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1. Introduction
According to data from the Organization of American States (OAS), in terms of the total proportion of its population
Canada is one of the industrialized countries with the greatest annual flow of migrant1, currently accounting for
21.9% of a population of 35 million2. Furthermore, according to data from 2017 it is the ninth biggest receiver of
asylum applications.3 Its long track record in public and private resettlement policies for refugees demonstrate it is
a pioneering country in migration and asylum policies.4 In today’s scenario of unprecedented forced displacement,
many governments thus look to this country as an example to follow in matters of migration.
In July 2018, pursuing its goals to defend human rights and the right to asylum, CEAR carried out a research
mission in order to learn about the Canadian model, how it manages its asylum system, and to analyse the current
situation of asylum applicants and refugees in Canada, paying special attention to matters concerning reception
and inclusion. The work was carried out by direct observation in the field and interviews with different key parties
in the matter of asylum.

2. Context
Canada’s migration policy today is based on the principle of non-discrimination by race, nationality, ethnic origin,
colour, religion or gender5. This is the so-called multicultural model, which accepts and recognizes diversity in all
people who come into its society. With this policy, every few years admission quotas are defined for migrants who
will become permanent residents and begin the process of inclusion into Canadian society. Within these quotas,
every year the number of people is defined for each migration category, including the one for “Refugees and
Protected People”. This category is itself broken down into the different possibilities that these people have to
become established in Canada as beneficiaries of international protection, depending on whether they apply for
asylum in Canada or they are resettled in the country via one of the different sponsored programmes that exist.
The main legal instrument regulating the international protection procedure is the Immigration and Refugee
Protection Act6, approved in 2002 and amended in 2012, with its corresponding Regulations7. This law eliminated
the admissibility restrictions on refugees entering that had been in place for decades, based on medical and
economic criteria, and served to strengthen the foundations for resettling refugees, particularly those exposed to
the greatest dangers8. It also introduced the Geneva Convention of 1951 and its New York Protocol of 19679 into
Canadian legislation.

Organization of American States (2014): “Canada - Overview of the history of international migration in Canada”:http://www.migracionoea.org/index.php/en/
sicremi-en/238-canada-1-si-ntesis-histo-rica-de-la-migracio-n-en-canada-3.html.
1

Statistics Canada (2018): “Census Program”: http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/index-eng.cfm. Canada has almost 250 different ethnic groups,
two official languages (English and French), a hundred heritage languages and many indigenous peoples. This fact highlights the ethnic and religious diversity
that exists (Dib, K. (2017)): “Refugee Integration and Canadian Multiculturalism”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of
Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, p. 100:
https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf).
2

3

UNHCR (2018): “Global Trends: Forced displacement in 2017”, p. 42: http://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2017/.

The experience gained in refugee resettlement programmes funded by private sponsors (from Canadian civil society) has led it together with the UNHCR to launch
the Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative (www.refugeesponsorship.org), with which it intends to export its expertise in the matter around the world. On 16 July
2018, Spain also adhered to it with the commitment to study and look at the possibility of implementing similar community resettlement programmes (Joint statement: http://refugeesponsorship.org/_uploads/5b4ca01e5c883.pdf).
4

Organization of American States (2014): “Canada - Overview of the history of international migration in Canada”: http://www.migracionoea.org/index.php/es/
sicremi-es/17-sicremi/publicacion-2011/paises-es/75-canada-1-si-ntesis-histo-rica-de-la-migracio-n-en-canada.html.
5
6
7

Immigration and Refugee Protection Act: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html.

Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations (SOR/2002-227): https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2002-227/index.html.

