similar
to previous periods, the type of rural region with the strongest population growth was the
rural metro-adjacent region.  In fact, in the 1991 to 1996, rural metro-adjacent regions grew
faster than any other type of region (see Map: Population Change from 1991 to 1996).

Source:  Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1981 - 1996.   A predominantly rural region has over 50 percent of its population living in rural communities.
An intermediate region has 15 to 49 percent living in rural communities and a predominantly urban region has less than 15 percent of its population
living in rural communities.
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Source:   Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1981 - 1996.   A predominantly rural region has over 50 percent of its population living in rural communities.
An intermediate region has 15 to 49 percent living in rural communities and a predominantly urban region has less than 15 percent of its population
living in rural communities.

Among the provinces and territories, between 1981 and 1996, the Yukon and the Northwest
Territories had the highest growth of predominantly rural population, 41 percent and 33
percent respectively (Table 1).  This was due, in part, to a high birth rate in the Aboriginal
population.  Among the provinces with a majority predominantly rural population, both
Newfoundland and Saskatchewan lost populations in their predominantly rural regions during
the 15 year period (-9 percent and -7 percent, respectively). These provinces have natural
resource dependent economies that have been shedding labour.  As a result, there has been a
movement of people to urban centres or out of the province entirely.  For the other three
Atlantic Provinces – Prince Edward Island increased its predominantly rural population by 10
percent, New Brunswick by 7 percent and Nova Scotia by 1 percent.

The other provinces, where predominantly urban populations are a majority, all reported
population gains in their predominantly rural regions.  British Columbia had the greatest
increase in predominantly rural regions (28 percent) followed by Ontario (18 percent) and
Alberta (14 percent).  Most of the gains were made in metro-adjacent regions as people
moved to smaller communities within extended commuting distances of larger urban areas.
And in the case of Alberta, people moved to resource rich rural areas.
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Source:   Statistics Canada.  Census of Population, 1981 - 1996.

Percent change in population in all predominantly rural regions
1981 1986 1991 1981

to to to to

1986 1991 1996 1996

Northwest Territories 14.2 10.4 11.6 40.8

Yukon 1.3 18.4 10.8 32.9

British Columbia 0.8 11.5 14.2 28.3

Ontario 1.6 10.3 5.6 18.3

Alberta 4.4 2.6 6.1 13.6

CANADA 1.1 4.5 5.0 10.9

Prince Edward Island 3.2 2.4 3.7 9.6

Manitoba 1.5 1.6 3.8 7.0

New Brunswick 2.4 1.9 2.1 6.6

Québec -1.3 1.4 3.2 3.3

Nova Scotia 1.3 0.4 -0.6 1.1

Saskatchewan 0.6 -5.8 -1.5 -6.7

Newfoundland -2.0 -2.2 -4.9 -8.8
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While population change describes the overall increase or decrease of populations, it does not
describe the two determinants of population change.  Populations change as a result of a
combination of the natural balance (birth minus deaths) and net migration (movement into an
area minus movement out of an area).  A positive or negative natural balance may be a result
of the population structure (e.g. an ageing population) or health status.  The movement of
people may suggest how real or perceived economic opportunities are or how important
amenities are in an area.

1. Natural balance

Canada’s population increased by 1.6 million between 1991 and 19962.  About 70 percent of
the increase was attributed to natural increase, the remainder to in-migration (see Appendix).

At the sub-provincial level, almost 6 percent of Canada’s census divisions had a negative
natural balance in the 1991 to 1996 period – that is, there were more deaths than births in
these census division (Map: Natural Population Change).  These were all predominantly rural

______________________________

2    The natural balance was calculated for regions only for the 1991 to 1996 period as data on births and deaths for the constant 1996 census
division boundaries were not readily available for earlier years.
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regions.  About half of these census divisions (e.g., the Okanagan region in British Columbia
and the Haliburton region and Prince Edward County in Ontario) have a disproportionately
high elderly population and a low population of young people.  These areas are retirement
destinations and population decline was avoided because in-migration was large enough to
counter the negative natural balance. However, the rest of these census divisions (largely in
Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia) also suffered net population out-migration (discussed below)
– thus their population decline was due to both a negative natural balance and out-migration.

2. Net migration

Net migration (the difference between the rate of in-migration and the rate of out-migration)
is the second component of population change.

