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A FemNorthNet Fact Sheet 

Support Systems in Resource-based 
Towns for an Ageing Population 

‘Resource-­based  towns’  and  ‘single  industry  towns’  that  rely  on  natural  resources  such  as  forestry,  
oil,  gas,  hydro  or  mining  are  spread  throughout  the  Canadian  landscape  in  rural  and  remote  
regions.  These  towns  are  not  identical;;  the  needs  of  residents  and  the  resources  available  to  
communities  to  address  these  needs  vary.  Further,  it  should  not  be  assumed  that  all  rural  
communities  are  more  cohesive  and  supportive  than  urban  communities.3    
As  Canada’s  population  ages,  some  northern  towns  have  growing  senior  populations  that  require  
infrastructure  and  services  that  were  not  previously  as  needed  by  the  working  age  population  
employed  in  local  resource  operations.  This  fact  sheet  explores  some  of  the  challenges  to  “ageing  
in  place”  in  northern  rural  towns,  in  particular  the  effects  of  regionalizing  services,  and  presents  
ideas  for  responding  to  these  challenges,  such  as  developing  an  effective  volunteer  sector  to  
improve  and  expand  service  provision.    

 

Definitely having that feeling of being a small community, and having people to support and provide services 
to you. People are more giving and they want to help, they don’t want to see you fail. I feel like they care. 

 ~ Participant from Migration, Immigration, Mobility study 

The  Impacts  of  Regionalizing  Services  
Isolated  resource  towns  that  are  far  from  major  city  centres  and  have  small  populations  often  have  
difficulty  maintaining  community  services.4  This  has  resulted  in  regionalization  where  key  services,  
such  as  hospitals,  home  care,  and  mental  and  physical  health  supports,  are  centralized  into  one  
regional  “hub”  town.1  Meanwhile  other  services,  most  notably  public  transportation,  can  be  
overlooked  entirely.4    

If we ever have to go to an appointment for a specialist, you have to provide your own transportation. I feel 
like that is a huge struggle for a lot of people. We don’t have a lot of healthcare that a city does. Even for an 
eye appointment sometimes we used to have to drive and go to those ...you are guaranteed four hours, at 
least, to get anywhere.  

 ~ Participant from Migration, Immigration, and Mobility study

Decision  makers  in  northern  towns  may  make  the  common,  but  misinformed,  assumption  that  
informal  support  networks  (such  as  family,  friends,  and  neighbours)  will  step  in  to  make  up  for  the  
lack  of  services  or  to  help  seniors  reach  services  in  other  towns.1  There  is  another  misconception  
that  these  residents  will  only  have  to  travel  about  30  minutes  to  access  services,  when  in  fact  the  
distances  in  the  North  are  often  much  farther,  especially  for  specialized  services  (such  as  those  for  
disabilities,  mental  illness,  or  specific  health  conditions).4  
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I had inconsistency because [doctors] were constantly leaving and half the time I didn’t know who my doctor 
was going to be that week. You need to have trust with a doctor and be able to ask them questions... What 
was the point [of going to appointments] if you always had a different doctor? You always had to remind 
them what you were there for. You go over everything. I don’t think you have the same issue in a city 
because doctors are willing to stay longer so you can have the same family doctor. I guess with healthcare, 
they just don’t want to be here. 

~ Participant from Migration, Immigration, and Mobility study 

For  senior  residents  this  centralization  can  be  detrimental.  Ageing  adults  may  lack  the  financial  
resources  or  use  of  personal  vehicles  needed  to  reach  centralized  services.  Even  if  a  personal  
vehicle  is  available  to  them,  poor  weather  conditions  or  fear  of  driving  after  dark  deter  ageing  
residents  from  making  the  long  drives  into  regional  service  hubs.  Public  transportation  is  often  not  
available  and  if  it  is,  may  not  be  accessible  to  seniors  who  live  with  disabilities  or  require  support  in  
transit.  Further,  adult  children  of  senior  residents  may  have  moved  out  of  northern  towns,  vastly  
reducing  the  informal  support  network  of  that  senior3.  Overall,  needing  to  rely  on  others  to  access  
services  reduces  seniors’  sense  of  independence  while  also  reducing  their  quality  of  life  because  
they  can  not  regularly  access  the  recreation,  health,  and  social  services  needed  to  maintain  good  
mental  and  physical  health.4    

Creating  a  Strong  Voluntary  Sector  
Service  restructuring  has  been  happening  at  the  both  provincial  and  federal  levels  in  Canada  since  
the  1980s.2  The  voluntary  sector  expanded  in  an  effort  to  fill  gaps  in  public  and  private  services  that  
support  healthy  ageing3  and  has  been  reinventing  partnerships  between  local,  regional,  and  
national  businesses  and  organizations  to  address  needs  overlooked  by  governments  and  private  
companies.2  
A  robust  volunteer  sector  can  help  communities  cope  with  changes,  such  as  an  ageing  population,  
and  improve  both  individual  and  community  resilience.  By  including  a  focus  on  volunteerism  in  
community  development  strategies,  local  governments  can  raise  awareness  of  community  needs  
and  effectively  mobilize  residents  to  respond  to  these  needs.5  Some  examples  include  making  
communities  more  senior-­friendly,  more  accessible,  and  less  industry-­centered.3      
However,  there  are  difficulties  to  increasing  volunteerism  in  the  North:    

• Community-­based  organizations  often  struggle  to  adapt  to  changing  priorities  of  local,
provincial,  and  federal  governments,  which  can  negatively  impact  funding  for  operations2