MURTAZA, R., SHAKYA, Y. and R.M. WILSON (2010): “Pre-migration and Post-migration Determinants of Mental Health of Refugees in Canada”, in JEDWAB, J. (Ed.):
Immigrant Mental Health, Canadian Issues, Summer 2010, p. 45: http://canada.metropolis.net/pdfs/immigrant_mental_health_10aug10.pdf.
8

Both ratified on 4 June 1969 (UNHCR (2015): States parties to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugee and the 1967 Protocol: http://www.unhcr.org/
protection/basic/3b73b0d63/states-parties-1951-convention-its-1967-protocol.html).
9
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The federal government is responsible for policy on migration and asylum, though this is shared by the
provincial and territorial governments10 via annual quotas for reception, which means they are obliged to
play a fundamental role in providing housing and integration services for the migrant population as a whole.
The situation in Quebec is an exception, since its government has greater attributes and responsibilities in
this regard, by virtue of the Canada-Quebec Accord relating to Immigration and Temporary Admission of
Aliens, signed in 199111. This agreement gives the provincial government of Quebec the possibility of selecting
refugees as of the place of origin to comply with the reception quota assigned to the province12, to define the
criteria for private sponsorship within the province, and to take charge of designing and implementing the
accommodation and inclusion services for these people. The greater powers enjoyed by the Government of
Québec in the matter of reception compared to those of the other provinces have also allowed it to develop
a unique regional programme for receiving asylum applicants, as we shall see further on.
It should be noted that Canadian migration and asylum policy has not always been as wide-ranging as it is
now; rather, it is the product of progressive evolution and adaptation to changes in the nature of migrations
to the country, events on the international scene and Canada’s own economic needs. In the 40s and 50s,
Canadian immigration policy focused on “selecting” migrants, favouring those of British, American and
Northwest European origin, though it also opened up the gates to refugees and displaced persons of Polish,
Serbian, Croatian and later Hungarian origin13.
In the early 1960s, many of the policies giving preferential treatment to certain nationalities began to be
abolished and the size of other groups increased significantly. In 1976 the Immigration Law was passed, which
would lead to a paradigm shift in the approach to immigration in Canada: this law put the emphasis on the
country’s economic needs instead of the country of origin or race. Programmes of temporary migration for
economic reasons thus grew. At the same time, the door was opened to thousands of people from Central
and South America in need of protection, travelling to Canada due to restrictive US and Mexican international
protection policies. Shortly after, in 1979 and 1980, when Canada welcomed more than 60,000 people from the
war in Indochina, the private sponsorship programme for the resettlement of refugees was set up, for which it
received international recognition and the Nansen medal14.
In the last two decades of the 20th century, a large number of refugees from countries such as Somalia, Lebanon
and Iraq were received in Canada via sponsorship programmes. African immigration also gained momentum
over the same period, with professionals seeking better economic opportunities mixed with refugees fleeing
their countries. By the 90s, the average annual reception of new migrants and refugees came to 220,00015, a
figure that has remained, with a slight increase in recent years, when it has come to 300,000 people a year.
All of these developments have made Canada one of the main host countries in the world for migrants
and refugees. Migration is considered to be “essential for Canada’s economic development and plays a

Canada is made up of ten provinces (Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Ontario, Prince Edward
Island, Quebec and Saskatchewan) and three territories (Northwest Territories, Nunavut and Yukon).
10

It can be seen here: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/mandate/policies-operational-instructions-agreements/agreements/federal-provincial-territorial/quebec/canada-quebec-accord-relating-immigration-temporary-admission-aliens.html.
11

The Government of Quebec, in addition to agreeing with the federal government on the quota of people it is allotted, also agrees on where they come from and
establishes other selection criteria related to personal qualities and linguistic knowledge, family or personal ties with residents in Quebec, and medium-term integration capacities (Government of Quebec (2018): “Sharing of responsibilities between the Federal and Quebec governments”: http://www.immigration-quebec.
gouv.qc.ca/fr/immigrer-installer/immigration-humanitaire/immigration-humanitaire/partage-competences.html).
12

Organization of American States (2014): “Canada - Overview of the history of international migration in Canada”: http://www.migracionoea.org/index.php/es/
sicremi-es/17-sicremi/publicacion-2011/paises-es/75-canada-1-si-ntesis-histo-rica-de-la-migracio-n-en-canada.html.
13

