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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  

July 7, 2026 

 

JOINT STATEMENT BY DR. MARCUS POWLOWSKI, MP FOR THUNDER BAY–RAINY RIVER AND ANDREW 
HALLIKAS, MAYOR OF FORT FRANCES ON THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT’S DECISION REGARDING 
TEMPORARY FOREIGN WORKERS 

 

Thunder Bay, ON —   

 

We read with dismay Minister Piccini’s remarks in deciding that Ontario would not participate in relaxing 
federal rules regarding temporary foreign workers. In doing so, Minister Piccini claims to be acting in the 
best interests of “Ontario workers.” 

 

Ontario is a large and diverse province, and what may be in the interests of one part of the province is 
not necessarily in the interests of another. In our opinion, this decision is not in the best interests of the 
people of Northern Ontario. 

 

Small communities in Northern Ontario—many of whom were consulted in the preparation of this 
statement—need workers. The recent federal changes, which apply only to underserved rural areas, 
reflect a recognition that the needs of rural communities like those in Northern Ontario are not the 
same as those of large urban centres. While we acknowledge that immigration pressures in major cities 
can create challenges and may require constraints, we in rural Northern Ontario face the opposite 
problem: we need more, not fewer, foreign workers. 

Marcus Powlowski 
Member of Parliament/Député 
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The labour shortage in Northern communities is ubiquitous. Recent cuts to immigration have left smaller 
communities in Northern Ontario, such as Fort Frances, in a particularly difficult position. Over the past 
year, we have heard from numerous small businesses in Fort Frances, all of whom have indicated that 
without access to foreign workers, they would face serious challenges in maintaining operations. 

 

While some may dismiss the needs of businesses such as Tim Hortons and McDonald’s, in places like 
Fort Frances these are major employers. They are also the places in town where everyone goes to 
socialize - whether it is older adults meeting over coffee or young people stopping in after an evening 
out. Unlike larger urban centres, Fort Frances does not have a Starbucks, or Chipotle (although both 
would be welcome) nor the other pricey equivalents that you find on practically every corner in Toronto. 

 

The labour shortage affects every aspect of daily life. Looking for a doctor, have an elderly relative in 
need of chronic care? Good luck to you. We desperately need more doctors, nurses, personal support 
workers, and paramedics. Efforts to provide affordable childcare—such as $10-a-day daycare—are also 
constrained by a lack of available workers. In Fort Frances, funding exists for more daycare spaces, but 
there are not enough staff to fill them. 

 

The shortage also has national implications. If we want to build more housing, rural sawmills in our 
region—many of which rely on temporary foreign workers—are essential. Major infrastructure projects 
require truckers to transport equipment and security personnel to support operations—both of which 
are in short supply. 

 

The reality is that rural communities across Canada are experiencing population decline. This trend is 
driven by the aging population and outmigration to larger urban centres. This trend has not been offset 
through immigration. Since 2016, just 3.35% of new immigrants to Canada have settled in rural 
communities, despite rural areas representing 15.3% of the national population. The economic 
consequences of this are significant. The Conference Board of Canada has identified labour shortages as 
the most significant impediment to economic growth in Northern Ontario, with nearly 14,000 quarterly 
vacancies in 2024 translating into an estimated $1.8 billion in lost GDP. It is estimated that the region 
requires approximately 8,100 new people per year for 20 years simply to maintain its current workforce. 

 

 

 

 



This decision not only harms local businesses and the economy but also comes at a significant human 
cost. We are aware of families in Fort Frances who have been forced to leave the community despite 
strong ties and a desire—shared by their employers—to remain. These individuals contributed 
meaningfully to the vibrancy of the community and are understandably distressed at being required to 
leave. We have also heard from parents, teachers, and principals who have expressed concern about 
children losing friends and stability. The question we hear repeatedly is: why can’t these people stay? 

 

Minister Piccini ought to reconsider his decision and align Ontario with federal initiatives designed to 
address workforce shortages that are, in so many ways, undermining the long-term interests of 
Northern Ontario. 

 

Dr. Marcus Powlowski, Member of Parliament  Andrew Hallikas 
Thunder Bay-Rainy River    Mayor of Fort Frances 
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