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Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada 1
Bigger, bolder, better: Historical images and
Canadian population history
Review by Gordon Darroch, York University
Doug Saunders, known as Canada’s leading international-affairs columnist, has become one
of Canada’s leading public intellectuals. In Maximum Canada, he writes for a wide public, aiming to
influence public policy and asking that we think carefully about our collective past and about what
we are presently doing, and failing to do, to shape our collective futures.
Saunders’ 2011 book, Arrival City, was received as carefully researched and humane, written
for a wide audience.2 Maximum Canada is a very different book, focused on Canada in a rare
attempt to make this county’s population history a matter of urgent public debate. His starting
point is “an often overlooked fact about Canada: it is a country that has long had trouble keeping
people” (p. 8). The history of emigration seems an unlikely topic for an intervention into Canadian
public-policy, much less for aspiring best-sellers. It is welcomed.
Saunders constructs a tale about how from the seventeenth century onward Canada has been
marked by a singular contestation—a “moral war”—between two overarching worldviews, a
“minimizing impulse” and a “maximizing impulse.” These conflicting typifications are Saunders’
central narrative device in his story about Canada’s history of “underpopulation” (p. 5).
The book is organized in three parts. First is Saunders’ version of the origins and character
of his “minimizing impulse,” stretching from the early nineteenth century to the beginning of the
twentieth. Emanating from powerful governing ideas (p. 9), the formation had six main features:
restrictive immigration, which sustained narrow British ethnic homogeneity, primacy of staples
exports, a racialized view of indigenous peoples, fearful relations with the US, and unduly limited
population growth. The consequence was “insufficient population density, market size, and taxpayer base to service the country’s geographic, human, and economic needs” (p. 11).
The second part is the story of the “maximizing impulse.” It first surfaced during Canada’s
greatest immigration experiment in the Laurier-Sifton years, 1896 to 1911, but only bloomed in
the late 1960s.3 The transformations arose from sea changes in the everyday experience and world
views of ordinary Canadians—marked visibly, for example, by Expo ’67; political elites had to
catch up. The new formation began with more diverse sources of immigration, accompanied by
a shift from the primacy of resource extraction toward an urban-industrial and service economy,
1. Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians Are Not Enough (Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2017). ISBN 978-07352-7309-2. Softcover C$29.95, 247 pp.
2. See, for example, the reviews posted at https://www.theguardian.com/books/2010/sep/18/arrivalcity-migration-doug-saunders and http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/18/books/arrival-city-by-dougsaunders-review.html.
3. Between 1896 and 1911, some two million immigrants joined a population of just over five million.
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with late-blooming interest in continental trade. Quebec’s neo-nationalism emerged in this era, as
did a slow conversion toward acknowledging indigenous peoples as sovereign nations that require
rights-recognition and negotiation. Concentrated urban populations emerged as the main source
of cultural and economic creativity (ch. 5).
A sub-plot in these accounts is a comparison between the negative effects of continuing
emigration from Canada and the positive effects of US immigration. For Saunders, if Canada’s
limited population growth largely resulted from massive emigration to the south, this emigration
also drained off the most capable and energetic people. I find this to be his most contentious
claim.
In the third part, Saunders assesses the risks of continuing “underpopulation” and makes
policy recommendations. The challenge is to boost the population to 100 million by 2100, requiring “a set of family policies to bring fertility rates to 1.7 and a modest increase in immigration,
to a rate of 1.3 percent annually,” to approximately 400,000 or so immigrants yearly (p. 157).4
Saunders’ focus is not on population growth but on enhancing human “capacity” (p. 152)—that
is, intensified urban concentrations of markets, taxpayers, labour forces, cultural audiences, and
clusters of expertise. The argument echoes his main theses in Arrival City, which documents the
dynamism of concentrated migrant communities worldwide, including the Thorncliff community in Toronto.
He makes five key points about the costs of failing to increase population capacities. The first
is a familiar argument about an ageing population, which increases dependency ratios and restricts
the fiscal basis for public services. He provides a brief, conversant account of the problem, suggesting that although it is the most widely publicized, it is also the most readily resolvable.
Of greater concern are Canada’s limited size and concentration of markets, which inhibit the
productivity of a generally well-educated and resourceful labour force, making innovators and
investors unduly dependent on foreign capital and markets. Saunders is persuasive about how the
expansion of innovative urban centres and increased density of urban populations underwrite
economic productivity and employment. His third point concerns the environmental costs of a
scattered national population, and here Saunders writes against the grain. Population growth is not
a problem, he says, if it provides a critical mass of strategically distributed fiscal and human resources, increasing the reliance on green energy, lowering transportation costs and carbon-dioxide
emissions, and enhancing coastal and urban infrastructures to face the consequences of climate
change.
His fourth issue is national security and stability. He notes that contrary to much public sentiment, immigrant populations tend to reduce crime rates and particularly violent crime (although
he skirts the causal question). He argues that larger and more concentrated populations make
more efficient use of resources for defense and security needs, while boosting the capacity for
multilateral influence. The fifth and last issue is cultural. Multiple dispersed and regionally variable
audiences challenge Canadians’ ability to cultivate and sustain many cultural institutions, from
magazines, news channels, and museums to statistical agencies. He points to Quebec’s more concentrated and successful funding in supporting cultural institutions as an example.
Chapter 7, “The case against 100 million,” is particularly laudable. Saunders thoughtfully
reviews the obstacles and risks faced in attempting to achieve his policy goals. First, he provides
a measured account of why political interventions are required; the rare historical conditions
engendering immigrant successes in the post-WWII years cannot be duplicated. Then he faults
4. Saunders acknowledges the objective is not an original idea, serving as a symbol for a larger set of
proposals (p. 157). See the Century Initiative (http://www.centuryinitiative.ca), Advisor Council on
Economic Growth, October 20, 2016 (https://www.budget.gc.ca/aceg-ccce/pdf/immigration-eng.pdf).
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the regionally decentralized and exclusionary accreditation processes that create obstacles for
current immigrants in upgrading their technical and professional training. Finally, he addresses
the possibilities of a rising anti-immigrant backlash in the absence of sufficient institutional
preparation, but is optimistic about the ways that racism and exclusion can be moderated. He
candidly admits that in the absence of sufficient institutional preparation and investment, even
immigrants’ historic inventiveness and ambition might not make the risks of increased immigration worthwhile.
The concluding chapter asks how Canada can establish a supportive context for significant
population growth. Saunders makes a persuasive case for expanded, subsidized child-care, supplemented by more flexible family leave and work programs. Other proposals include increasing
investments in immigrant settlement and employment opportunities through appropriate Federal
and Provincial ministries. Following Arrival City, he argues that the key is fostering urban homeownership, small business, and employment opportunities for immigrants in a variety of urban
growth poles, as well as in Canada’s three major reception cities. Increasing population concentrations provides opportunities for newcomers, enhances environmental stewardship, and has
widespread, long-term benefits.
Maximum Canada deserves to be widely read and debated. It is readable, convincing, and (with
important exceptions) draws on a considerable, selected research literature. It is notable in making
population history central to public policy debates. In my view, it could serve as a starting text
in senior undergraduate and graduate courses in social demography, population history, social
change, or political sociology. But it needs to be complemented by alternative research studies and
critical assessments. The book’s ambition and concision invite criticism of its historical accounts
and leave a number of nagging questions.
Saunders’ representation of the Canadian national experience in terms of two conflicting
“impulses” lends the book a dramatic and engaging story-line. Like most historical typifications,
however, they greatly simplify complex historical processes, including a tendency to exaggerate
the organic, self-adjusting character of the formations described. The nineteenth- and early twentieth-century “minimizing impulse” is simplistically presented as a set of governing ideologies,
imposed from above on seemingly passive ordinary folk, almost without resistance (p. 25–27,
39).5
By contrast, the “maximizing impulse” erupts in the 1960s “from below,” catching political
elites by surprise (p. 115–16, 127). Absent is a convincing account of this historic turnabout.
The absence partly arises from a questionable stereotype about Canada’s rural past as peopled
by self-sufficient, isolated, non-commercial “traditional” folk (in Saunders’ unfortunate terms, “a
self-selected group who didn’t want much from life” [p. 49]6).
A related, deep flaw is Saunders’ repeated notion that continuing emigration to the US
throughout most of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a powerful filter, selecting
out the most knowledgeable, ambitious, inventive, entrepreneurial, and talented (p. 38, 46, 49, and
elsewhere). Saunders cites a useful body of migration research, but none warrants this speculation
and many other studies complicate it (McInnis 1994; Ramirez 2001; Widdis 1998).7 Migration
5. The resistances were readily defeated, as in the rebellions of 1830s.
6. For revisionist interpretations, see Craig (2009) or McCalla (2015) regarding the routine involvement of
early Canadian rural households in local markets and their “deep engagement in the international world of
goods” (McCalla 2015: 153).
7. McInnis (1994) gives some evidence that significant numbers of nineteenth-century emigrants from
Canada to the US were simply sojourners, those who found it easier or cheaper to travel through Canada
before moving on, as they originally intended. Saunders cites the many studies of the historical French64
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flows are always selective, with selectivity varying widely. The differences in the character of migrants and non-migrants are complex and difficult to address with historical evidence. The closest
Saunders comes to systematic evidence is citing Lew and Cater (2012), who indicate that Canadian
migrants to the US in the first decades of twentieth century tended to be more literate than those
who remained. Research documents a variety of historical conditions under which migrants tend
to be more literate or educated than non-migrants (see Long 1973; Ozden and Schiff 2006). But
Saunders takes literacy itself to stand in for knowledge, ambition, inventiveness, and talent. Of
course, some talented people left. The original authors are more nuanced, however, interpreting
literacy differentials in the context of chain and career migration, differing employment opportunities, and the likely effects of US literacy tests after 1917.
I find curious, too, Saunders’ notion about the determinative role of the “minimizing impulse”
in the history of racialization and brutality toward Canada’s indigenous peoples. He fails to note
how this relationship has been paralleled in the US and the antipodal settler societies, despite many
historical differences. The author also ignores some less sanguine research about the limited effect
of immigration on wages and employment even in the longer term—or, for that matter, on solving
the ageing population problem (see Riddell et al. 2016; this review was probably not available in
time for Saunders’ publication, but the research cited was).
Two nagging questions about Quebec arise. Saunders usefully cites the province’s experience
of support for cultural institutions and the relative success of its childcare policies. But Quebec
is not Canada. One wonders about the capacity of our very different regional cultures to pursue
similar political initiatives, especially among the low-tax political cultures. And unaddressed is the
larger question about how to manage ramped-up national immigration without it being perceived
as culturally threatening in Quebec or as upsetting the historical balance of population, political
influence and economic well-being between the province and the rest of Canada.
Maximum Canada is an unusual attempt at public education and intervention in public policy.
Saunders constructs a compelling and intentionally provocative combination of a simplified but
engaging historical narrative and a set of policy proposals. The book’s central virtue lies in its
potential to invite public consideration of the many social and political implications of our population history and future.
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Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada 1
Maximum Canada: What do Canadians
wish to maximize?
Review by Roderic Beaujot, Western University,
and
Lise Patterson, Economist, formerly with Canada’s Privy Council Office
While including a history of population questions going back to the war of 1812, Maximum
Canada is fundamentally a book-length argument for higher immigration, aimed at boosting Canada’s
population to 100 million by the year 2100. Throughout the book, the author contrasts what he calls
a “minimizing impulse” and a “maximizing impulse,” with a clear preference for maximizing. Doug
Saunders claims, for example, that as far back as the early nineteenth century: “Canada was making a
concerted effort to be small in size and limited in function. This would be a recurring trend through
the next two centuries—but it would constantly be in conflict with another, larger idea” (p. 8).
Originally, the minimizing impulse sought to keep Canada as a colony of Britain and a source
of staple products. Later, this approach envisaged a mono-ethnic population of British or Anglican
identity, favouring an economic elite with strong links to the mother country and preventing Canada
from becoming anything like the United States. In contrast, the maximizing ideas placed Canada in
a North American context, benefiting from strong trade relations with the United States.
Saunders’ maximizing vision extends beyond broad-source immigration and population
growth to include continental integration and open trade within North America; a diversified and
value-added economy; pluralism and ethnic heterogeneity; indigenous nations as sovereign partners; and a view of society as a collection of individuals (p. 123–25). Besides linking population
growth to economic growth and to cultural inclusiveness, Saunders sees ecological benefits to larger cities with a dense pattern of habitation. For Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver, he proposes
that “all three metropolitan areas could easily double or triple their populations without extending
their current boundaries (p. 222–23).
While we support the arguments for cultural inclusiveness, we find that Saunders pays too
much attention to overall economic growth and too little heed to individual standards of living and
quality of life considerations. Above all, we find it hard to swallow his suggestions that large-scale
population growth will bring net ecological benefits.
For instance, Saunders proposes that a more populous Canada could better afford costly climate change mitigation and adaptation measures (p. 177–78). He fails to mention, however, that
such population growth would require Canada to act more aggressively to meet its target commitments under the Paris Climate Accord. These targets are expressed in terms of total impact on the
1. Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians Are Not Enough (Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2017). ISBN 978-07352-7309-2. Softcover C$29.95, 247 pp.
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environment, not in terms of per capita emissions or efficiency of resource use. We would observe
that while Canada is 37th in population size, it is already 10th among the countries of the world in
terms of total CO2 emissions (Kerr and Beaujot 2016: 307).
In the concluding chapter, Saunders calls for “a large-scale inquiry into the investments needed at national, provincial/territorial, and municipal levels to prepare Canada for its next (population) tripling” (p. 212). As proposed, this inquiry would not consider other alternatives such as low
or medium immigration, only how to accommodate higher levels.
Here, we would observe that his population proposals are out of synch with broadly endorsed
goals for further slowing the pace of global population growth (see, for example, United Nations
1994: 5). Such goals will prove elusive if each country seeks to maximize its own population.
Canada benefits from immigration, especially from the diversity that brings us into contact
with a pluralistic and globalizing world. By including refugees in immigration planning, Canada
comes to the aid of the world’s most marginalized individuals and families. Instead of seeking to
triple the population of Canada by the end of the century, we would argue for achieving population stability through our current levels of fertility, and immigration levels that are closer to the
postwar historical average (Beaujot 2017). While Saunders would “focus exclusively on high-skill
and post-secondary student immigration” and predicts a “sharp decrease in refugee numbers,
which tend to spike only during crises every few decades” (p. 221), we would argue for a diversity
of immigrants across the economic, family, and refugee classes, along with diversity of skill levels
and places of origin.

