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Why New Area Codes Appear: Number
Exhaustion in Canada

Get a business phone number with a simple auto attendant menu from Auto Attendant. A caller picks who they
need and the call rings that person's own mobile, so nobody on your team has to publish a personal number.

Published by Auto Attendant - 2026-10-29 - new area code canada - area code exhaustion - cnac area code relief - why are there new
area codes

Original article: https://autoattendant.io/articles/why-new-area-codes-appear-number-exhaustion-canada
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The short answer

A new area code shows up when the existing ones are about to run out of the three-digit prefixes that carriers
need to hand out new phone numbers. In Canada, the Canadian Numbering Administrator (CNA) forecasts
that date. A public committee then plans "relief', and the CRTC approves it. Under the current Canadian
guideline, the answer is always an overlay: a new code covering the same territory, while every existing
number stays as it is.

As of October 2026, two new codes are approved and on the calendar. They are 851 for Nova Scotia and
Prince Edward Island and 568 for Alberta. A third complex, Eastern Quebec, gets 273 in early 2027. This
article explains how the process works, using the planning documents themselves. It is educational, not legal
advice. Dates come from the sources cited, read on 28 October 2026, and they can change.

Why area codes run out

Every number in Canada and the rest of the North American Numbering Plan has the format NXX-NXX-XXXX.
N is a digit from 2 to 9 and X is any digit (CNAC, Canadian Numbering Plan and Dialling Plan). The first three
digits are the area code, which the industry calls an NPA. The next three are the central office code, or CO
code (the "prefix" or "exchange"). The last four are the line number (CNAC FAQ).

Two details make area codes run out faster than the raw arithmetic suggests:
* Numbers are handed out in large blocks. A CO code holds 10,000 line numbers, and carriers have
historically received whole CO codes. The plan's theoretical capacity is 800 area codes x 800 CO codes

x 10,000 numbers, or 6.4 billion (CNAC dialling plan). An area code holds far fewer usable codes than
that.
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» Prefixes are tied to a place. Each CO code belongs to one rate centre (an "exchange area" in
Canada). A prefix assigned to one rate centre cannot be reused in another. When no prefixes are left for
assignment, another area code has to be added (California Public Utilities Commission FAQ). A province
with hundreds of exchange areas and many competing carriers uses up prefixes much faster than its
population alone would suggest.

So "exhaustion" does not mean every possible number is in use. It means there are no more CO codes left to
assign in that area code complex.

How exhaustion is measured

Canadian carriers file a Numbering Resource Utilization Forecast (NRUF) with the CNA, and the CNA rolls the
results up into a Projected Exhaust Date (PED) for each area code complex. The 2026 cycles show the
rhythm: January 2026 results were posted on 25 March 2026, and July 2026 results on 24 September 2026
(CNAC, NPA 782/902 relief page). In the US, NANPA publishes its exhaust analysis every April and October
and can declare "jeopardy" to ration CO codes when demand outruns the forecast (NANPA).

The trigger in Canada is a 36-month window. For each area code projected to exhaust within 36 months, the
CRTC announces a Relief Planning Committee. The CNA chairs it, and anyone may take part (NPA 782/902
Relief Implementation Plan).

Forecasts move, sometimes a lot. Here are the exhaust dates for Nova Scotia and PEI (782/902) across four

forecasts:
Forecast Projected exhaust date
January 2025 G-NRUF (published 27 March 2025) June 2028
July 2025 NRUF (published 29 September 2025) February 2031
January 2026 S-NRUF (published 25 March 2026) February 2029
July 2026 S-NRUF September 2029

The first three rows come from the NPA 782/902 Planning Document. The last row comes from the CNA NPA
Status Report posted 29 September 2026. When the July 2025 forecast pushed exhaust back by 32 months,
the committee paused under the guideline's automatic-deferral rule. It restarted when the January 2026
forecast brought the complex back inside the 36-month window (Planning Document).

Split, overlay or boundary realignment

There are three classic ways to add capacity. The CNAC FAQ and the US federal rule (47 CFR 52.19(c))
describe them the same way:
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Method What happens Who has to change numbers

Geographic split The region is divided along boundaries such as cities or rivers. One Everyone in the part that moves to the

part keeps the old code and the other part gets a new one. new code
Boundary The line between two neighbouring area codes moves, so spare Only customers between the old and
realignment prefixes can be shifted from one code to the other. new boundary
Overlay A new code serves the same area as the existing code or codes. Nobody. The CNAC FAQ says
New numbers come from the new code. mandatory number changes "are
eliminated"”

Sources: CNAC FAQ; eCFR.

The cost of an overlay is dialling. A US overlay cannot start unless ten-digit dialling is mandatory for every call
within and between the area codes it covers (47 CFR 52.19(c)(3)(ii)). In the US, state commissions choose the
method (47 CFR 52.19(a)).