PALMER, J.R.B. and ZAPATA-BARRERO, R. (2017): “Reception and inclusion of refugees: Insights for Catalonia from Canada, Portugal and Sweden”, GRITIM-UPF
Policy Series, N. 6, p. 15 https://zenodo.org/record/835003#.WzsfPPZuJlY.
14

Organization of American States (2014): “Canada - Overview of the history of international migration in Canada”: http://www.migracionoea.org/index.php/es/
sicremi-es/17-sicremi/publicacion-2011/paises-es/75-canada-1-si-ntesis-histo-rica-de-la-migracio-n-en-canada.html.
15
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significant role in shaping Canadian society”16. This is largely explained by the situation of depopulation being
experienced in some parts of the country and the consequent need for labour, since until now there have been
no spontaneous arrivals of migrants.
This situation and approach have led to a shift in the main emphasis in Canadian migration policy towards
pre-selecting and controlling migrants before they arrive in the country, as well as towards integrating them
as a way of strengthening the economy and society. That is why there is a solid strategy that provides for
permanent residence of a large number of migrants and refugees every year, who are pre-selected in the place
of origin following a series of prerequisites.
Canada’s particular admissions policy seeks to balance “Canada’s commitment to offering protection to
displaced and persecuted people [...]” with “the objective of attracting top skills and talent from around the
world to help grow innovative businesses”17. In fact, in 2014 the province of Ontario’s Ministry of Finance
considered that between half and all of the growth of the country’s economy is the result of work, income,
taxes and investments made by migrants and refugees18.
However, since the summer of 2017 Canada has undergone a change in the trend of migratory flows, which
has destabilized its model due to an exponential rise in the number of migrants arriving across the border
from the United States. This situation, which the country was not used to, coincides with Donald Trump
becoming President of the United States and the tightening of the neighbouring country’s migration policy.
The forecast cessation of the temporary protection granted by the United States to nationals of Haiti after
the 2010 earthquake, the increasing anti-immigration rhetoric from political leaders, promoted by some
media, and their emphasis on closing and externalizing borders, have led thousands of people to cross
the United States’ border with Canada in search of protection19. However, according to estimates from
the Canadian Government, around 90% of these people do not meet the necessary requirements to be
considered refugees20.
This new situation in Canada throws up significant challenges for the Canadian international protection system,
which is suffering from a series of dysfunctions that were not common, since the number of applications
pending a decision is constantly on the rise while the provincial systems are also facing heavy pressure,
confronted with the need to expand their reception facilities and prepare new ones in response to the situation.
In addition to all of this, although in Canada there are no political parties openly opposed to immigration, the
increase in irregular arrivals across the border has been used by some parties in a populist fashion, stirring up
some racist and xenophobic feelings among the most conservative sectors of the populace and endangering
the well-renowned warmth of Canadian society in welcoming immigrants21.
In 2016, “The biggest increase in permanent migration—both in absolute numbers and in proportional terms—
was in the refugee and protected persons category, which saw over 58,900 overall admissions in 2016, up

16

Idem.

Organization of American States (2017), OAS: “International migration in the Americas. Fourth Report of the Continuous Reporting System on International Migration in the Americas” (SICREMI 2017): http://www.refworld.org.es/docid/5a6b8eb37.html.
17

WILKINSON, L. (2017): “The Labour Market Experiences of Refugees in Canada”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context
of Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, page 93: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/
gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf.
18

From January to September 2019, the number of people intercepted by the Canadian authorities crossing the border in search of international protection came
to 15,726 (Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claims”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims.
html).
19

KASSAM, A. (2018): “Canada: Trudeau government cools on asylum seekers as numbers from US rise”, The Guardian, 8 May 2018: https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2018/may/08/canada-trudeau-government-migrant-asylum-seekers.
20

