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Introduction

Aboriginal populations within Canada have, historically, experienced 

2006,
1,2

Urbanization and Migration Patterns of 
Aboriginal Populations in Canada: 

A Half Century in Review (1951 to 2006)

Mary Jane Norris, Consultant 

and Stewart Clatworthy, Four Directions Consulting

Abstract: Within Canada, Aboriginal populations have historically 

selected Canadian censuses, along with earlier studies, to explore long 

2006. Migration between reserves and urban areas, and its role in the rapid 

both historical and demographic perspectives, including a “components 
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patterns and trends in Aboriginal population growth 

in urban areas;

in urban areas.

Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS) and UAS Cities

total Aboriginal population. The thirteen designated cities include: 
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thirteen UAS cities, excepting Prince George, Prince Albert, Lethbridge, 

Background: History of Urbanization of Aboriginal Populations in 
Canada

geography
3

Indian urban population is substantial . . . Indians are entering urban areas 
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and Senecal 2009; Norris and Clatworthy 2003a; 2003b; Siggner and Costa 

Objectives of a Census-Based Analysis

 This census-based analysis is designed to address several related 
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urban areas.

Census Data on Aboriginal Urbanization and Migration 1951 to 2006: 

two sections: 

Aboriginal Population Data across Censuses.” These two sections can be 

1. 
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between Non-Status and Registered Indians. The analysis in this 

2. 

3. 

Study

Current Censuses: 1996, 2001, and 2006
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identity.

Censuses Prior to 1996

reintroduced and data were released.
1
  

-
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1 

the Métis category as an ethnic origin response.

-

-
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.” It is the 

in Study.”
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census geographies, including those based on CMAs and CAs 

geographic areas;

rural areas; and,

 

 on 
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urban areas overall at the national level, reserves are generally not excluded 

questions:

subgroups:
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Different types of urban areas
as having 

within both CMAs and CAs.

 were used in this study, including “Total 

exhaustive geographic areas: urban CMAs, urban non-CMAs, rural areas, and, Indian reserves/

Unlike individual cities
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Reserves 
as Montreal and Vancouver. The published census data available on Aboriginal populations 
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Coverage Issues

population, which excludes individuals living in various institutions, 

consideration, given that Aboriginal people constitute a disproportionately 

located.

undercoverage in urban and rural areas. As a consequence, the geographic-
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Nagler observed in his paper “Indians in the City”:

existing Aboriginal populations.
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Approach and Methodology

based on available published census data on Aboriginal populations in urban 
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located within individual CMAs are not excluded.

Populations
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the Aboriginal population residing in urban areas. However, it should be 
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,

Evelyn Peters observed,

in cities with large Aboriginal populations:



aboriginal policy studies32

over the 20-year period. . . . The Aboriginal population in the 

the Aboriginal identity population experienced exceptional growth between 

1951 to 2006

 

the Aboriginal Population residing in all urban areas, while Figure 3 shows 

trends between 1961 and 2006 show the steady increases in the percentages 



Urbanization and Migration Patterns of Aboriginal Populations 33

From  1961  to  2006,  the  proportion  of  the  Aboriginal  population
residing  in  urban  areas  has  increased  steadily  from  just  13%  to  53%.
The  proportion  residing  in  large  metropolitan  areas  (CMAs)  has  also
increased  from  7%  to  31%.

Figure  1:  Percentage  of  Total  Aboriginal  Population  Residing  in  All  Urban  Areas,  1961  to  2006.

Aboriginal  groups  differ  in  their  trends  and  degrees  of  urbanization,
although  all  have  experienced  increased  urbanization.

Figure  2:  Percentage  of  Aboriginal  Populations  in  Total  Urban  Areas,  for  Selected  Census  Years,  
1961  to  2006.
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Figure  3:  Percentage  of  Aboriginal  Populations  in  CMAs  for  Selected  Years,  1961-­2006.

35 

 

Aboriginal  groups  differ  in  their  trends  and  degrees  of  urbanization,
although  all  have  experienced  increased  urbanization.
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Figure  4:  Population  Distribution  of  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  by  Place  of  Residence,  Canada,  
2006  Census  (unadjusted).

48

8
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These  cities  account  for  the  vast  majority

of  Aboriginal  residents  in  large  urban  areas.

The  proportion  of  the  Aboriginal  

population  residing  in  these  twelve  urban

areas  (Cities/CMAs)  has  increased

steadily  over  the  past  fifty-­five  years,  from

just  2%  in  1951  to  27%  by  2006.