Dominance of a minimizing impulse
Before returning to the current context, we will reflect on some interpretations that Doug
Saunders gives to population growth over Canada’s history. He argues that while a maximizing
orientation was present during the years 1897–1913, and slowly took hold in the period after 1967,
a minimizing impulse was otherwise dominant: “The starting point of this book [is that Canada]
is a country that has long had trouble keeping people. During most decades of the nineteenth
century, and for many decades in the twentieth, Canada sent more people to other countries than
it received as immigrants” (p. 8).
Saunders asserts that the period 1867–1967 represented a “century-long crisis of underpopulation that had kept the country closed, dependent, and in denial” (p. 122). In particular, he observes
that during the 90 years between 1851 and 1941, Canada attracted 6.7 million immigrants but lost
almost 6.3 million to emigration, for a net gain of only 400,000 (p. 99). All accounts of Canadian
immigration history point to four decades of net emigration at the time surrounding Confederation (1861–1901) and another such decade in the 1930s, but various analytical works point to net
immigration in all other decades. For instance, Kerr and Beaujot (2016: 113) and Edmonston (2016:
116) both show a net immigration of 960,000 for the period 1851–1941 (6,191,000 immigrants and
5,230,000 emigrants). McInnis (2000: 387) calculates a net positive immigration for each decade
from 1821 to 1861, for a total net gain of 487,000 in these four decades of the 19th century.
Saunders is correct in saying that the United States attracted a number of the immigrants who
originally landed in Canada, and also that large numbers of Canadian-born emigrated to places
south of the border. But despite low levels of net immigration, the Canadian population did in
fact grow—from 2.5 million in 1851 to 14.0 million in 1951, or by a factor of 5.6. This is lower
than the 6.5-fold growth of the US population, from 23.2 million in 1850 to 150.7 million in 1950,
but it is higher than the 2.0-fold growth of the world population over this century (1.241 billion in
1850 to 2.529 billion in 1950; see Livi-Bacci 2012: 25).
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Our main point of disagreement regarding the pre-1960s period is that Saunders attributes Canada’s disadvantage to a “minimizing approach” that worked against attracting and retaining more
immigrants. In our view, he downplays various factors that drove population growth in the New
England colonies and the subsequent United States of America. Already by 1760, at the end of New
France, the white population of the United States was over a million (1,268,000), compared to just
70,000 in Canada. The USA began building a more industrial economy with its larger population,
especially over the last three decades of the 19th century, and by 1900 its population reached 76 million, as against 5.3 million in Canada. This more dynamic economy south of the border was partly
based on an independent and enterprising capitalist spirit, but it was also based on the exploitation of
Black and Indigenous populations. Clearly, the industrializing US economy of the 19th century was
an attractive alternative to the surplus agricultural economy along the Saint Lawrence Valley.
Saunders also downplays the role of climatic and geographic disadvantages north of the border. When comparing Quebec and New England, the Canadian prairies and the Dakotas, and Toronto, Montreal, and Hamilton to Chicago, New York City, and Boston, he says, “And no, it was
not the weather,” that these represent “similar climates” (p. 35). The Farmer’s Almanac (2018) shows
considerable differences in average annual frost-free days: Montreal at 181 compared to New York
City at 230, Regina at 106 compared to Minot (ND) at 141, and Toronto at 173 frost-free days compared to 204 for Chicago. There are other important geographic differences. In the 19th century,
there was year-round marine access to New York, while Montreal was not accessible in winter. The
United States also benefits from a more contiguous agricultural area, while the narrow strip north
of the border is interrupted by the extensive Canadian Shield. Thus, it is not only due to differences
in political will that the US westward push, and the associated displacement and near elimination of
the Indigenous population, occurred two decades earlier south of the border.
With the benefit of hindsight, we can agree that Canadian Prime Minster John A. Macdonald’s
“National Policy” was misguided, especially in not integrating the Indigenous and Metis peoples
into an advancing agrarian economy (see Carter 1990). Nonetheless, this policy did establish an
east-west economy north of the border that managed to avoid being absorbed by US expansionism. It is true that the arrangement gave much land to the railways, and to the Hudson’s Bay
Company that originally owned Rupert’s Land, but here again Saunders is exaggerating. He says
that “homesteads could not be established within twenty miles of a train track because the railways had been granted that prime land by Parliament for future development” (p. 57). In effect,
20 miles would have been an almost impossible distance for bringing grain to the railway by horse
and wagon or horse and sleigh. In fact, the land given to the railways was on “odd numbered sections” representing an average of 16 of the 36 sections of a given township (Waiser 2007: 156–57).
Homesteads were available next to the rail lines, not just at a 32-km distance (Tyman 1972). Looking at the homestead map for the Rural Municipality of Silverwood (No. 123), which adjoins the
Canadian Pacific Line that opened to Whitewood Saskatchewan in 1882, about one-third of the
324 sections (each a mile square) are labeled as “C.P.R.,” but these are spread out over the 18×18
square-mile area of the municipality.
Saunders proposes that “the entire program of settling the Prairies was a failure,” in part
because of the lack of urban infrastructure and associated markets (p. 58). However, we would
observe that by 1921, Saskatchewan was the third-largest province by population, after Ontario
and Quebec. It was the dust-bowl conditions in this fragile geographic area and the coinciding
1930s economic depression that undermined the population of the prairies, not the lack of urban
infrastructure. Saunders proposes that by 1941, “Canada’s population had become more rural”
(p. 99). In fact, the rural percentage declined from 58.3% in 1911 to 48.9% in 1941 (Beaujot and
McQuillan, 1982: 158).
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A maximizing orientation: The 15-year Canadian century and building a
maximizing consensus since the 1960s
While it is true that the Wilfrid Laurier years represented a strong advance in building Canada’s
population, the groundwork had been done during the time of John A. Macdonald. The period
1897–1913 corresponded to a time of globalization, when Canada benefited from conditions
much beyond the political reach of Canadian policy. This was just as much “La Belle Époque” as
it was the “The Fifteen-Year Canadian Century,” to quote the title of Chapter 3.
Saunders proposes that the 1960s and 1970s were a time of confrontation and debate that
ultimately produced considerable consensus toward an open economy and pluralistic inclusiveness. In effect, there was the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism (1963–70) that
resulted in the Official Languages Act (1969) and the Multiculturalism Act (1971, 1988). In 1982
there was the incorporation of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms in the Constitution. The Royal
Commission on the Economic Union and Development Prospects for Canada (aka Macdonald
Commission,1982–85) became the basis of the 1988 Free Trade Agreement with the United States
and the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement. The Commission made a case for free trade
on the basis that in contrast to other developed economies, Canada did not have access to a market
of 100 million people. In 1991–96, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples produced a new
push toward better recognition of the First Nations and repairs of historical injustices.
Saunders sees the associated discussions as resulting in “core maximizing ideas”: ethnic, racial,
and religious pluralism, as well as population growth, immigration, North American free trade, individual rights, and Indigenous self-government (p. 126). As reviewers, we share in this consensus
with regard to openness and pluralism, but we ask why it should be linked to increasing to a population of 100 million by the end of this century. If Canada is already characterized by this “maximizing consensus,” why do we need such a large population? While Saunders says that “35 million
is not enough,” he also observes that Canadians are among the most educated people in the world,
with Canada ranking in the top four countries on the Global Entrepreneurship Index and as a world
leader in science and technology innovations (p. 160). We would add to these Canada’s high life
expectancy, which is among the best of the world and three years above US life expectancy (United
Nations 2017: Table S6). Apropos, if we need a significantly larger population to be successful, how
did Norway, with a population of 5.3 million, achieve such success in the 2018 Winter Olympic
Games? By moving instead toward a stable population, can we not build on these core values of
openness and pluralism while also playing our role as responsible ecological stewards?
Saunders also claims that the political parties in Quebec have moved away from concern about
the relative size of Quebec in Canada to concern about the small absolute size of Quebec:
By the time the neo-nationalists had evolved into the Parti Québécois in 1968, both separatists
and Liberals shared the view that Quebec’s absolute population needed to grow, and fast, even
if that meant that Canada itself grew faster (p. 138). […] There’s a great understanding that
Quebec is underpopulated […] francophone Quebecois are a generation ahead of English
Canadians in recognizing the shortfalls of absolute population and the need to have a more
robust population (Doug Saunders as quoted in Runnalls 2018: 59).