OMIDVAR, R. (2018): “Asylum seekers are not causing a crisis for Canada”, The Star, 1 May 2018: https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2018/05/01/
asylum-seekers-are-not-causing-a-crisis-for-canada.html.
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from 32,100 in 2015, and 24,100 in 2014”22. This happened in the context of the so-called Syrian refugee
crisis, which led to the recently inaugurated Government of Justin Trudeau launching the “Syrian Refugee
Operation” in October 2015. The percentage of people included in the “Refugee and Protected Persons”
category compared to the total number of migrants established every year in Canada to be integrated into
Canadian society came to 13% in 201723, but it is expected to fall in the coming years because the forecasts
for 2018, 2019 and 2020 see a 5% reduction in the total number of foreign nationals who are expected to be
granted a permanent resident permit24.
Among the quotas for 2018, the number of 18,000 refugee resettlements planned through the private
sponsorship programme particularly stands out, since it is four times the average number carried out in the
decade from 2005 to 201525.
Table 1. Number of people forecast in the “Refugees & Protected Persons” immigration category in Canada from 2018 to 2020

Year / Category

2018

2019

2020

Protected persons*

16,000

16,500

17,000

GAR (public programme)

7,500

8,500

10,000

BVOR (blended programme)

1,500

1,650

1,700

SPR (Privately sponsored programme)

18,000

19,000

20,000

Total

43,000

45,650

48,700

Source: Government of Canada (2017): “Notice – Supplementary Information 2018-2020 Immigration Levels Plan”.

* Persons who are granted protection (either as refugees in accordance with the Geneva Convention of 1951
or as persons in need of protection in accordance with the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act) after
having applied for asylum in Canada and the relatives of all of them who are in a similar situation abroad, who
are granted permanent resident permits as dependent relatives of protected persons in Canada.
GAR (Government-Assisted Refugees), BVOR (Blended Visa Office-Referred Refugees) y PSR (Privately
Sponsored Refugees) are the abbreviations for the three subtypes of resettlement programmes for refugees
in Canada.
As can be seen in figure 1, asylum applications in Canada rose gradually as of 2013, then saw a considerable
increase from 2016 to 2017. Nevertheless, it can also be seen that the rise in the number of decisions has not
happened at the same rate. The exponential growth in asylum applications since 2016 has led to saturation of the
selection decisions system, rendering the allotted human and material resources insufficient. This is illustrated by
the slowdown in the selection decisions procedure and the high numbers of cases pending a decision that have
accumulated over the last two years: 17,537 in 2016 and 43,250 in 201726.
It should also be noted that at the end of the first half of 2018, the number of cases pending came to 55,56727. For
this reason, resettlements by private collective sponsorship and mixed sponsorship were suspended in the province
Organization of American States (2017), OAS: “International migration in the Americas. Fourth Report of the Continuous Reporting System on International Migration in the Americas” (SICREMI 2017), p. 88: http://www.oas.org/documents/eng/press/SICREMI-2017-english-web-FINAL.pdf
22

Government of Canada (2016): “Notice – Supplementary Information 2017 Immigration Levels Plan”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/notice-supplementary-information-2017-immigration-levels-plan.html.
23

Government of Canada (2017): “Notice – Supplementary Information 2018-2020 Immigration Levels Plan”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugeescitizenship/news/notices/supplementary-immigration-levels-2018.html.
24

Government of Canada (2018): “Canada welcomes more privately sponsored refugees in 2018”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/
corporate/mandate/policies-operational-instructions-agreements/timely-protection-privately-sponsored-refugees.html.
25
26
27

Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2018): “Refugee Claims Statistics”: https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/statistics/protection/Pages/index.aspx.
Idem.
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of Quebec between the end of January 2017 and mid-August 201828. When the collective private sponsorship
programme resumed, it was accompanied by a quota establishing a maximum of 750 applications for this type of
sponsorship between mid-September 2018 and February 201929. At the beginning of 2018, Canada set itself the
goal of reducing the number of applications pending a decision before the end of 2019 and reducing the decision
time to an average of 12 months for those submitted after 202030.
Graph 1. Evolution in the number of asylum applications, acceptance and rejection
of international protection in Canada from 2013 to 2017

Source: Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2018): “Refugee Claims Statistics”.