Why Canada only uses overlays now

Canada settled the question in its planning guideline. Both 2026 planning documents quote it: "The only NPA
Relief Method considered in Canada is the Distributed Overlay Method which superimposes or 'overlays' a
Relief NPA on top of an entire existing NPA or NPAs." (NPA 368/403/587/780/825 Planning Document). There
are three variants:

1. Anew code over an area served by a single code.

2. Anew code over an area already served by several overlay codes (this is what Nova Scotia/PEI and
Alberta are getting).

3. A new code spanning several adjacent area code regions within a province.

Canada did not always work this way. Alberta’s history shows both methods. Area code 403 was split in
January 1999, and 780 became the northern Alberta code. From 2008 on, every new Alberta code has been a
province-wide overlay (Alberta Planning Document).

Case study: Nova Scotia and PEI get 851

« Decision. Telecom Decision CRTC 2026-190, dated 29 July 2026, approved a distributed overlay of
new area code 851 over 782/902, starting 27 May 2028 (CRTC 2026-190; NANPA Planning Letter PL-
639).

« Area. It covers 174 exchange areas, including Halifax, Charlottetown, Sydney, Truro and Summerside
(PL-639).

» Milestones. Carriers should have 851 active in their networks by 27 February 2028 for testing. Carriers
can be assigned 851 CO codes from 27 November 2027, but cannot activate them before the relief date
of 27 May 2028 (PL-639).

» Dialling. Ten-digit local dialling is already mandatory in 782/902, and "local dialling plans will not
change" (NPA 782/902 RIP).
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« How long it lasts. The planning document projects that the 782/851/902 complex will exhaust in Q1
2045 (Planning Document).
« Background. 782 was overlaid on 902 in 2014 (Planning Document).

Why 27 May 2028? The guideline recommends a relief date about six months before the projected exhaust
date, and carriers avoid summer cutovers (Planning Document). If you saw "late 2027" for 851 earlier, it came
from the July 2025 proposal (PROC). That document proposed a relief date of 27 November 2027 based on
the older June 2028 forecast (NPA 782/902 PROC). The approved date replaces it.

Case study: Alberta gets 568

568 will be Alberta's sixth area code:

Year Change

1947 403 assigned to Alberta

January 1999 403 split; 780 for the north

September 2008 587 province-wide overlay; ten-digit local dialling everywhere in Alberta
April 2016 825 province-wide overlay

April 2022 368 province-wide overlay

Source: Alberta Planning Document.

The next code is no longer a draft. Telecom Decision CRTC 2026-252, dated 29 September 2026, approved a
distributed overlay of 568 starting 10 June 2028 (CRTC 2026-252; NANPA PL-640).

* Area. It covers all 337 exchange areas, including Calgary, Edmonton, Airdrie, Fort McMurray, Grande
Prairie, Lethbridge, Medicine Hat and Red Deer.

« Milestones. Network testing starts 10 March 2028. Carriers can be assigned 568 CO codes from 10
December 2027, but cannot activate them before 10 June 2028 (PL-640).

« Timing. The January 2026 forecast put exhaust at February 2029. The relief date was set about eight
months earlier, avoiding July and August (Alberta Planning Document). The July 2026 forecast moved
exhaust to May 2029 (CNA Status Report).

« How long it lasts. Not long. The planning document projects that the six-code complex will exhaust in
Q4 2033, based on average historical growth of 74 CO codes a year (Alberta Planning Document).

What else is in the pipeline

Region Status as of October 2026
Eastern Quebec New code 273, relief date 27 February 2027 (CNAC)
(367/418/581)
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Region Status as of October 2026

Nova Scotia/PEI 851, relief date 27 May 2028

(782/902)

Alberta 568, relief date 10 June 2028

Southern Ontario Entered the relief planning window on 24 September 2026, with exhaust projected for November 2029. No new

(289/365/742/905) code or relief date was listed in the 29 September 2026 report, and the CNA news list showed no CRTC notice
for it on 28 October 2026 (CNA Status Report; CNAC). The CNA's July 2026 results note code 537 as set
aside for this complex (July 2026 S-NRUF results)

The most recent overlays to go live were 942 in Toronto on 26 April 2025 and 257 in British Columbia on 24
May 2025 (CNAC).

Number pooling: the other lever

Overlays add supply. Pooling slows demand. With thousands-block pooling, a CO code stays tied to one rate
area, but its 10,000 numbers can be shared among several carriers in blocks of 1,000 (CNAC FAQ). A small
carrier no longer needs a whole prefix in every exchange it serves.

Canada is rolling it out now. The CRTC set the policy in Telecom Regulatory Policy CRTC 2024-26,
Implementing thousand-block pooling (5 February 2024), noting that forecasts showed Canada's geographic
numbers could run out before 2030, and the CNA's rollout schedule plans these completion dates (CNAC, TBP
Implementation):

o 23 February 2027 for Alberta and Quebec exchanges
« 25 May 2027 for the Atlantic provinces, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Yukon and the Northwest Territories
e 28 July 2027 for the final phase

Pooling may stretch future forecasts, but it did not stop 851 or 568.

