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Should we take Statistics Canada’s population projections to the bank? 

by Benjamin Tal benjamin.tal@cibc.com 

It appears that Statistics Canada does not have much 
confidence in its latest population count release. The agency 
advises that the population tally “should be interpreted with 
caution” and that we should expect “larger than usual updates”. 
That is hardly a surprise. In recent years we have highlighted 
on several occasions the persistent gap between Statistics 
Canada’s population projections and subsequent data on actual 
population growth largely due to the continued undercounting 
of Non-Permanent Residents (NPRs). While Statistics Canada 
emphasizes that its population projections are not predictions, 
but rather are scenarios based on recent trends and potential 
future developments, these projections are nonetheless widely 
used by decision-makers and planners as forecasts. As the 
country’s official statistical agency, Statistics Canada’s data is 
viewed as the authoritative source for demographic information, 
and users naturally rely on its projections for planning in areas 
such as housing, healthcare, social services, and infrastructure. 

Undercounting NPRs 
Despite acknowledging the limitations of projections, 
the ongoing underestimation of NPRs has had significant 
consequences. The methodologies used prior to and after 
COVID-19 have not accurately captured the growth of the NPR 
population, leading to planning challenges, particularly in urban 
communities where most NPRs reside. 

Historically, projections assumed that pressures to reduce 
the NPR population would offset growth factors, resulting in 
forecasts of modest or declining NPR numbers, which did not 
align with actual trends. For example, under-projections for 
NPRs in 2025 ranged from 1.3 million (2021 Projection) to 2.8 
million (2000 Projection). These discrepancies are not solely 
attributable to the pandemic; under-projections for 2018 also 
ranged widely. Since 2005, NPRs have been the largest source 
of under-projection in Canada’s population estimates, even 
though they have not officially exceeded 7.43% of the total 
population. 

Furthermore, periodic adjustments to base population 
estimates have not kept pace with actual growth. In 2021, the 

NPR base was estimated at 1.4 million, projected to reach 1.7 
million by 2025 and peak at 1.9 million by 2031. However, the 
actual NPR population as of July 1, 2025, exceeded 3 million. 
Many policy changes driving this growth were already public in 
2021 and should have been better reflected in projections. 

Latest projections 
The 2025 projections represent a notable shift, expressing 
NPRs as a percentage of the population in line with recent 
government plans to reduce immigration and population 
growth. According to the 2025 projection, NPRs are expected 
to account for 7.26% of the population in 2025, declining to 
6.36% in 2026, 5.45% in 2027, and 5.0% in 2028. 

As of the beginning of Q4 2025, NPRs totaled 2,847,737 
(6.85% of the population). Achieving the projected 6.36% 
by Q3 2026 would require a decline of nearly 200,000 NPRs, 
despite ongoing arrivals of visa students, temporary workers, 
and asylum seekers. 

These projections have three major shortcomings: 

• Government targets assume that all expired NPRs leave 
within 120 days. However, Statistics Canada does not track 
actual departures. This means that the outflow of NPRs is 
overstated, leading to undercount of actual population growth. 
In all likelihood population growth in Canada is still positive as 
opposed to the headline number of negative growth released 
this week. 

• Individuals with Temporary Resident Visas (TRVs) and 
those on “maintained status” (pending visa extensions or PR 
applications) are excluded from population estimates and 
projections, although the rationale for this exclusion is unclear. 

• Base year population estimates do not account for the 
undercount of NPRs identified in the 2021 Census. The 2021 
Census missed an estimated 38% of NPRs. 
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Macroeconomic implications 
The undercount of NPRs has substantial implications for 
macroeconomic measurement, including labour force 
estimates, GDP forecasting, and productivity analysis. 
Relying on understated population projections can lead to 
overestimated per capita GDP and misinformed economic 
policy. For example, if the 38% undercount from the 2021 
Census were applied to the current NPR population, the true 
NPR total could exceed 4.5 million, with 1.7 million uncounted. 

Policy recommendations 
To improve the accuracy of population estimates and 
projections, we recommend the following measures: 

Implement exit controls: Establish exit controls across all travel 
modes to accurately measure NPR departures. Projections 
should transparently account for the absence of such controls 
and clarify the role of TRVs and “maintained status” in 
departure assumptions. 

Refine methodology for counting “illegals”: Develop methods 
to estimate the population of individuals who have exhausted 
legal status. These estimates should be disaggregated by 
metropolitan area and included as addenda to population 
reports, enabling better resource allocation. 

Enhance data publication: IRCC should publish detailed data on 
PR and NPR applicants and approvals by visa type and place of 
residence. This transparency will enable more informed policy 
debates and planning in housing, healthcare, social services, 
and infrastructure. 

Amend 2026 census: prioritize addressing NPR undercoverage 
in the 2026 Census and examine how this compares to 
undercoverage among new immigrants. 

*Note: This article used data obtained from Integrated Trade and Economics. 
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