Over 2017, Canada recorded 50,445 asylum applications31 and examined 47,42532. Out of the total number of
applications examined, 13,553 (28.8%) were given a positive decision and 6,223 (13.12%) were rejected; the rest were
still pending a decision33. Between January and September of 2018, the number of registered asylum applications
came to 40,645, with approximately half in the province of Quebec (51.6%) and more than a third in the province of
Ontario (39.5%)34.
The percentage of applications for international protection lodged by women in 2017 was 44.7%, compared to 43.7%
in 201635. Between January and September 2018, although the proportion of women was still less than half of the total
it saw a rise of 1.1% over the previous year, reaching 45.6%36.
Canadian Council for Refugees (2017): “Private sponsorship of refugees in 2017”: http://ccrweb.ca/en/private-sponsorship-refugees-2017. See points 3.1.2. and
3.1.3. of this report: “Private programme: Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program (PSR)” and “Blended Program: Blended Visa Office-Referred Refugees”.
28

Gouvernement du Québec (2018): “Program for Refugees Abroad - Collective sponsorship”: http://www.immigration-quebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/immigrate-settle/
humanitarian-immigration/collective-sponsorship/index.html.
29

Government of Canada (2018): “Canada welcomes more privately sponsored refugees in 2018”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/
corporate/mandate/policies-operational-instructions-agreements/timely-protection-privately-sponsored-refugees.html.
30

Government of Canada (2018): “2017 Asylum Claims”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims-2017.
html.
31
32
33
34

Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2018): “Refugee Claims Statistics”: https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/statistics/protection/Pages/index.aspx.
Idem.

Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claims”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims.html.

Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claimants – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Asylum Claimants by Province/Territory of Claim, Gender and Claim Month
(IRCC_M_AC_0003_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/b6cbcf4d-f763-4924-a2fb-8cc4a06e3de4.
35
36

Idem.
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As for nationalities, Haitian and Nigerian were the main ones among international protection applicants in 2017. The
former saw an unprecedented surge that year followed by a sharp drop in 2018, whereas the number of requests from
Nigerian nationals has continued to grow considerably since 2016. Among the nationalities of asylum applicants in
the first three quarters of 2018, regardless of gender the Nigerians stand out with 7,270 applications37, well above the
second, India, with 2,540 applications38.
Table 2. Top ten countries of asylum seekers in Canada
(Comparative table based on the number of asylum applications between 2016 and 2018)

Total asylum applications
in 2016

Total asylum applications in in 2017

Total asylum applications in
January-August 2018

620

7,785

905

1,495

6,005

7,270

395

2,550

1,215

Turkey

1,105

2,200

1,160

Pakistan

1,135

1,750

1,260

Mexico

260

1,520

1,645

India

565

1,490

2,540

Syria

955

1,430

465

Colombia

850

1,405

1,585

Venezuela

565

1,245

835

Asylum seeker’s country of
origin
Haiti
Nigeria
United States*

Source: Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claimants – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Asylum Claimants by Top 25 Countries
of Citizenship (2017 ranking), Province/Territory of Claim and Claim Month (IRCC_M_AC_0007_E).
* People born in the United States with parents of foreign citizenship.

Other nationalities that exceeded a thousand asylum applications in 2017 were: Eritrean with 1,205, Chinese with
1,080, and Burundian with 1,020. Except for China, which experienced a slight fall compared to the previous year,
both Eritrean and Burundian nationalities registered a sharp surge in 2016, as well as Yemeni, Egyptian, Iranian and
others39.

