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December 20, 2021 
 
 

The Honourable Tim Houston    The Honourable Michelle Thompson 
Premier of Nova Scotia     Minister of Health and Wellness 
1700 Granville Street    Department of Health and Wellness 
7th Floor       Barrington Tower 
Halifax, NS     1894 Barrington Street   
B3J 1X5      P.O. Box 488 Halifax, NS B3J 2R8  
 
Via email: premier@novascotia.ca   Via email: Health.Minister@novascotia.ca 
 
 
Dear Premier Houston and Minister Thompson, 
 
I am writing on behalf of the Canadian Association of Physician Assistants (CAPA), to follow-up about expanding on 
the Physician Assistant (PA) model of care in Nova Scotia to help address the critical health care challenges facing 
the province.   
 
ABOUT PHYSICIAN ASSISTANTS  
 
PAs are academically prepared and highly skilled health care professionals who provide a broad range of medical 
services. PAs are physician extenders and not independent practitioners; they work with a degree of autonomy, 
negotiated, and agreed on by the supervising physician(s) and the PA. PAs can work in any clinical setting to extend 
physician services. PAs complement existing services and aid in improving patient access to health care. A 
relationship with a supervising physician is essential to the role of the PA.  
 
Today there are more than 800 certified PAs working across Canada to deliver seamless care in a cost-
effective manner. Expanding the PA model will improve patient care and encourage more team-based care: 
 

• In primary care, PAs make services more accessible, and help physicians grow their roster while increasing 
the volume and scope of services they provide.  

• In hospitals, PAs play a significant in-house role that continues to expand in the light of the evolving work 
patterns of medical residents (resulting from changes to resident training practices).  

• PAs in emergency departments can cut wait times and reduce left without being seen rates by half.  

• In long-term care centres and residential care homes, integrating PAs can help improve key quality 
benchmarks such as reducing annual hospital admissions.  

• PAs are working in various surgical specialties such as orthopedics to help with the surgical backlog.  
 
As the province works to fix health care – expanding the PA model should be one of the key priorities. 
 
PA PILOT PROJECT  
 
PAs were introduced in Nova Scotia in 2020 via a pilot project in orthopedic surgery, with a view to permanently 
integrate the profession within the province’s health care system and establish regulatory oversight.  
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We are pleased to report that the pilot has been a success. PAs are being received favorably by their colleagues 
and the pilot is near completion.  
 
EXPANDING THE PA MODEL TO HELP FIX THE SHORTAGE OF MEDICAL WORKERS  
 
With over 81,000 Nova Scotians on the waitlist for a family doctor, the mounting surgical backlog, as well as 
challenges in recruiting and retaining doctors, PAs can help. 
 
By taking steps to further implement the PA model there can be a significant impact on health outcomes, access to 
care, and costs. Further, there are many experienced PAs who have left Atlantic Canada to train and practice 
medicine. They would jump at the chance to return home and their skills would offer an immediate boost to 
capacity.  
 
THE CASE FOR REGULATION 
 
In other Canadian jurisdictions, PAs are regulated under provincial Colleges of Physicians and Surgeons. In the 
United States, PAs are licensed by a state medical licensing board, which often includes a designated PA seat or PA 
advisory council. And in 2109 the United Kingdom’s Health Minister announced PA regulation under the General 
Medical Council. 

Regulation provides formal oversight to protect patients, investigate complaints, and impose discipline on 
unqualified practitioners. CAPA has taken steps to offer guidance for PAs in the form of an entry-to-practice 
certification exam, Code of Ethics, and National Competency Profile EPA-PA Competency Framework (NCP 2021), 
however, regulation will solidify the PA role in the health system and ensure PAs, as medical professionals are 
being upheld to the highest of standards. 
 
Our Request 

Immediately collaborate with the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Nova Scotia to license and regulate PAs.  
Make a legislative change to have PAs regulated by the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Nova Scotia (CPSNS). 
PA regulation is supported by the CPSNS, the Nova Scotia Health Authority, the Canadian Armed Forces, Royal 
College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada, and several other organizations.  

CREATION OF PA PROGRAM 
 
In Canada there are three accredited PA education programs which meet national standards of education, 
including a defined set of competencies that are outlined in the profession’s Entrustable Professional Activities. 
The programs are:  

 

• University of Manitoba Masters of Physician Assistant Studies  

• McMaster University Physician Assistant Education Program  

• The Consortium of PA Education (University of Toronto in collaboration with the Northern Ontario School 
of Medicine and the Michener Institute at UHN).  

 
All the education programs are delivered in partnership with the faculties of medicine at Canadian universities. By 
aligning PA education with the medical model, it lays the foundation for a collaborative working relationship with 
physicians.  
  
On average, the PA Education Programs between the three of them receive more than 2000 applicants per year. 
Some applicants are from Atlantic Canada and the three programs are highly competitive with only a combined 
total of 69 seats. 

 

https://capa-acam.ca/about-pas/code-of-ethics-of-the-physician-assistant-profession/
https://capa-acam.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Canadian-EPA-PA.pdf
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Our Request 

Develop a plan to train PAs locally by implementing a PA Education Program at Dalhousie to keep Nova Scotians in 
their home province. 
  
THE PA ADVANTAGE  
 
PAs are never a replacement for physicians, however they are “physician extenders”. Other provinces, and countries 
around the world, use the PA model to address unmet needs, decrease costs, and boost the efficiency of the 
physician workforce.  
  
Unlike other roles in health care, PAs represent a new workforce that can fill existing vacancies, instead of simply 
shifting gaps from one profession to another. And with generalist training, the government can quickly deploy PAs 
to fill needs across the health system.   
 
NEXT STEPS 
 

• A critical measure that can help boost local workforce capacity is your immediate collaboration with the 
College of Physicians and Surgeons of Nova Scotia to license and regulate PAs.  
 

• Develop a plan to train PAs locally by implementing a PA Education Program at Dalhousie to keep Nova 
Scotians in their home province. 
 

• CAPA is eager to establish a working relationship and would welcome an opportunity to organize a 
meeting with your office at your earliest convenience. 

 
Thank you, Premier Houston, and Minister Thompson, for considering our requests. Please contact me anytime if I 
can be of assistance to you or your staff. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Patrick Nelson, 
Executive Director   
pnelson@capa-acam.ca  
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