We asked a Quebec demographer who follows these questions to comment. Jacques Légaré
(2018) responded that he had never heard anyone make propositions of this kind. He observed
that Quebec had been focused on avoiding population decline, but small changes to family policies and immigration have pushed this concern off into the 2060s (see Légaré 2017). There remains a preoccupation to not have the Francophone proportion decline because of international
immigration.
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Saunders observes that Canada’s population tripled in the period 1946–2015, from 12 to 35
million, and thus it is not such a stretch to triple once again, to 100 million, as a Conference Board
of Canada study has proposed (Ades et al. 2016). We would argue that there are serious limits to
comparing such growth in the 1946–2015 period to a similar increase for 2015–2100. The postwar
period was a time of rebuilding. Prime Minister Mackenzie-King had wanted to ensure that the
returning soldiers would not be as poorly integrated into the society as had been the case after the
Great War. In effect, Canada’s welfare state was first designed for the returning soldiers, including
health benefits, support for higher education, loans for persons going into business or farming,
and investments in housing. As the welfare state expanded, including family allowance, it provided
security to young families and set the basis for the baby boom.
It is noteworthy that both groups of immigrants of the 1897–1913 and 1946–60 periods
followed a hiatus in immigration, and both groups achieved fairly successful economic integration (Richmond and Kalbach 1980; Beaujot et al. 1988). The lesser economic success of arrival
cohorts since the 1990s (Picot and Sweetman 2005) brings into question the continued high levels
of immigration.
In contrast to the period 1946–2015, the proposed tripling of population for 2015–2100
would occur under rather different circumstances. In particular, this tripling in Canada would
stand in marked contrast to the projected 1.4-fold growth in the US and 1.5-fold increase for the
world as a whole (United Nations 2017: medium projection for US and world population).
Saunders is not clear about the immigration level that would be needed to reach this 100 million mark. At one point he says that even at “current immigration levels and fertility rate, (Canada’s
population) would still be approaching 90 million people by 2100” (p. 217); elsewhere he says that
“a robust set of family policies to bring fertility rates to 1.7” and an immigration rate of 1.3 per
cent annually would reach a population of 100 million by 2100 (p. 157).
It is worth citing official projections relating to Canada’s long-term population growth. United
Nations (2017) projections show low, medium, and high populations of 36.4, 51.6, and 72.0 million, respectively, for 2100. Since the Canadian immigration level has averaged 7.5 per 1,000 population over the period 1991–2015 (Kerr and Beaujot 2016: 112), Statistics Canada uses the low,
medium, and high assumptions of 5.0, 7.5, and 9.0 immigrants per 1,000 population (Bohnert et
al. 2015); these are paired with Total Fertility Rate assumptions of 1.53, 1.67, and 1.88 births per
woman, respectively. Because of the underlying uncertainty of projections, Statistics Canada only
publishes results for 25 years at the provincial level and 50 years at the national level. It is, however,
possible to extend these projections up to 2100 based on a continuation of the same assumptions.
These produce populations of 40.8, 65.9, and 100.8 million for 2100 under low, medium, and high
assumptions, respectively.2 Thus, even an immigration of 5.0 annual arrivals per thousand population, with fertility rates of 1.5, shows a larger population in 2100 than in 2015.