Faced with the increasing number of Nigerian asylum seekers arriving from the United States, improperly using tourist visas granted by the latter country to do
so, in May 2018 Canada’s Minister of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship travelled to Lagos (Nigeria) to address the issue with the Nigerian authorities and US
visa-issuing officials in the country (WINSOR, M. (2018): “Canada sees influx of Nigerian asylum seekers crossing border from US”, abc NEWS, 9 May, 2018: https://
abcnews.go.com/International/canada-sees-influx-nigerian-asylum-seekers-crossing-border/story?id=55041584).
37

Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claimants – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Asylum Claimants by Top 25 Countries of Citizenship (2017 ranking),
Province/Territory of Claim and Claim Month (IRCC_M_AC_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/b6cbcf4d-f763-4924-a2fb-8cc4a06e3de4.
38

Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claimants – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Asylum Claimants by Top 25 Countries of Citizenship (2017 ranking),
Province/Territory of Claim and Claim Month (IRCC_M_AC_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/b6cbcf4d-f763-4924-a2fb-8cc4a06e3de4.
39
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3. International protection programmes
Canada has two types of protection programmes: the “Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Programs” (RHRP),
aimed at refugees with a status previously recognized by UNHCR or a State, who are hosted in Canada, where they
arrive with protected status; and the “In-Canada Asylum Program” (ICAP), aimed at people who begin the asylum
procedure in Canada at the border or when they are within the country40.
Figure 1. International protection programmes in Canada

International
Protection
Programmes
in Canada

RHRP
Refugee & Humanitarian
Resettlement Programs

ICAP
In-Canada Asylum Program

(Refugees recongnized
outside Canada)

(Protection applicants in
Canada who begin the
asylum procedure in the
country)
Source: the author.

Although in recent years approximately half the refugees received annually in Canada have gained access to the
country via resettlement and the other half by applying for international protection within the country, the RHRPs are
currently the main route to gaining international protection as statutory refugees in Canada41. This global resettlement
programme is the second largest in the world only behind the United States’ one, and refugees from 70 countries have
been welcomed into Canada through it42.

3.1. RHRP: Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Program
Refugees in Canada are resettled via different types of sponsorship or funding, depending on who takes charge of
it. There are three types of RHRP: governmental (GAR), private (PSR) and blended (BVOR). All of them, as well as
many of the associated assistance programmes, are also designed to provide refugees with the necessary support
to settle in Canada for one year as of their arrival in the country, or until they become economically independent43.
Once the sponsorship comes to an end, the refugees are eligible for provincial, territorial and municipal social aid,
just like any Canadian citizen.

GARCEA, J. (2017): “Canada’s Refugee Protection System”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration
in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, pages 31-35: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/
GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf
40

Traditionally, there have been more refugees who have obtained such protection in Canada after applying for asylum in the country than the number of sponsored
refugees. However, the numbers of asylum applicants in Canada have fallen in recent years, partly due to the increase in restrictive policies and practices for this
category of migrants (CLARK-KAZAK, C. (2017): “Structural Context for Refugee Claimants in Canada”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017):
Structural Context of Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, p. 127: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/
gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf).
41

KATSIAFICAS, C., McHUGH, M. and PARK, M. (2018): Responding to the ECEC needs of children of refugees and asylum seekers in Europe and North America, Migration Policy Institute, page 23: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/responding-ecec-needs-children-refugees-asylum-seekers-europe-north-america; UNHCR (2018): Global Trends: Forced displacement in 2017, page 30: https://www.unhcr.org/5b27be547.pdf.
42

43

In cases of vulnerability, this period may be extended up to a maximum of three years.

12

Figure 2. Sponsorship programmes to resettle refugees in Canada

RHRP
Refugee & Humanitarian
Resettlement Programs

GAR

SGPSP

Government-Assisted
Refugees

Shared Government-Private Sponsorship Program

JAS

BVOR

Joint Assistance Sponsorship

Blended Visa Office-Referred Refugees

PSR
Private Sponsorship of
Refugees
(Also allows Refugees of
Country of Asylum Class
(non-statutory) to be
resettled.)

Source: GARCEA, J. and WILKINSON, L. (2017): The Economic Integration of Refugees
in Canada: A Mixed Record?, Migration Policy Institute.

