
  

 

The population of Atlantic Canada, already the oldest in Canada in terms of the 

share of seniors, is aging rapidly. This trend reflects a decline in the birth rate, rising 

life expectancy, and is amplified by the aging of the “baby boomer” cohort. It has 

significant implications for the Atlantic economy.  
 

Twenty years ago there were twice as many young people (19 or younger) than 

seniors (those 65 or older) in the Atlantic region. Today there are slightly more 

seniors than youth. By 2040, there will be three seniors for every two young people.  
 

The number of seniors in Atlantic Canada has doubled since 1990 to 527,000. We 

project the number of seniors will increase by 32% over the next two decades. 
 

By contrast, the number of young Atlantic Canadians has nearly halved since 1980.  

We project the number of young people will decline but at a slower rate over the 

next few decades, assuming the birth rate remains stable and there is net in-

migration to meet the region’s labour force needs. 
 

The core age working population (25-64) has fallen by almost 50,000 people in the 

last decade, reducing the size of the labour force. While the working age population 

is projected to continue shrinking, we expect that rising participation, especially 

among seniors, will allow for modest growth in the overall labour force.   

 

Atlantic Canada’s population is aging, Seniors 

will comprise 29% of our population by 2040, 

up from 19% in 2015. This will increase 

demand for health care and senior homes but 

also expand the number of volunteer hours.  

 

The number of youth has halved since 1980. 

We project the number of young people will 

decline by a further 9% by 2040, meaning 

fewer school children and students. 

 

With only 7 young labour market entrants to 

replace every 10 retirees, employers need a 

multi-pronged HR strategy. Business owners 

are also retiring. About 25,000 Atlantic 

businesses could be looking for new owners 

over the next two decades. 
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The Region’s Aging Population Trend Will Continue 

Population by age group, Atlantic Canada (persons x1,000) 

Source: Statistics Canada, APEC 
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We project the number of school-age children will fall by 

about 8% over the next two decades, implying a modest 

reduction in the number of schools and teachers needed. 

However, the number of teachers increased by 16% from 

2001-2016, despite the number of children falling by 20%.    
 

APEC projects a steeper drop in the number of 18 to 24 

years old.  A 15% decline by 2040 will further reduce local 

enrolments at regional post-secondary institutions. They 

have been pursuing out-of-region students in response to 

past declines in local enrolment. Atlantic universities, for 

example, have already increased their international student 

enrolment from 5% in 2000 to 25% today.  

More Older Seniors 

More Older Seniors Will Increase Demand for 
Health Care and Assisted Living 

Population age 65 and over, Atlantic Canada (persons) 

Source: Statistics Canada, APEC                 

Fewer Young People Means Fewer Local 
Students in Our Schools 

Population by age group, Atlantic Canada (persons) 

Source: Statistics Canada, APEC 

Fewer Students 

There will be more seniors, especially older seniors. The 

share of seniors aged 75-84 years will increase from 29% to 

39% by 2040. Meanwhile, the number 85 years and older 

will more than double to 134,000 by 2040, accounting for 

one in five seniors.  
 

APEC estimates that Atlantic health care costs will rise by 

27% by 2040 (before inflation) simply due to population 

aging, as costs are higher for older age groups. Assisted 

living facilities will also be in greater demand, as nearly one 

in three people aged 85 and older live in a collective 

dwelling. APEC estimates that Atlantic Canada will need 

another 25,000 places in nursing or senior homes by 2040. 

Seniors are also more likely to rent than own so there will be 

more seniors downsizing into rental units.   
 

Retirees today have 44% more disposable income than 

seniors just twenty years ago, after adjusting for inflation. 

Retirees spend more on medicines and dental services as 

well as trips, gifts, and charitable contributions than the 

working-age population. Seniors volunteer over 200 hours/

year on average, 50% more than the rest of the population.  

This should be good for charities and non-profits. APEC 

projects there will be an increase of 10 million annual 

volunteer hours from Atlantic seniors by 2030. 
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The aging population and growing number of baby 

boomers that are retiring are having dramatic effects 

on Atlantic Canada’s labour market. Thirty years ago 

there were 20 young workers entering the job market 

for every ten retirees. Today there are just seven – 

not nearly enough to replace retirees. We don’t 

expect this to materially change over the next two 

decades. 
 