Total of  City Aboriginal Populations, 1951 to 1981

Figure  6:  Total  Aboriginal  Population  of  Twelve  Selected  Cities  and  Census  Metropolitan  Areas,  
Canada,  1951  to  2006.
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population living in all CMAs.

 

The  proportion  of  the  Aboriginal  population  residing  in  these  twelve

urban  areas  (Cities/CMAs)  has  increased  steadily  over  the  past  

fifty-­five  years  from  just  2%  in  1951  to  27%  by  2006.

Figure  7:  Percentage  of  Total  Aboriginal  Residing  in  Twelve  Selected  Cities  and  Census  Metropolitan  
Areas,  Canada,  1951  to  2006.
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Figure  8:  Percentage  of  Aboriginal  Population  Residing  in  Twelve  Selected  Cities  and  All  Census  
Metropolitan  Areas,  Canada,  1951  to  2006.

3 

Practically  nine  out  of  ten
Aboriginal  residents  who  live
CMAs  reside  in  the  Twelve
Selected  Cities/CMAs
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Aboriginal population within the twelve urban areas overall has grown at a 

Growth  rates  for  the  overall  Aboriginal  population

residing  in  these  twelve  urban  areas  are  initially  high,

within  relatively  small  populations.  However,  rates  are  still

relatively  high  later  on,  especially  between  1981  and  

2001  (due  to  the  impact  of  1986-­1991),  with  large  

absolute  increases  in  numbers.

Figure   9:  Average  Annual  Growth  Rates   of   Total  Aboriginal   Residing   in   Twelve   Selected  Cities/
CMAs,  Selected  Periods  1951–1961  to  2001–2006.
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Figure  10:  Average  Annual  Growth  Rates  of  Total  Aboriginal  Populations:  Total,  Within  and  Outside  
Twelve  Cities/  CMAs  for  Selected  Intercensal  Periods  1951–1961  to  2001–2006.

western provinces and resulted in quite large Aboriginal populations in all 

Within  Twelve  Cities  Combined,  1951-­1981

Within  Twelve  Cities  Combined,  1971-­2006

Outside  Twelve  Cities,  1951-­1981

Outside  Twelve  CMAs,  1971-­2006

Total  Aboriginal  Population,  1951-­1981 Total  Aboriginal  Population,  1971-­2006
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$

Figure  11:  Aboriginal  Population  Counts,  1951–2006,  in  CMAs  with  an  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  
of  at  Least  40,000  in  2006.
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Figure  12:  Average  Annual  Growth  Rates  of  Aboriginal  Populations  for  Selected  Periods  1951–1961  
to  2001–2006  Within  CMAs  with  an  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  of  at  Least  40,000  in  2006.

Cities with 2006 Aboriginal population between 20,000 to 30,000
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 Aboriginal populations in these cities continue to grow, with 

population increases and corresponding average annual growth rates 

between 2001 and 2006 r

Figure  13:  Aboriginal  Population  Counts,  1951  to  2006,  in  CMAs  with  an  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  
between  20,000  to  30,000  in  2006.
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Figure  14:  Average  Annual  Growth  Rates  of  Aboriginal  Populations  for  Selected  Periods  1951–1961  
to  2001–2006  Within  CMAs  with  an  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  between  20,000  to  30,000  in  2006.

Cities with 2006 Aboriginal population 8,000 to less than 20,000
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Figure   15:  Aboriginal   Population   Counts,   1951   –2006,   in   CMAs   with   a   2006  Aboriginal   Identity  
Population  at  least  8,000  and  less  than  20,000.
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Figure  16:  Average  Annual  Growth  Rates  of  Aboriginal  Populations  for  Selected  Periods  1951–1961  
to  2001–2006  within  CMAs  with  2006  Aboriginal   Identity  Population  at   least  8,000  and   less   than  
20,000.

Aboriginal populations, especially Registered Indians, have consistently 
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Indians overall. However, in non-reserve areas, Registered Indian residents, 

well as the general Canadian population: a pattern that has been consistently 

Aboriginal populations are converging.
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urban areas.

Registered Indian population in urban areas.
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Figure  17:  Trends  in  Registered  Indian  Average  Annual  Net  Migration  Rates  by  Location,  Canada,  
1966–1971  to  2001–2006.
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Urbanization

 



Urbanization and Migration Patterns of Aboriginal Populations 53

Table  1:  Migration  as  a  Factor  of  Growth  of  Urban  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  over  1986–1996  
periods.