The case for 100 million
Saunders’ case for the near-tripling of Canada’s population hangs substantially on the promise
of large economic and fiscal gains. He argues that the resulting changes to Canada’s age structures,
GDP growth, and government revenues would offer a “significant” cushion against pressures associated with population aging and free up much fiscal capacity (p.157–59). Among other things,
such gains would help Canada sustain social programs (p.157–58), expand public institutions
(p.181–83, 188), upgrade foreign policy, security, and defence capabilities (p. 180–81), undertake
2. These results were provided to the authors by Statistics Canada on special request.
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costly climate change–related investments (p. 177–78), and make long-needed upgrades to transit
systems, affordable housing, and other urban infrastructure (p. 211, 221–28). Canada’s private sector would also benefit from the rising population size and density, which would unleash significant
gains in innovation, productivity and economies of scale (p. 159–72). Ultimately, Saunders holds
out the promise of a more prosperous, sustainable, and safer society that enjoys not only higher
standards of living but also a better quality of life.
Saunders tempers these bold assertions with notes of caution, as he admits to certain social
and political risks associated with his population strategy (p. 192–213). He also acknowledges that
his proposed surge in immigrant numbers would require costly up-front investments in programs,
institutions, and infrastructure (p. 212, 222–25). In the end, he maintains that the potential benefits
of the strategy would far outweigh all such costs (p. 212). We remain unconvinced, however, as
we believe that he has overstated likely economic gains while ignoring or downplaying significant
risks to the environment and to human well-being. Below we raise some specific concerns with his
arguments and flag other points that may warrant consideration.

Impacts on age structures and dependency ratios
Saunders cites the burden of rising dependency ratios as a key reason for boosting Canada’s
population growth. He acknowledges that his proposed population expansion would not prevent
overall population aging (p. 154–59), but suggests it would produce a “considerably younger”
population (p. 221) and a “markedly lower” peak share of Canadians over the age of 65 (p. 157).
By contrast, other sources and studies suggest that similarly large increases in immigration levels
would yield only modest long-term changes in age structures, median ages, old age dependency
ratios, and workers-per-retiree ratios (Kerr and Beaujot 2016: 198–200; Riddell et al. 2016; Statistics Canada 2015: 14; El-Assal and Fields 2017: 20–22).

Fiscal impacts
Saunders quotes fiscal projections from a 2016 Conference Board of Canada study to demonstrate that certain strategies yielding a population of 100 million by 2100 would free up substantial
fiscal capacity by the end of the century (p. 157). We would discount this portrayal for two reasons:
(1) there is dubious value in fiscal projections out to 2100; and (2) the study focuses on outcomes
with respect to health care and Old Age Security costs, but does not consider spending increases
associated with much higher levels of immigration (Ades et al. 2016). A subsequent Conference
Board study, which looks at “status quo” versus higher immigration scenarios out to 2040, gives a
somewhat more balanced take on fiscal impacts; it projects that a high-immigration policy would
reduce health care costs by an amount equal to roughly two per cent of provincial government
budgets by 2040, while adding an unspecified amount to social expenditure costs. The study also
warns of possible negative fiscal and economic consequences if Canada fails to address the longstanding obstacles to labour market integration faced by immigrants (El-Assal and Fields 2017:
20–22). This suggests that much higher levels of immigration would likely offer some long-term
fiscal relief, though this is not guaranteed. In any event, a large windfall of added fiscal capacity
seems unlikely in the years to 2040.

Impacts on GDP versus GDP per capita
Saunders points to large GDP gains under his suggested high immigration scenario, but he
says nothing about the consequences for GDP per capita. The above-mentioned 2017 Conference
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Board study projects that Canada’s total GDP in 2040 would be nearly 5 per cent higher under
the high immigration versus the “status quo” scenario. Conversely, the projected GDP per capita
in 2040 would be roughly 2.0 per cent lower for the high-growth versus “status quo” scenario (El
Assal and Fields 2017: 20). High-level immigration would no doubt increase Canada’s national
income over time, but it might do little for average individual incomes.

Impacts on productivity and competitiveness
Saunders contends that his population strategy would deliver large economic gains in the
form of enhanced innovation, productivity, market size, and economies of scale. We see a need
for further study of these effects within the Canadian context and on a microeconomic scale, as
outcomes could vary substantially by industry. Researchers should also assess the broader economic costs and benefits of such growth on those cities and metropolitan areas most affected. Some
urban planners suggest that optimum density levels vary by city, and they warn of possible negative economic and social consequences if these levels are exceeded (Florida 2012; Lehmann 2016).
Might a tripling of Canada’s population mean a four-fold increase within the Vancouver census
metropolitan area? If so, this area would harbour 22,000 people per square kilometre, twice the
current population density of New York City. A quadrupling of people within Toronto’s census
metropolitan area would yield a population of 25 million and a density of over 17,300 people per
square kilometre. (NYC nd; Statistics Canada 2017; Statistics Canada 2016). Would these numbers
fall within “optimal” ranges?
Saunders is correct to flag the serious productivity concerns facing Canada, and the extent to
which these may undermine future standards of living. We would note, however, that studies have
pointed to multiple potential causes and remedies for this problem, many of which do not relate
to population or labour market size (Antunes and Ozyildirim 2015; Capeluck 2016; Drummond
2011; Hodgson 2017; Van Ark et al. 2015).
In making the case for a larger domestic market, Saunders points to a global rise in protectionist tendencies since 2009. We should not assume this trend will last, as the world has seen
numerous swings to and away from protectionism in the past two centuries (Reuveny and Thompson 2004: 112–15). One might further argue that current high levels of globalization and tightly
integrated transnational supply chains will serve to limit the depth and duration of protectionist
swings going forward (Sandbu 2017). In any event, a Canada of 100 million would no doubt
remain substantially reliant on external markets; our market size and related economies of scale
would still be dwarfed by those of the USA, the EU, China, and the increasingly integrated markets
of East Asia. We should recognize this and maintain a strong focus on securing access to diverse
external markets.

Impacts on labour markets
Maximum Canada has little to say about the effects of proposed population increases on employment rates, real wage levels, and labour market composition. Past research suggests that immigration flows to Canada have had relatively little impact on wages and employment rates, although less is known about potential distributional effects (Riddell et al. 2016). Looking ahead,
however, it may be wise to consider the impacts of population growth on labour market conditions and income distributions, given the unknown and potentially disruptive effects of forthcoming labour-saving technologies and anticipated high levels of job automation throughout the
developed world (WTO 2017: p. 90–100).

73

Canadian Studies in Population 45, no. 1–2 (Spring/Summer 2018)

Impacts on the environment
We find that Saunders’ arguments are weakest in the environmental realm. He notes that increased levels of urban density serve to improve ecological outcomes (p. 174–79), and this is certainly true when population levels are held constant and redistributed to achieve greater density. It
is a dubious assertion, however, when such density is achieved by enlarging populations. Saunders
explains that one city of 8 million people requires 15 per cent less material infrastructure than two
cities of 4 million people each (p. 175). While this may be true, it is also almost certainly true that
8 million people will have more total environmental impact than 4 million.
Saunders allows at one point that his proposed high immigration strategy might add to overall
problems of pollution and environmental degradation in Canada (p. 176). This can be justified, he
suggests, because increased immigration to Canada would benefit the global environment; it would
help to depress global population growth because immigrants to Canada from high-fertility source
countries tend to have substantially lower birth rates within a generation of arriving (p. 177). We
see several problems with this justification: (1) the fertility rates of most major source countries
have dropped or are in decline; (2) per capita consumption levels tend to balloon for immigrants
who move from developing to developed countries; and (3) Canada is responsible for protecting
its own environment, for the sake of its current citizens and future generations.
Saunders cites underpopulation as the cause of urban sprawl, traffic gridlock, and other environmental problems in Canada’s largest cities. He claims that current population levels “force”
us to use inefficient or high-carbon technologies, as our cities lack the financial resources and tax
base required to install adequate public transit systems and green infrastructure (p. 173–74, 222).
Some might argue instead that these cities have failed to keep pace with the needs and impacts of
their surging populations because residents and governments have been slow to embrace needed
changes in behaviours, policies, and investment priorities (Resnik 2010). To the extent these latter
factors play a key role, adding large numbers of people will not solve our urban problems and may
well make them worse.
There is good international evidence to suggest that cities need not be highly populous to
be sustainable. For example, a sustainable cities index compiled by two multinational consulting
firms ranks cities around the world according to their environmental performance; six of the
top 10 cities on the latest list have populations smaller than those of Canada’s three largest cities
(Arcadis 2016: 20–21). Certain US cities with populations under one million were among the best
performers on a 2010 index of urban sprawl compiled by University of Utah researchers; only two
cities larger than a million made their top 10 list for urban “compactness” (Jaffe 2014). Some of
the best-performing US metropolitan transit systems also have populations of less than a million,
according to a 2011 study by the Brookings Institution (Tomer et al 2011: 824–25).
Saunders contends that a tripling of Canada’s population would not jeopardize valuable farmland or green areas, as substantial population growth would only take place in the largest cities;
indeed, such growth would leave “natural spaces untouched and probably better protected” (p.
171). This assertion does not align with Canada’s past experience, however, as large-scale urban
population growth has invariably spilled over into nearby regions, disrupting local ecosystems.
Even if governments managed to prevent all such peripheral growth, a tripling of Canada’s
population would result in significantly more travel to or through Canadian wilderness areas.
Such a trend would place added pressures on Canada’s natural ecosystems at a most disadvantageous time; the World Wildlife Fund has warned that as many as half of Canada’s wildlife species
may be dying off at alarming rates due to habitat loss, climate change, pollution, and overfishing
(WWF 2017: 5).