Attracting and developing younger talent, retaining 

older workers, reaching out to under-represented 

groups, and immigration will all need to be part of 

employers’ responses, along with technology 

investment such as automation and digitalization to 

boost output per worker.   
 

Some industries are affected by the aging work force 

more than others. Primary industries – agriculture, 

fishing, forestry, mining and oil and gas have the 

oldest workforce in the region. Transportation (e.g., 

truckers), utilities and construction also have a high 

proportion of older workers.  Industries will be 

competing with each other to attract young people 

into their field.  For many goods-producing 

industries, retaining older workers will be challenging 

due to the physical nature of many jobs. 
 

Succession planning will also be important for firms. 

About 5,700 (of 10,000) Atlantic farm owners are 55 

years and older – implying nearly 60% of the region’s 

farms may need new owners in the near future. For 

the self-employed as a whole, 40% are currently 55 

years or older. This implies about 25,000 small 

businesses may be looking for new owners over the 

next two decades.   

An Aging Labour Force 

Not Enough Young Labour Market Entrants  
to Replace Retirees  

Number of young workers for every ten retirees, Atlantic Canada 

Source: Statistics Canada, APEC 

Goods-Producing Industries Have Older 
Workforce than Services 

Share of employment by age group, Atlantic Canada, 2019 (%) 

Source: Statistics Canada 
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Implications  

Boomers Available! 

With a growing number of retirees looking to give back and not fully retire, BoomersPlus  

helps match seasoned professionals with organizations that need skilled help and advice.  

Such innovative ways to match paid and volunteer labour will be increasingly important.  

Organizations also need to find effective ways to transfer knowledge and experience from 

retiring workers to the next generation of employees.  

APEC’s projections are designed to help businesses and 

governments look ahead and plan for future needs. Our 

projections point to fewer seats and teachers needed in schools, 

yet a growing need for senior homes and care workers. This does 

not mean that no new schools will be built. The school-age 

population will grow in some communities and decline faster in 

others. Older facilities may need to be replaced. COVID-19 may 

also change the way that new schools and senior homes are 

designed. 
 

Succession planning will become increasingly important. The 

retirement savings of many business owners are tied to the sale 

of their business. What happens if there are no buyers or  family 

willing to take over a business? How can we best match exiting  

owners with investors and new leaders? How can we better 

facilitate such transactions and transitions? 
 

Our labour force is aging and requires a multi-pronged strategy. 

Labour market information on the demand and supply of skills is 

critical for effective decision making. With fewer young people, 

ensuring graduates have the skills that are needed will be 

increasingly important. With ongoing industrial restructuring and 

technology adoption, lifelong skill development will remain 

important. Employers need to be proactive to ensure they have 

the talent they need. Smaller organizations lacking the human 

resource teams of  larger organizations may need particular help. 

 

APEC’s baseline projections are based on a certain set of 

assumptions but some trends are less amenable to change. For 

example, to prevent the youth population from declining by 2040, 

it would require a 50% increase in fertility (i.e., doubling the 

number of children per child-bearing woman). Such an increase 

would not have a material impact on the number of young people 

entering the full-time labour market for at least 20 years. 

Furthermore, the number of seniors will still increase during this 

period. 
 

Our baseline projections assume a 25% reduction in mortality 

rates by 2050. Life expectancy for males has increased nationally 

from 74.6 years to 80.0 years over the last three decades (and 

from 81.0 to 84.1 years for females). Larger increases in life 

expectancy, due to healthier lifestyles and health care solutions, 

would imply an even greater increase in our senior population. 

Moreover, with 25% of seniors over the age of 85 suffering from 

dementia, there will be growing need to assist with mental health 

and not just physical health needs as our population ages. 
 

 

https://www.boomersplus.com
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Business Takeaways 

Policy Priorities 

 

Urban and Rural Dimensions of Growth 

Labour Force, Immigration and 

Technology Investments 

Labour Skills Shortages in Atlantic Canada: 

An Assessment and Discussion of How to 

Move Forward 

The Labour Market Information Council is 

working to improve the availability and 

usefulness of labour market information to 

support better decision making. 