What changes for your business number

« Your number does not change. That is the point of an overlay. Carriers are told to advise customers
that local and long-distance calling areas, prices and dialling plans will not change (NPA 782/902 RIP).

« Dialling does not change either. Ten-digit local dialling is already mandatory in Nova Scotia/PEI and
Alberta.

* New lines may get the new code. After the relief date, a new line, a new mobile or a new staff
member's number may come from 851 or 568 once older prefixes run out. Area code alone will no
longer tell callers whether you are local.

» Your equipment must accept the new code. The plans ask "owners of Customer Premises
Equipment" (on-site phone systems, for example), alarm companies and others to update systems
before the relief date (RIP).

Checklist before the relief date:
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1. Test that your phone system, alarm panel and any call-blocking rules accept calls to and from the new
code.

. Check website forms, CRM fields and booking tools that validate phone numbers by area code.

. Make sure printed material shows all ten digits.

. Do not assume a 902 or 403 caller ID means "existing customer" in any routing or screening rules.

. If alocal area code matters for your brand, secure or keep the number you have now. Our area code

a ~ 0N

guide covers how callers react to area codes, and the area code directory lists codes by region.

How to track upcoming relief

» CNAC relief pages. Each active complex has a page with its relief date, the new code, committee
minutes and the approved plans. Examples are 782/902 and Alberta.

 CNA NPA Status Report. One spreadsheet lists every Canadian complex with its latest projected
exhaust date and whether it is in relief planning (NPA Relief Overview).

* NRUF results. Canadian results have been posted around March and September; NANPA publishes
US results in April and October.

« NANPA planning letters. Each one gives the final dates for one new code, such as PL-639 for 851.

For terms like NPA, exchange and porting, see the glossary.

FAQ

Will my area code change? Not under current Canadian practice. The only relief method Canada considers is
the distributed overlay, and overlays do not force anyone to change numbers (CNAC FAQ; Alberta Planning
Document).

Why not just add digits to phone numbers? That is the long-term plan for the whole North American plan,
not for one province. Industry bodies have recommended growing numbers from 10 to 12 digits (format NXXX-
XNXX-XXXX) when more capacity is needed. As of the 2022 dialling plan, the participating countries had not
agreed on an expansion plan (CNAC dialling plan). An overlay is far less disruptive.

Can | get an 851 or 568 number before the relief date? No. Carriers can be assigned codes in advance, but
none can be activated before 27 May 2028 (851) or 10 June 2028 (568) (PL-639; PL-640).

Could the dates move? Yes. The committees keep watching the forecasts and can send a revised schedule
to the CRTC if exhaust timing changes significantly (Planning Document).

What happens if numbers run out before relief? The plans include jeopardy measures. CO codes are then
assigned only on CRTC staff instruction, and disconnected business landline numbers can be held out of
circulation for at most six months in most cases (Planning Document).

Auto Attendant can port an existing Canadian number, so a business keeping its 902 or 403 number can bring
it along when it changes providers.
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Auto Attendant

THE PUBLISHER

About Auto Attendant

Auto Attendant gives a small business one phone number and a recorded menu that sends each caller to the
right person. The call rings the mobile that person already carries, using their normal dialler and their normal
mobile plan. Pricing is a single flat monthly fee for the whole company rather than a charge for each user, and
there is no app, desk phone or hardware to install.

One number, one menu, the phones you already own

A caller dials the business number, hears a short greeting and chooses an option. Each option can ring one
mobile, ring several at once so whoever is free answers first, or try people one after another in a set order.
There is no limit on how many people sit on the receiving end, because nobody is billed per seat. Setup is
done by the owner in a few minutes: pick a number, write the greeting, and point each option at a mobile.

What it deliberately is not

An auto attendant routes a call; it does not answer one. Nobody at Auto Attendant speaks to callers, and no Al
stands in for a receptionist. A business that wants its calls handled, messages taken and appointments booked
wants an answering service, which is a different product at a different price. A business that needs call
recording, queues, agent dashboards or CRM integration wants a contact centre platform. Auto Attendant is for
the case where the call should simply reach the right pocket.

Keeping personal numbers off the internet

The business number is the only number a caller ever sees. Personal mobile numbers are never displayed
and never given out, which is what lets an owner put a number on a website, an invoice, a van or a Google
Business Profile without handing a personal line to everyone who finds it. An existing advertised number can
be ported across and kept, and the old line keeps working while the port is in progress.

Work with Auto Attendant

Visit Auto Attendant to see how it works, how it compares to a personal mobile, Google Voice and a full phone
platform, and the current pricing.

Telephone number portability, emergency calling and caller-ID rules differ by country and change over time.
Articles published here describe general practice and cite primary regulator and carrier sources; they are not a
guarantee of any timeline, and they are not legal or regulatory advice for a specific business.

Website: https://autoattendant.io

This article is educational. Verify consequential medical, legal, financial, regulatory and technical decisions with appropriate professionals and the
cited primary sources. Company services are described separately from the article's research findings.
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