74

Review forum: Maximum Canada

Impacts on well-being
While pursuit of urban density is a desirable and increasingly necessary response to population
growth, it does not automatically follow that people are happiest living in high-density environments; indeed, a variety of foreign-based studies point to negative effects on health and happiness
for those living in high-density environments (Cramer et al. 2004; Florida 2016; Lederborgen et
al. 2011; Okulicz-Kozaryn and Mazelis 2016; Peen et al. 2010; Sundquist et al. 2004) There is no
doubt that efficient transit systems and good urban design, including features such as green architecture and urban forests, can do much to reduce ill effects from urban density. Yet there is risk in
assuming that such optimal conditions will prevail, and that they will solve all problems associated
with high-density living. There is also danger that while some population groups may benefit from
increasing density, others with fewer resources will disproportionately suffer the costs.
Finally, we submit that Saunders puts the cart before the horse when he calls for a national
inquiry into the feasibility of major immigration increases. Instead, Canada should first embark
on broad-based discussions and debates over a desired population trajectory. These discussions
should not be left to select committees alone; they should incorporate views from interested
citizens, officials from all levels of government, NGOs, and specialists from a wide array of
disciplines, ranging from the social and health sciences to environmentalists and urban planners.
Such population debates could prove contentious, and there is no reason to expect that compromises would emerge. But this airing of views could allow for well-informed policy decisions that
better reflect a balance of Canadian interests.
Canada suffers from a dearth of research into the impacts of population growth on diverse
aspects of Canadian life. These analytical gaps make it difficult to assess and properly challenge
many assertions in Maximum Canada, and they impede any national debates on this topic. More
important still, governments at all levels currently lack analytical support for many population-related decisions. Canada’s academic and research community needs to step up with a more comprehensive and refined array of analytical studies into the impacts of changing population size on
the prosperity and well-being of Canadians and the health of domestic ecosystems. If Maximum
Canada inspires such needed studies and debates, it will have served Canadians well.
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REVIEW • FORUM
Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada 1
Does size really matter?
Review by Guillaume Marois, World Population Program, IIASA (Austria)
The book by the Globe and Mail’s columnist Doug Saunders, Maximum Canada, proposes to
encourage a substantial increase in the population of Canada. Indeed, according to the author,
the current population of Canada, about 35 million inhabitants, is not enough, and immigration
and fertility policies should seek to strongly increase the size to 100 million by 2100, in order to
improve the overall living conditions of the people and to have more opportunities to deal with
the consequences of population aging. In other words, according to the author, the size of the
population matters. Reading this book leaves me with mixed impressions, as it includes several
very interesting parts but also has many deficiencies that, when summed up, do not manage to
convince this reviewer as to how an increase in population size would really change the daily life
of the average Canadian citizen.
The first two parts of the book are the most interesting. Through a rigorous and concise overview of the history of Canada since the British conquest of 1760, the author presents a summary
of the debate around two geopolitical views of Canada. For most of its history and until the end
of the 19th century, a minimalist view influenced most government policies. Canada then had the
role of a colony, with the economy oriented toward providing resources for England, and immigration was restrained to assure that Canada’s population profile remained white, British, loyalist,
and rural. And thus, entrepreneurial thinking and education were not promoted, trade with other
nations was constrained by taxes and fees, and emigration toward the USA was high. Consequently, the overall population growth was small.
Starting in the early 20th century, mentalities gradually changed and a maximalist view took
over the minimalist one. Canada switched from British dependency to North American integration, seeing the emerging US as its main trade partner, which culminated in the free trade deal in
the 1980s. Among other important changes at the time, ethnic diversity became recognized and
accepted by every class. Indeed, as the author aptly notes, today even the harshest critics of immigration to Canada would be considered by most other countries as favouring immigration.
Although this reviewer is not an expert in political history, these parts of Saunders’ book
appear accurate, even the statements related to the Quebec situation. Indeed, Saunders accurately
states that the unloved Bill 101, far from being an excessively oppressive regulation, does not differ that much from the Canadian vision of immigrant integration. While Canada’s multiculturalism
policy encourages allophones to adopt English or French (but de facto English) at work and in
public institutions, Quebec’s interculturalism opts for French only. In both cases, it is not possible for
allophone immigrants to work, go to school, or receive public services in their maternal language.
1. Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians Are Not Enough (Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2017). ISBN 978-07352-7309-2. Softcover C$29.95, 247 pp.
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Although I appreciated the first two parts of Maximum Canada, it’s unclear how they are related
to the main thesis of the book. Most of Saunders’ arguments in favour of a strong increase of the
Canadian population are in the third part. Unfortunately, this last section is much less convincing
than the preceding ones. Compared to the first two parts, where the statements are supported by
rigorous research and relevant references, the final section is a bit disappointing. Summing up, one
can divide Saunders’ arguments in this section into three broad categories.
In the first category of argument I place those which rely on little empirical evidence or are
trivial. For instance, according to Saunders, the small size of the Canadian population is a dayto-day costly experience for most Canadians. To support this statement, he writes that “[m]any
international products cost considerably more in Canada than they do a few kilometres to the
south, because of the higher cost of distributing them across a thinly populated geography” (p.
160). Maybe it is true for some products, but overall, purchasing parity indexes show that the cost
of living in Canada is comparable to the USA, and generally more advantageous than many more
populated Western nations, such as the United Kingdom (OECD 2018). In addition, without
providing any evidence, Saunders says that some products are not available in Canada because the
population would be too small to develop a market. I do not have the expertise to invalidate this
statement, but it is doubtful that this hypothetical lack of products is a major concern for many
Canadians. In addition, the author also argues that discounts are less exciting in Canada because
of the lack of competition. Is this really an issue on which public policies should focus? If so,
then a better policy than increasing population might be to assure that seeming competitors such
as Provigo and Loblaws are not the same company with two different names.
Many statements in the book are based on preconceptions and anecdotes, or are simply slogans, without any empirical evidence to support them. For instance, Saunders writes that “anyone
in business will tell you that there are real limits to what can be accomplished in Canada’s lowdensity population” (p.160) or that “[f]or [the] individual Canadian, the most familiar experience
of underpopulation is the discovery, at some point in your career, that you need to leave the country” (p. 150). In fact, when looking at emigration rates, fewer people leave Canada than most other
developed nations (Abel 2016).
In my second category are arguments based on a confusion of concepts, as well as those based
on doubtful reasoning. Indeed, all over this part of the book, Saunders mixes different demographic dynamics that are not necessarily related, such as population aging, population growth,
population density, and population size. For instance, he uses an erroneous statement related to
population growth to pose an argument, saying that “[a]s a result (of low fertility), Canada’s population growth currently depends entirely on immigration” (p.156),2 and then briefly summarizes
the economic consequences of population aging. However, a fast-growing population does not
always imply a much younger age structure, and similarly, an aging population does not necessarily
lead to a population decline. Furthermore, at the same time as the author says that the low population of Canada is a major issue that is responsible for a lack of opportunities, and is at the root of
the country’s presumed vulnerability and unpreparedness for a more challenging economic future
(why?), he also says that it is density that matters rather than absolute size. Actually, it is not quite
clear whether the author is arguing for a more populated country, a younger country, or for better
redistribution of the population over the national territory.
Still in my second category, Saunders surprisingly links a large population with alleviation
of the ecological footprint. According to his reasoning, a low population is an ecological cost
2. In 2016–17, the number of births in Canada surpassed the number of deaths by about 110,000.
According to Statistics Canada’s most recent projection (medium scenario), natural growth will not be
negative before 2060.
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because it implies highly polluted forms of transportation, heating, and energy. And so, according to the author, “by settling in urban areas, the next wave of Canadians will be the country’s
most important ecological asset” (p.173). He also says that the poor quality of public transit in
cities is caused by the low population of Canada. This reasoning is misleading, as it forgets that
the inefficiency of local public transit in Canada does not rely on the population size of cities
but rather on the urban development policies that placed the car in the centre of commuting
practice (Newman and Kenworthy 1999; Kenworthy and Laube 1999). Many North American
metropolises are stuck with even worse public transit systems than Montreal or Toronto, and yet
they have higher populations (Los Angeles, Houston, Atlanta, etc.) (Arcadis 2017). Nevertheless,