• In  recent  years  Canada  has  lacked  public  funding  to  support  the  work  of  community
agencies  who  respond  to  the  needs  of  some  of  the  most  vulnerable  populations  in  the  North
(such  as  diverse  women  and  their  families,  seniors,  and  indigenous  peoples)
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•   It  is  difficult  to  maintain  effective  partnerships  with  organizations  that  are  not  locally-­based  

•   Women  have  traditionally  filled  the  majority  of  voluntary  caring  roles  in  their  communities,  
but  are  often  overstretched  in  the  North  (due  to  the  economic,  environmental,  and  social  
challenges  of  northern  living)  and  unable  to  commit  to  additional  volunteer  positions  

With  the  regionalizing  of  services  and  the  reliance  on  informal  support  systems,  volunteerism  might  
be  a  suitable  solution  to  address  some  of  the  mobility  challenges  in  northern  communities.  To  be  
sustainable,  volunteerism  requires  proper  organization  and  access  to  the  resources  needed  to  
carry  out  their  roles.  This  requires  funding,  whether  from  a  government  or  private  company.  
Studies  have  found  it  also  requires  that  people  feel  integrated  into  and  responsible  for  their  
communities  –  known  as  “place  integration”.  This  engages  young  and  working  age  people  to  
commit  free  time  to  community  building  and  improvement  activities,  while  retaining  those  who  have  
left  the  labour  force  and  making  them  available  for  volunteer  sector  work.  
However,  having  a  volunteer  sector  does  not  eliminate  the  need  to  finance  paid  roles  that  support  
seniors  in  the  North.  Social  service,  healthcare,  and  recreational  professionals  are  still  necessary  
to  provide  effective  supports  and  to  help  train  volunteers  in  activities  that  support  their  core  
services.  Northern  towns  should  always  examine  best  practices  for  professional  and  volunteer  
collaboration  in  each  service  sector  and  create  policies  and  training  to  ensure  services  are  
accessible  to  and  inclusive  of  diverse  northern  populations.  

Other  Possible  Solutions  to  Northern  Mobility  Issues  for  Ageing  Populations*  
Issue   Challenges      Possible  Solutions  
Geography   Local  terrain,  isolation,  and

distance  to  nearest  service
hub  not  fully  considered  

  
  
Use  participatory-­action  research  (involving  all  community  
members:  women,  youth,  seniors,  Aboriginal  people,  people  
with  disabilities,  and  ethno-­racial  minority  groups)  to  identify  
local  geographical  challenges  and  potential  solutions  

Climate   Longer  winters  in  the  North  
make  road  maintenance  for  
year-­round  travel  difficult  

Investment  in  road  and  highway  infrastructure  and  
maintenance  should  be  a  budgetary  priority  (partnerships  
between  local  governments  and  resource  companies  and/or  
provincial  and  federal  governments  to  finance  road  projects)  

Save  leftover  funding  from  less  severe  climate  years  for  
response  measures  in  future  severe  climate  events  

Lack  of  local  
services  

Services  for  ageing  
populations  need  to  be  
included  in  planning  as  
needs  will  remain  
consistent  even  through
economic  fluctuation  

  

Build  funding  envelopes  to  ensure  retention  of  social  service  
and  healthcare  workers  in  “boom  times”  (when  resource  
sector  wages  exceed  those  available  in  non-­resource  jobs)  
and  to  assist  service  providers  with  increased  operation  costs  
(rents  go  up  during  “boom”  periods)  and  increases  in  clientele  
(influxes  of  resource  workers  can  overwhelm  local  services)  
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Issue   Challenges   Possible  Solutions  
High  cost  of  
private  transit  

There  are  some  financial  
supports  for  owning  
vehicles  in  the  North,  but  
fuel  and  vehicle  purchase  
costs  much  higher  than  in  
the  South  

Monthly  allowance  for  seniors  to  cover  fuel  costs  or  
alternative  transportation  

Allowances  for  travel  to  access  services  in  other  towns,  such  
as  for  travel  companions  (if  needed)  and  to  return  home  after  
receiving  emergency  services  by  ambulance  or  airlift  

Lack  of  public
transportation

  
  
Often  no  coordinated  
regional  transit  services;;  
lack  of  rural  flights  and  
connector  buses  

Develop  transportation  programs  to  bring  seniors  to  urban  
areas  for  their  services  

Housing  &  
infrastructure  
barriers  

Housing  available  to  
seniors  is  not  accessible  or  
located  close  to  needed  
services  and  supports  

Public  buildings  and  transit  
centres  (such  as  airports)  
often  not  accessible    

City  planners  need  to  design  housing  and  public  buildings  
that  can  accommodate  residents  throughout  their  lifespans,  
including  for  those  with  disabilities  

Consider  concepts  of  visit-­able  communities  (built  using  
universal  design  principles)  and  liveable  communities  (which  
are  walk-­able  and  where  housing  is  integrated  with  local  
businesses,  services,  and  recreation  areas)  

Engage  transportation  agencies,  service  providers  and  public  
to  find  best  practice  

Information  
barriers  

Seniors  lack  awareness  of  
programs  to  help  with  
finances,  access  to  
services,  and  transport  

Establish  local  seniors’  councils  to  inform  senior  initiatives,  
hold  public  presentations,  and  install  information  boards  at  
seniors’  facilities.6  

Fund  coordinators  to  assist  seniors  with  travel  plans  
*Adapted  from  Ryser  et  al.  (2014)  by  Carmela  Hutchison
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