- -

-

-

    In  contrast  to  the  large  

absolute  increases  in

numbers  of  Aboriginal

people  in  urban  areas  over

1986  -­1991,an  overall  net

loss  of  migrants  (-­2,865,  

-­12,420)  occurred  between

1991and1996,  indicating

more  Aboriginal  people

left  urban  areas  than  

moved  to  them.

1991  (Guimond  2003).

-

Urbanization
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Table  2:  Migration  as  a  Factor  of  Growth  of  Urban  Aboriginal  Identity  Population  over  1996–2006  
periods.

-­

-­

-­

- -

-

-

- -

- -

;

CMAs
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Figure  18:  Average  Annual  Rate  of  Gross  Migration  Rate  per  1,000  Population  for  Select  Major  Urban  
Centres,  Aboriginal  and  non-­Aboriginal  Population,  Canada,  1996  -­2001.
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Figure   19:  Average  Annual  Gross  Migration  Rates   for   Select  Major   Urban  Areas,   by  Registered  
Indian,  Other  Aboriginal,  and  non-­Aboriginal  Populations,  Canada,  1996–2001.

Registered  Indians  consistently  have  the  highest  rates  of  in-­,  out-­,  and  gross-­migration,  followed  by  
other  Aboriginal  groups  (mainly  Métis  and  Non-­Status  Indians).  Non-­Aboriginals  have  the  lowest  rates.

Non-­Aboriginal

R
at
e  
(p
er
  1
,0
00
)

Gross=In+Out  Rates

Out-­Migration  Rates

In-­Migration  Rates

1

While some CMAs posted net losses of Aboriginal populations through migration,
others, like Ottawa-Hull, Saskatoon, Calgary, and Edmonton experienced net gains of 
Registered Indian and “other Aboriginal” migrants and Thunder Bay of Registered Indians.
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Figure  20:  Average  Annual  Net  Migration  Rates  for  Select  Major  Urban  Areas,  Registered   Indian,  
Other  Aboriginal,  non-­Aboriginal  Populations,  1996–2001.
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2001

in urban areas overall . . . not 

6
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natural increase in contributing to urban Aboriginal growth vary by cities, 

as the next section illustrates.
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Here  the  average  annual  rate  is  calculated  as  an  exponential  average  of  the  five-­year  growth  between  1996  and  2001.
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Figure   21:  Average*  Annual   Rate   of  Aboriginal   Population   Growth   and   Percentage   Increase   for  
Eleven  Major  CMAs,  1996–2001  Census  (Unadjusted  Data).
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CMAs, at nearly 20 per thousand Aboriginal residents.
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Figure  22:  Average  Annual  Growth*  and  Net  Migration  Rates  per  1,000  Aboriginal  Population  by  
Select  Major  Urban  Centres,  Canada,  1996–2001.
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with respect to geography, the CMAs used in this analysis do include rural 

during the period.
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Figure  23:  Components  of  Aboriginal  Population  Growth,  for  Selected  Major  CMAs,  1996–2001.

the 1996 to 2001 period.
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Figure   24:   Ethnic   Mobility,   Natural   Increase,   and   Migration   Share   (%)   of   Aboriginal   Population  
Growth*,  Selected  Major  CMAs,  1996–2001.

contributor to Aboriginal population growth in the selected prairie cities 
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such a typology is presented in Table 3 which groups the eleven CMAs 
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1. Urban areas with rapid growth in Aboriginal population at the beginning 

 CMAs which share these growth characteristics are the prairie 

Aboriginal populations.
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and less than 20,000 Aboriginal residents, Toronto with between 20,000 and 

-­

-

–

-

-

Table   3:   Typology   of   Long-­term   (1951–2006)   Patterns   and   Current   (1996–2001)   Components   of  
Aboriginal  Population  Growth,  Selected  Urban  Centres  (CMAs).
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generations born and raised in the urban area.

Urban Areas

Populations in Urban Areas
 

ong

born and raised in urban areas;
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develop in urban areas; and,

younger, generations.

Urban Areas

associated with cultural, historical, and political 
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Conclusion

Role of Migration in Aboriginal Urbanization:

and natural increase.

to Aboriginal population growth; this is in contrast to Toronto, where natural 
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services.

(Endnotes)

1. 
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2. 

3. 

twentieth century.

2006 
/ P

2001
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P
2001 2001 2006
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