Saunders quickly solves this issue by saying that future population growth in Canadian metropolitan areas will automatically generate higher density. However, there is no empirical evidence
showing that this will be the case. Urban sprawl and its consequences have long been acknowledged to be a problem by North American urban planners and governments, yet there have not
been any efficient large-scale solutions (Neuman 2005). Indeed, without a drastic change in urban
planning—including the destruction of many low-density districts—that is unlikely to happen.
Any further population growth would probably just accelerate the urban sprawl on fertile lands,
which would raise several issues around food dependency, traffic jams, pollution, and reduction
of biodiversity (Nechyba and Walsh 2004; Huard et al. 2010; Roberts 2001). In addition, even if
changes in urban planning policies could help turn population growth into an economic incentive
for a more efficient public transit system, it is hard to conclude that this would be an asset for
the environment. Maybe the ecological footprint per capita would be slightly reduced in Canada,
but since population growth would rely either on additional people on Earth (in the case of new
births) or on the move of people from low-consumption countries to higher consumption ones
(as in the case of most Canadian immigrants), the global ecological footprint would necessarily
be negatively affected.
One more thing: Saunders admits, rightly, that most growth in population, especially through
immigration, would take place in metropolises rather than in small cities or in the rural areas of
Canada. Then, it is hard to understand how an increase in population could resolve issues related
to areas that are sparsely populated or experiencing population decline; in fact, none of the major immigration hubs in Canada are facing issues related to population decline. Saunders argues
that medium-sized cities would eventually benefit from increased immigration, as the housing
cost would be favorable to new settlers when compared to Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver.
However, again, empirical evidence goes against this wishful thinking. For instance, the average
housing price in Saguenay is already about half that in Montreal (CMHC 2018), and still the city
receives only a few dozen immigrants a year (or about 0.1 per cent of the number that settle every
year in Montreal.
In my last category I place those arguments that benefit only a small part of the population,
such as businesses or international artists. Indeed, Saunders presents many numbers to show
the positive consequences of population increase on economic growth. Obviously, a larger
population would lead to a larger economy that would offer more opportunities for companies
to grow and develop new markets. However, when considering “per capita” indicators that are
more relevant for the prosperity and living conditions of the average Canadian (such as GDP/
capita, Human Development Index, etc.), increasing population size has virtually no effect on
them (House of Lords 2008; Prettner 2014). In fact, when looking around the world, the fastest growing countries, or those with large populations, are generally not those with the highest
living conditions.
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Saunders also states that “[m]any of our largest national companies, once they grow big
enough to compete with world markets, are suddenly too big to be owned by Canadians.” Consequently, we have to endure some Canadian companies being bought by foreigners. It is not
clear, however, how these issues are caused by the low and sparse population of Canada rather
than by the broad consequences of globalization. The examples he provides are not convincing:
he cites the purchase of Alcan by a company from Australia, a country that is very similar to
Canada in terms of geo-demographic dynamics. Sure, some Canadian companies are bought by
foreign ones, but many Canadian companies also buy foreign businesses, such as Jean-Coutu and
Couche-Tard. Summing up, the author does not provide evidences that the overall balance for
Canada is negative on this topic, or that increasing population size or density would change it
positively.
Finally, I would like to add my personal view on some expected consequences of a Canada
reaching 100 million inhabitants, mainly through immigration, as proposed by Saunders. First,
it would probably imply a strong marginalization of rural areas and of small and medium cities,
because most of the future growth would benefit only the metropolitan areas and their surrounding regions. Second, the urbanization required to accommodate such population growth
would negatively affect the agricultural lands surrounding most metropolitan areas, and consequently would reduce Canada’s agricultural potential on the whole. We could expect a merger
of the urbanized territory within the Great Lakes Region, forming a megacity of something
like 40 million inhabitants. A large part of the farms around Montreal would also disappear,
and extensive urban sprawl would occur in the metropolitan areas of the Prairies, particularly in
Alberta. Third, such strong population growth would exert massive pressure on the real estate
market in metropolitan areas. It is hard to see how a city with limited space, such as Vancouver,
could manage any additional pressure, knowing that it is already a challenge for middle-class
families to find an affordable dwelling there. Fourth, Canada would become increasingly fragmented ethnically, which could raise issues of social cohesion and even economic growth (Patsiurko, Campbell, and Hall 2012). Also, because most newcomers are much more likely to choose
English as their language of integration (Quebec is already struggling, with only limited success
in integrating their 50,000 annual newcomers to the French environment (Bélanger and Sabourin 2013), the maximum Canada proposed by Saunders would amplify the marginalization of
French-speaking Canadians, from a quarter of the Canadian population actually to something
like 10 per cent or even less. This is likely to awake linguistic conflicts. Finally, and not least, in
the long run it is not demographically possible to maintain an immigration rate of 1.3 per cent
of the total population, as suggested by Saunders. With such immigration levels, the population
would grow exponentially and would eventually reach an implausible level; meanwhile, sooner
or later all countries in the world will have to achieve stationarity of their populations (if not
population reduction). Summing up, are all these plausible undesirable consequences of the
Canadian population reaching 100 million inhabitants by 2100 really worth it for the average
Canadian to receive “more exciting discounts”?
To conclude, although I am not convinced by Saunders’ thesis on maximum Canada, I appreciate the contribution of the author. His book opens up the debate on population policies, which
are too often forgotten or ignored in the public space and by policy makers. Thus, while I still
believe that population size does not matter, I am more convinced than ever that demography
does matter.
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REVIEW • FORUM
Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada 1
Minimum ecology in Maximum Canada: A review
from an ecological economics perspective
Review by Eric Miller, Consulting Economist, Hamilton, Ontario
Doug Saunders, an international affairs columnist for the Globe and Mail newspaper, is convinced that an extra 65 Million people living in Canada’s cities by 2100 would be “the best ecological asset Canada could have” (p. 179). In his book Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians are not Enough, the author boldly asserts that “underpopulation harms Canada’s climate
and ecological prospects.” He writes that underpopulation “forces us” to use energy-inefficient
and polluting transportation systems and heating technologies. And it “denies us” the people
and tax revenue needed to replace inefficient systems and technologies with green energy that
would “protect us against the effects of climate change” (p. 173). The sprawled auto-dependent
mode of past planning is the result of too few people, such that Toronto and Vancouver “need a
lot more population in order to overcome the practical and ecological problems of population”
(p. 174).
Saunders anticipates that some might question whether “a higher population means more
pollution and degradation” (p. 176). In a global context, Saunders claims that “Canada serves
as a population-growth reducer for the world, accelerating the decline in the number of carbon-emitting people” (p. 177) by offering them a new home, a lower-fertility jurisdiction. He
asserts a positive correlation between “places with large, dense populations” and “robust conservation programs”: “Canadian history has shown that conservation and respect for natural resources
rise when populations increase and become more diverse.” This idea is extended abroad, noting
that ecological catastrophes, including the Exxon Valdez oil spill, “occurred in sparsely populated
places where few eyes are watching and there aren’t sufficiently dense communities to press for
ecological protection” (p. 178).
This environment-focused content occupies about 10 per cent of the pages that imagine
Canada’s capacity in the future. About two-thirds of the book is devoted to a historic exploration
of “the minimizing impulse” (p. 9) from pre-confederation to the present era, which he calls “the
maximizing consensus” (p. 121). Readers interested in the environmental aspects of Canadian
population are likely to be underwhelmed by the amount of content that should have been included to support many of the bold “ecological” assertions in the book. In the opinion of this
reviewer, it would have been more instructive to raise questions, rather than provide assertions,
about the ecological ramifications of a “maximum” Canada. In this review, I offer a few of my
own questions on the ecological aspects that arose upon reading Maximum Canada.
1. Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians Are Not Enough (Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2017). ISBN 978-07352-7309-2. Softcover C$29.95, 247 pp.
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Does population density determine the means of transportation, or vice versa?
Saunders rightfully criticises the inefficiency of transportation based upon the internal combustion engine. But I question the assertion that “we don’t have the masses of people needed”
(p. 173) for transit and rail. I live in Hamilton. As in many Canadian cities, hydroelectric-powered
transportation once dominated Hamilton, with its streetcars and electric inter-city rail. These were
developed by, and for, a smaller population—and were all removed with a growing population. No
explanation is offered as to why the automobile came to dominate, and no exploration of how
its dominance might be incentivized to subside in bigger cities, or be deliberately downsized. And
no hint is given as to how the existing landscape of suburban mazes could be retrofitted, considering the lock-in of not just the internal combustion engine but also current property rights and