In the 1991 to 1996 period, rural northern regions lost 16 thousand people due to net
migration – that is, 16 thousand more people left the north than moved to the north (Figure 6).
Above, we noted that the natural balance in the north was high due to high Aboriginal birth
rates -- this was the reason for their population growth during the 1991 to 1996 period.  Rural
metro-adjacent regions attracted 182 thousand people on a net basis.  Rural non-metro-
adjacent regions attracted less than half this amount (67 thousand) on a net basis.

"Net migration" is calculated as population change (1996 population minus 1991 population) minus natural balance (births minus deaths) using data from
Statistics Canada, Annual Demographic Statistics, Cat. No. 91-213 and CANSIM II, Table 051-0015.  Net migration includes international migration and
inter-regional migration within Canada.
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When net migration is considered in terms of the rate of migration (i.e., net migration as a
percent of the 1991 population), then we see that rural metro-adjacent regions had the highest
rate of net in-migration (4.2 percent) and only rural northern regions had net out-migration
(-2.6 percent) (Figure 7).

"Net migration" is calculated as population change (1996 population minus 1991 population) minus natural balance (births minus deaths) using data from
Statistics Canada Annual Demographic Statistics, Cat. No. 91-213 and CANSIM II, Table 051-0015.  Net migration includes international migration and
inter-regional migration within Canada.

Forty-seven percent of the census divisions had net out-migration (Map: Net Migration).
These census divisions were mainly rural and found in the North; in southern Saskatchewan;
southern Manitoba and Winnipeg; southwestern and northern Ontario; Quebec’s Eastern
Townships, Gaspé and the North Shore areas; and most of New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and
Newfoundland.  Areas with net in-migration were found around Montreal and southwestern
Quebec; eastern and central Ontario; around Winnipeg, in northern Saskatchewan; in most of
Alberta; and especially coastal and interior British Columbia.

There were 90 census divisions (31 percent) that experienced the best combination –
increasing natural balance and net in–migration.  These rural census divisions were located
on Vancouver Island and interior British Columbia; northern and central Alberta; northern
Saskatchewan; parts of southern Manitoba; along the coast of Lake Erie; north of Toronto and
Montreal; Prince Edward Island; north of Halifax in Nova Scotia; and the areas of Moncton
and Fredericton in New Brunswick.
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The national overview belies some of the population variability that exists at the provincial
level (see Appendix).  The Atlantic Region population, as a whole, managed to remain stable
during the 1981 to 1996 period.  While most of their predominantly rural regions lost people,
urban regions – intermediate Nova Scotia and New Brunswick – gained people.  Newfound-
land was the only province to lose population whereas each of the other Atlantic Provinces
had a natural increase that surpassed their out-migration.  Prince Edward Island differed by
having a net in-migration into its rural regions, which helped to maintain the overall increase
in the Atlantic predominantly rural population.   New Brunswick’s metro-adjacent rural
region was the only other rural region to have a positive net migration in Atlantic Canada.

While all of Quebec’s regions gained in population, only its metro–adjacent rural regions had
(substantial) net in-migration.  The other regions had out-migration but grew in population
due to natural increase.
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In Ontario and Alberta, only the rural northern regions had a net out-migration, while in
Saskatchewan it was the opposite – only the remote regions had a net in-migration.  In
Alberta out-migration accounted for the population loss in its rural northern regions, while
Ontario’s northern region was maintained by births.  Manitoba’s northern regions and its
predominantly urban region (i.e., Winnipeg) both showed out-migration as well.

Within each province, there is also considerable variability among communities in terms of
population gains and losses.  Map (Community population losses and gains over three
consecutive censuses, 1981 to 1996) shows communities (defined as census consolidated
subdivisions) that either gained population over three consecutive censuses or lost population
over three consecutive censuses.  It shows that rural communities grew over the 15 year
period in the Yukon and Northwest Territories, coastal and interior British Columbia, central
and northern Alberta, central Manitoba, south-central Ontario, south Quebec, about half of
the area of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia and a few out-ports in Newfoundland.  However,
in regions that show continuous population decline (such as the agricultural regions of
Saskatchewan), there are some communities that did not decline in each intercensal period –
these are the white areas on the map.

In 1996, 31.4 percent of Canada’s population lived in predominantly rural regions.  Each
Atlantic Province, Saskatchewan and the Yukon and Northwest Territories have more than 50
percent of their population living in predominantly rural regions.  Rural metro-adjacent
regions are the fastest growing rural regions.  These regions represent one-half of the
population in predominantly rural regions.  Predominantly rural regions in Newfoundland
and Saskatchewan show continuous population decline.  Net migration is strongest toward
rural metro-adjacent regions.
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