The Future Skills council has released its 

report to ensure Canada has a skilled, agile 

workforce ready to shape the future. 

The Institute of Aging is examining issues 

associated with our aging population. 

Firms and industries will be competing with each other to attract, 

retain and develop young talent. Employers should also consider 

reaching out to underrepresented groups (e.g., Indigenous, 

visible minorities, people with disabilities), find ways to retain 

older workers, and equip themselves to seek talent outside the 

region. 

Seniors will be a growth sector. Senior homes, assisted living, 

and care workers will be in demand as well as personal services 

to help those aging at home. Products and services that cater to 

or are adapted for an aging population will be in demand. 

With fewer young people entering the labour market,             

governments need to pay greater attention to ensure that our 

school and post-secondary education system is producing    

graduates with the skills needed by employers. 

Governments should reduce barriers to retaining or employing 

older workers, especially if retirees want to supplement their 

pension income with part-time employment. Greater flexibility in 

when and how pensions can be accessed would help. 

APEC does not accept any research funding or 

other contributions that specify a particular 

result or policy position that inhibits its 

independence in pursuing its research and 

dissemination activities. All APEC research 

reports and other publications are subject to 

review and APEC staff are responsible for the 

final content and wording of all publications and 

releases.  

The opinions expressed in this bulletin are not 

necessarily those of APEC’s directors, 

members, ACOA or the four Atlantic provinces. 

APEC staff are responsible for the accuracy 

and reliability of the information presented.  

Firms that can help small and larger firms address their HR 

needs and assist with succession planning will be in increasing 

demand. 

Governments need to plan for how they will manage, finance, 

and ensure qualified personnel are available to meet the health 

care needs of an aging population.    

https://www.apec-econ.ca/publications/view/?do-load=1&publication.id=393
https://lmic-cimt.ca/?gclid=Cj0KCQiA0fr_BRDaARIsAABw4Evyh0SA1atfB15Nu4dwCZenkeT-m19Msx7M0TBLKvLvsQniXT2eeAsaAiJZEALw_wcB
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/future-skills/report-learning-nation.html
https://cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/8671.html
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The Atlantic Provinces Economic Council 

(APEC) is the source for independent 

research, insights and ideas vital to 

supporting a healthy, inclusive and 

sustainable Atlantic Canadian economy. .   
 

info@apec-econ.ca  

www.apec-econ.ca  

Discussion Questions 

Seniors 

• Are there new products or services that you could provide for this region’s 

growing senior population? Do your current products or services need to be 

adapted to meet their specific needs? 

• How is your company or government preparing to accommodate the increasing 

demand for senior homes or assisted living, both in terms of the number of 

facilities and the workers to provide these services? 

• As a government, what steps can you take today to help prepare for the growing 

demand for health care as our population ages? What are the opportunities for 

the private sector to help meet the growing need for health care?  

• As a non-profit or charity, do you have a plan to reach the growing volunteer 

pool of retired seniors to further your work?  

 

Older Workers and Succession Planning 

• What steps are you taking to retain older workers? What are the barriers that 

prevent you from hiring or keeping older workers?  

• Does your pension plan need reviewing to ensure it provides sufficient flexibility 

for those who may retire later or work part-time in retirement?  

• How are you ensuring a transfer of knowledge and experience within your 

organization before workers retire? 

• When do you plan to retire from your business? Do you have a succession plan 

in place?   

• What opportunities are there for you to assist SMEs with succession planning or 

to acquire a small business from an owner who is looking to exit? 

 

Talent 

• Are you reaching out to local  post-secondary institutions to discuss the future 

and changing skill needs for your organization or industry?  

• As a post-secondary institution, have you examined your future enrolments and 

do you have a plan in place to respond to this region’s demographic trends? 

How are you helping to ensure this region has the workers with the skills they 

need to grow our economy?  

• Do you have a plan to reach out to underrepresented groups, such as the 

disabled and Indigenous workers? 

• Are you building your capacity to reach, attract, integrate and retain workers 

from outside of Atlantic Canada?  

 

 

These questions are designed to help 

facilitate further reflection and dialogue with 

your team, industry or business association, 

policymakers and other stakeholders. 