pro-automobile social norms.
Will efficiency necessarily grow enough to offset growth in total consumption?
Saunders suggests that population growth would enable more energy and emissions efficiency,
without considering its practical implications. By my calculation, to accommodate the energetic
demands of 100 million Canadians by 2100 through greater efficiency alone would require 1.35 per
cent reductions in total energy consumed every year for the next 80 years, while the number of energy
consumers grows at the same rate. That would be an extraordinary accomplishment. For example,
applying that to Saunders’ concern about “single-family dwellings that lack heating efficiency” (p.
173), space heating in 2100 would need to be generated from just 34 per cent of the energy used
today. To accomplish this by changing habitation alone would require almost tripling the average
household size without any increase in the total volume of heated habitation within Canada.
How much of this challenge could be mitigated by new furnaces, or different furnaces, and
higher insulation (net of its up-front energetic costs)? I’m not aware of any research that has explored this empirically; for now, one may be skeptical not only of its technical potential but also its
economic feasibility and practical likelihood. Moreover, even without any growth in the number of
consumers, increased efficiency can generate what are known as rebound effects, with some of the
savings from increased efficiency being used to further consumption of the same thing, or other
things, thus mitigating the net benefit. Add to this challenge another one that is not addressed in
Maximum Canada: Canada has made commitments to significantly reduce total emissions over the
coming decades. A 2011 report by the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy (NRTEE) is cited about the costs of adapting to climate change, and is used to assert that the
costs would be easier to manage with more people in Canada—without, however, acknowledging
that more people would mean more infrastructure to adapt.
Do cities necessarily provide ecological economies as they grow in size?
In Saunders’ book it is asserted that “larger, denser cities are vastly less ecologically damaging
than smaller, looser ones” (p. 174). The academic literature is rich with investigations into whether
pollution and other ecological outcomes decline with a growing scale of human activity. Some of
this is captured by studies on “decoupling” and some by the theory of an Environmental Kuznets
Curve (which Saunders considers). A more neutral and nuanced read of the literature casts doubt
on some of the categorical correlations and causations. Comparing cities of different sizes—even
when considered within just one country—can obscure important differences that could prevent
smaller ones from replicating the characteristics of larger ones through growth.
Different cities can rely upon different energy mixes for electricity and heat, resulting in different emissions even with the same consumption of energy. Furthermore, different cities can
exist in different climates, and can take different forms, from monocentric to polycentric patterns,
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each offering different possibilities and constraints for densification. And different cities can have
people with different levels of average material affluence and disposable income. All of these
details should temper one’s enthusiasm for categorical assumptions about ecological economies
of scale. Even without any empirics, in the realm of theory one should wonder whether the
theory of economies of scale is indefinite, or whether there can be points beyond which there are
dis-economies of growth. On the other hand, there are certainly enough examples in the world
of megacities with lower ecological consumption per resident, but at the cost of vastly lowered
quality of life.
How can we account for the total ecological demand of cities?
Saunders is rightfully concerned about land use efficiency. But on this matter it is important to
point out that the physical footprint of a city is only part of its total ecological demand. All economic
production involves the transformation of materials and energy from nature, requiring ecological
inputs and generating outputs into ecosystems. Cities concentrate people, and can indeed economize on infrastructure (as Saunders correctly noted), but their areas are still supported by the use
of ecosystems outside their boundaries. Without counting total ecological demand, one cannot be
sure that a city with a higher human density is necessarily more ecologically efficient. Similarly, one
may question the assumption that the hinterland will be better conserved with more people living
in cities, since more hinterland will need to be used to supply the additional materials and energy
(especially green energy) and ecosystem services used by additional urbanites.
The Ecological Footprint is a useful and relevant measure. It measures the amount of biologically productive land and sea area needed to supply a given population with settlements and
infrastructure, cropland, grazing lands, fishing grounds, forested lands that provide timber and
fibre, and other areas that sequester greenhouse gas emissions (Borucke et al. 2013). The broad
scope of this indicator makes it a comprehensive measure of the ecological demands of humans.
A 2015 assessment of Ontario’s Ecological Footprint found that its size was close to the sum
of all biologically productive areas within Ontario’s borders (Zokai et al. 2015). Assessments at
a municipal scale have found a lack of correlation between the size of cities and the Ecological
Footprint of their residents. For example, residents in Winnipeg and Quebec have a smaller average per-capita Ecological Footprint than those who live in Toronto, while residents in Calgary and
Edmonton and Halifax have some of the highest (Wilson and Anielski 2005; Isman et al. 2018).
The physical footprint of settlements and infrastructure is a relatively small part of the Ecological Footprint of urban dwellers. Global assessments similarly shed light on wide discrepancies in
per-capita footprints and the effect of trade flows, such that some jurisdictions have effectively
offshored their Ecological Footprint (Borucke et al. 2013).
What are the costs and dependencies of growth and demographic changes?
Saunders seems to imply that a growing population provides a sort of free lunch, with more
people providing more bodies and more tax revenues to support public services. This optimism
isn’t balanced by a consideration of how demand would change from a larger and growing population; nor is consideration given to any change in age structure that would result from combinations
of growth from fertility and net immigration.
Demand for public services, and the capacity to supply them, are a function of the total population, its age structure, and any differences between cohorts. However, the convention of using
age-based measures of dependency can be questioned. After all, not all working-age people work,
not all seniors depend upon working-age people for care, and higher fertility generates additional young
dependents. These details are important, but are not considered by Saunders.
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Saunders suggests that a public inquiry should be held to estimate “the investments needed”
(p. 212) to accommodate growth. In the public interest, such an inquiry should consider competing population and economic policies—not just the scenario of a 100-million Canada. It should
also consider the returns on investment, to inform a more balanced consideration of costs and benefits. And it should assess who would and could do the investing and who would benefit. As with all
properly done economic assessments, such an inquiry should consider externalized costs, including unpriced environmental benefits and damages such as wastes and pollution.
Humans depend upon ecosystem goods and ecosystem services. Their scarcities also need to
be considered as part of the logic of demographic dependencies. In response to Saunders’ view
that immigration to Canada reduces population growth elsewhere, which results in “accelerating
the decline in the number of carbon-emitting people” (p. 177), consider a couple immigrating
to Canada from India. The couple would raise 1.6 children in Canada rather than 2.4 children
in India, according to average national total lifetime fertility rates (World Bank 2015). Yet their
smaller family in Canada would account for 54.4T of emissions, versus 7.5T if they raised a larger
family in India (based on average per-capita emissions of 15.1T in Canada versus 1.7T in India;
World Bank 2014).
Does demography affect behaviours and attitudes and environmental outcomes?
Environmental outcomes are a function not only of the number of people, but also their age
structure and cultural norms, which can be cohort-based. Research in this area is admittedly weak,
in part because there have been few recurring environment-oriented surveys by Statistics Canada.
Saunders hopes that more people will generate more pro-environmental political attitudes, and
thereafter more higher-density settlements. This reviewer is not convinced. In my observation,
younger cohorts remain as paradoxical as older ones. Car-sharing is hip, as is interest in global
travel; I see more vegetarianism together with a normalization of dining out and deliveries; I see
young people wanting to live in denser neighbourhoods while still wanting a house with a yard for
the family dog. The young households in my neighbourhood don’t appear to fill their recycling
boxes with the Globe and Mail, but they certainly put out a lot of take-away containers and parcel
boxes from Amazon.
Will market forces (on their own) generate environmental outcomes?
In this book, market liberalization is attributed as a maximizing orientation. But it’s not clear
how the minimizing impulse on emissions and energy use would be achieved within a laissez-faire
context. To achieve the environmental commitments that Canada has already made will require
governments of all levels to deliberately make pollution and depletion and land more scarce by
making it more costly. Saunders’ claim that a more populous Toronto or Vancouver would provide
the “voter clout to make such developments happen” (p. 174) is not convincing. Indeed, it seems
to me that the supply of elected representatives has not matched growth in the supply of the electorate, with an outcome that political power is increasingly concentrated.
All considered, the above questions are just a few that come to mind to this reviewer when
reading Maximum Canada. The chapter on sources is prefaced by Saunders’ assertion that “a comprehensive history of Canadian population has yet to be written.” I would add that a comprehensive demographic-environmental assessment of Canada’s future is also needed. I would encourage
Canadian demographers to take an interest in environmental issues—and for environmental scholars to take an interest in demography. Both lend themselves to useful empirical modelling in order