About 330,000 people were resettled in Canada through the government programme from 1980 to 2015, around
267,000 of them through the private process and 565 through the blended one44. Growth in resettlement spaces
began to surge in 2015 and 2016, coinciding with a 48% increase in asylum applications. This upward trend continued
in 2017 and still continues today, even though the Government aims to reverse it45.
Between 2015 and August 2018, the number of resettled refugees came to 111,460. Of these, 46,410 came through
the government programme, meaning 14% of the total people resettled by this programme over the previous 35
years. On the other hand, 58,200 came through the private programme; in other words 21.8% of the total number
of people resettled by this programme between 1980 and 2015. There were 6,850 who came through the blended
process, i.e. 1,212.8% more than over the previous 35 years46. The peak came when “Operation Syrian Refugees”
was launched by the Canadian Government at the end of 2015, which was then extended throughout 2016. Out of the
more than 90,000 refugees who were resettled in Canada between January 2015 and October 2017, around 40,000
(44%) have Syrian citizenship47.
The average duration of the resettlement process through any type of programme, from when the refugees are
identified up to their arrival in Canada, varies depending on the country where they are located. It can range from
one year to over six.
3.1.1. Public programme: Government-Assisted Refugees (GAR)
The “Government Assisted Refugees” programme (GAR), financed with public funds, is sponsored by the federal
government of Canada and, in the case of the province of Quebec, by its regional government48. In this programme,
44
AMSSA (2017): “Integration Outcomes of Resettled Refugees in Canada”, Migration Matters Info Sheets, Issue 38: https://www.amssa.org/resources/migrationmatters-info-sheet-series/.

KATSIAFICAS, C., McHUGH, M. and PARK, M. (2018): Responding to the ECEC needs of children of refugees and asylum seekers in Europe and North America, Migration Policy Institute, page 23: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/responding-ecec-needs-children-refugees-asylum-seekers-europe-north-america.
45

Government of Canada (2018): “Resettled Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Admission of Resettled Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_Resettled_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0-603bfe4aec11.
46

KATSIAFICAS, C., McHUGH, M. and PARK, M. (2018): Responding to the ECEC needs of children of refugees and asylum seekers in Europe and North America, Migration Policy Institute, page 23: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/responding-ecec-needs-children-refugees-asylum-seekers-europe-north-america.
47

GARCEA, J. (2017): “Canada’s Refugee Protection System”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration
in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, pages 31-35: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/
GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf.
48
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refugees cannot directly request resettlement for themselves. They must be proposed by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) or an organization authorised by the Canadian Government. UNHCR, which
acts as a collaborator, is usually the body that identifies refugees eligible for resettlement in Canada. These people
are outside their country of origin, usually in refugee camps, and as a prerequisite they should not have the option of
integration in the place where they currently are, nor other lasting solutions49.
The Resettlement Operations Centre in Ottawa works together with the visa offices of Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada (IRCC) abroad to learn of the past history and individual needs of the refugees who are candidates
for the resettlement programme in Canada50. After selecting the refugees in collaboration with the local and regional
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada offices, the Resettlement Operations Centre decides on the destination
city according to the person’s specific needs and based on the goal of achieving a successful inclusion process.
Figure 2 shows the factors taken into account in assigning the city, in order of importance.
Figure 3. Factors taken into account in assigning
the place for resettlement in the government sponsorship programme

Family or friends
in Canada.
Medical or
other needs.
Refugee’s origins (ethnic community,
work experience, etc.).
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada’s local
goals, also taking into account the distribution, generally
proportional to the population in the province and community.

Source: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship of Canada (2018).

Accordingly, refugees under this programme may be assigned to 23 cities in the country51, except for the province
of Quebec, which manages its own parallel programme of publicly sponsored resettlement52. Once the city is
assigned, the Resettlement Operations Centre informs the visa office and the preparations for the journey begin,
usually handled by the International Organization for Migration (IOM). The Government of Canada then provides
them with a loan, managed by the IOM, to pay for the journey to the country. The loan must be reimbursed by
the refugees within three to eight years (depending on the amount) as of the first year of arrival in Canada53.
Government of Canada (2017): “How Canada’s refugee system works”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/canadarole.html.
49

Government of Canada (2017): “The Matching Process”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/canada-role/matching-process.html.
50
51

Although they are assigned a specific place, after arriving in Canada the refugees can move freely throughout the country and settle elsewhere if they wish.