to test conjectures and explore the implications of oft-held beliefs.
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Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada 1
The end (of growth) is nigh
Review by William E. Rees, University of British Columbia
Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada is an excellent, well-researched book about an idea whose
time has gone.
Saunders argues that Canada’s national development has been stunted, like an undernourished
orphan, by a variety of circumstances and purposeful politics. Much of Canada’s colonial and
even post-confederation history has seen the nation seemingly “making a concerted effort to
be small in size and limited in function” (p. 8). One consequence is that even as late as the 19th
century—while Europe was disgorging an unprecedented 40 million immigrants into the New
World, and the world as a whole was “enjoying” an unprecedented population boom—Canada bled more people to other countries, particularly the United States, than it welcomed as
immigrants.
Indeed, the fact that Canada “has long had trouble keeping people” (p. 8) provides the starting
point for Saunders’ analysis. The nation will remain underweight as long as it remains underpopulated; and to create a diverse self-reliant economy and maintain a credible role on the world stage,
it must attract more people and learn to retain its most gifted citizens.
For early Canada-to-be, the main organizing question was whether to serve mainly as a subservient provider of unprocessed resources for its overseas masters or strive for a more diverse
economy and greater independence. Saunders weaves a necessarily convoluted tale, in which the
emerging nation lurches between these divergent poles—buffeted by external events, colonial mandates, and the personal beliefs of those in power. Regardless of which vision was in ascendance,
however, the relevant authorities recognized underpopulation as being problematic for achieving
their specific goals.
Perhaps the first hint of trouble ahead followed from the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which
encouraged the northward migration of settlers from the Thirteen Colonies of British America.
The resultant trickle of ambitious American immigrants soon chafed under the restrictive economic and political conditions imposed by Britain over the Province of Quebec (formerly New
France’s colony of Canada) and Nova Scotia (Acadia), newly acquired from France. Meanwhile,
the British became apprehensive over the potential long-term threat to their hegemony posed by
the dynamism and entrepreneurial sensibilities of the new arrivals.
The subsequent flood of American migrants during and after the war of independence exacerbated this fundamental tension. Britain’s suspicion of Americans’ zest for commerce; her fear
that the rebellious spirit of the new settlers would feed the desire for greater autonomy in the
Canadas; and the growing economic clout of the United States itself precipitated furious debate
1. Maximum Canada: Why 35 Million Canadians Are Not Enough (Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2017). ISBN 978-07352-7309-2. Softcover C$29.95, 247 pp.
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in the Parliament of Great Britain. Overwhelming nascent liberal leanings, Britain followed its
Tory instincts and resolved to “lock down” the Americans by restricting their trade and marine
commerce, and to reward Canada’s loyalists by consolidating their role as exclusive providers of
lumber, grain, fish, and other resources to Britain.
These actions helped to precipitate the war of 1812 and, soon after, to consolidate a set of
ideas on the British side into what Saunders refers to as Canada’s “minimizing impulse.” Fearful
of their own people, the colonial rulers were now determined “to prevent Canada from becoming anything like the United States” and “erect a set of barriers between their subjects and the
fast-expanding North American culture and economy” (p. 27–28).
The minimizing impulse had several core elements: restrictive immigration favouring mainly
white Western Europeans (Saunders’ account is of an alarmingly racist Canada); an official desire
for ethnic homogeneity, preferably British Anglican; a simple resource-based economy in the service of
imperial Britain; restricted relations with the United States; a perception of indigenous-people-as-problem
subject to paternalistic control; and chronic underpopulation, mostly as a result of the previous
elements.
The minimizing impulse became Canada’s dominant governing framework throughout the
19th and much of the 20th centuries, driving out many of her most gifted citizens and retarding
national development. Not until the fractious years following the nation’s 1967 Centennial did it
show signs of collapsing under the cumulative weight of bigger ideas. Significantly, these ideas
“weren’t coming from parliament or the courts; they were becoming imbedded in public thought
as the collective results of twenty million lived experiences” (p. 123). Canada’s colonial mentality
was finally dissipating, enabling the full emergence of a new “maximizing impulse.”
The maximizing impulse inverted the minimizing variety: Pluralism and ethnic heterogeneity recognizes that Canada’s de facto core values and institutions are independent of ethnic, religious,
or racial identities; broadly based expansionist immigration fosters economic diversity and population
growth; a diversified value-added economy recognizes that the manufacturing, high-end service, and
knowledge-based sectors are essential to the nation’s self-reliance and independence; free trade and
greater economic integration within North America acknowledge the natural north–south flow of goods
and services and the waning of ties to Britain; seeing First Nations as sovereign partners recognizes
their constitutional and additional legal rights as defined in the treaties; and, most importantly, a
growing population facilitates further development.
Indeed, Saunders’ central thesis is that a greater population is necessary to create adequate
concentrations of people and sufficient economies of scale to ensure the cultural, entrepreneurial, economic, and fiscal vitality of any more-or-less self-reliant country. The final sections
of Maximum Canada therefore provide a balanced rationale for policies geared toward enabling
Canada to nearly treble its 2018 population, to 100 million by the end of the century. Chapter 6
details the continuing public, private, ecological, strategic, and cultural costs of underpopulation
and, by implication, the benefits of overcoming them. Saunders’ obvious expansionist bias does
not prevent chapter 7 from outlining possible barriers to success. Do we have the developmental
skills and opportunities to accommodate triple our present number of workers? Can our urban
infrastructure adapt to the high densities required for an ecologically sound tripling of the population? Will we invest adequately in human capital to enable new citizens to realize their full potential? Most importantly, will Canada be able to avoid a backlash among old Canadians as we attempt to integrate expanding numbers of new Canadians? These are indeed important questions,
and Saunders freely admits that “the 100-million plan is probably best rejected if Canada is not
willing to make investments and take precautions in advance to ensure that the system continues
to function well” (p. 211).
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This brings us to what may be the biggest deficiency in Saunders’ expansionist thesis. Maximum Canada virtually ignores contemporary biophysical reality and assumes that the global long
term will unfold more or less as a smooth extension of the recent past. These are potentially
fatal flaws.
Consider that it took all of human evolutionary history (about 200,000 years) for the world’s
population to reach 1 billion in the early 1800s, but only 200 years—1/1000th as much time—to
expand to today’s 7.6 billion! Meanwhile, material demand on the planet ballooned even more—
real global GDP has increased 100-fold since 1800, and average per-capita incomes by a factor of
13 (rising 25-fold in the richest countries).2 Consequently, consumption has exploded hyper-exponentially: half of the fossil fuels and many other resources ever used by humans have been
consumed in just the past 40 years! The result? Techno-industrial society is in overshoot, using
even renewable resources and natural sinks beyond the regenerative and assimilative capacity of
ecosystems (WWF 2016; Steffen et al. 2007; Rockström et al. 2009).
Three observations should be drawn here. First, the recent spurt of population and economic growth that we take to be the norm is actually the most anomalous period in human evolutionary history. Second, this explosion of enterprise and population got underway precisely
when Saunders’ “minimizing impulse” was securing its grip on Canada. Third, the phenomenon
is unrepeatable—the ship of unconstrained growth has sailed, arguably having left Canada stranded on the
dock.
The problem is that if prevailing growth trends continue, they will likely lead in this century to
runaway climate change, the collapse of major biophysical systems, food shortages, global strife,
and generally diminished prospects for global civilization (Barnosky et al. 2012). As early as 1992,
the world’s top scientists issued a Warning to Humanity3 that “a great change in our stewardship of
the Earth and the life on it is required, if vast human misery is to be avoided”; a second notice,
issued on 13 November 2017, stated that most of the negative trends identified 25 years earlier
“are getting far worse.”4 By ignoring such warnings the world invites an era of geopolitical chaos
and forced de-growth. This is hardly a propitious time to advocate a 65-million increase in the
population of a nation whose citizens consume four or five times more energy and resources
than the world average and have among the world’s largest per capita ecological footprints (Rees
2013).
Despite this weakness, Doug Saunders’ Maximum Canada is a fascinating, well-written, and
readily accessible tale that leaves us asking what the nation might have become had its maximizing
impulse prevailed from the outset. (Keep in mind that we have actually done rather well in the
past half-century, while United States society is arguably in steep decline.) But Maximum Canada
also leaves us wondering what to do now. Science tells us, “The future ain’t what it used to be.”
How might Saunders’ vision change were he to account for current ecological realities and likely
future prospects? What if, for example, the main driver of national population growth in coming
decades is an irresistible flood of desperate, mostly impoverished refugees, fleeing from flooding
coastlines, spreading deserts, encroaching famine, and geopolitical strife?
How then to “maximize” Canada?

2. https://ourworldindata.org/economic-growth
3. http://www.ucsusa.org/about/1992-world-scientists.html#.WguS5miPIdU
4. https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/doi/10.1093/biosci/bix125/4605229
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