53

Since 2018, interest has not been charged.

The start of the procedure is the same: the federal government is responsible for selecting and admitting refugees into Canada; once admitted to the country, in
order to be resettled in the province of Quebec the refugees must go through a selection process that assesses the person’s personal and family conditions and the
possibilities for employability and inclusion in the province’s society (Government of Québec (2016): “Sharing of responsibilities between the Federal and Québec
governments”: http://www.immigration-quebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/immigrate-settle/humanitarian-immigration/humanitarian-immigration/sharing-responsibilities.html#quebec).
52
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Before travelling, they have to undergo medical tests and security and criminal screening54. The final details of
the journey are finally shared by the visa office with the Resettlement Operations Center, which in turn shares
them with the local offices of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, the ports of entry and the relevant
service provider organizations in order to organize the refugee’s arrival and reception55.
The provinces that receive the most refugees in this programme are Ontario, followed by Quebec (via its own
programme) and Alberta. Between January 2015 and August 2018, a total of 18,535 refugees were resettled in
Ontario through this programme; followed by 6,525 in Quebec and 6,240 in Alberta56.
Within this programme, there is a subtype of the programme called “Joint Assistance Sponsorship” (JAS),
designed to facilitate collaborative assistance between the federal government and the Sponsorship Agreement
Holder organizations, for people under the government programme with special needs57. This involves the
Government associating with organizations58 to resettle refugees in especially vulnerable situations, such
as those suffering from trauma due to violence or torture, functional diversity or the effects of systematic
discrimination, as well as families with many members and elderly persons59. In the province of Quebec, on
the other hand, Joint Assistance Sponsorship is limited exclusively to people with a physical disability or in
need of medical treatment, people who are victims of torture or other traumas, and women at risk60. Refugees
selected for the Joint Assistance Program can benefit from mixed support for a period of up to 24 months,
since it is understood that, given their situation of vulnerability, they will have to go through a protracted,
complex inclusion process. In exceptional cases, the private sponsor’s support can be extended up to 36
months61. There are no public data specifying the exact number of cases included in the Joint Assistance
Program per year, but according to Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, the figures are insignificant
when compared to the total number of refugees resettled.
3.1.2. Private programme: Private Sponsorship of Refugees (PSR)
Another resettlement programme is “Private Sponsorship of Refugees” (PSR). In this case, the funds needed in order
to receive refugees come from private parties, who have to take responsibility for all the expenses associated with
the journey, the accommodation in rented housing, and the inclusion process for these people for one year or until
they become economically independent. A fundamental point is that this programme works following a principle of
“additionality”, since it does not intend to replace the responsibilities corresponding to the Government, but rather
to help Canada to be able to receive a greater number of people in need of protection62. Furthermore, it allows the
sponsors to propose and select the refugees to be resettled.
Unlike the other resettlement programmes, this programme can resettle not only people who are defined as statutory
If a disease is diagnosed that could pose a danger to public safety, the person receives treatment until there is medical evidence that there is no danger to the
country and they are fit to travel. In any case, medical reasons are not used as a basis to reject the person’s admissibility.
54

Government of Canada (2017): “The Matching Process”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/canada-role/matching-process.html.
55

Government of Canada (2018): “Resettled Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Admission of Resettled Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_Resettled_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0-603bfe4aec11.
56

GARCEA, J. and WILKINSON, L. (2017): The Economic Integration of Refugees in Canada: A Mixed Record?, Migration Policy Institute, pp. 3-4: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/economic-integration-refugees-canada-mixed-record.
57
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In this programme, only the Sponsorship Agreement Holder organizations and their Constituent Groups can participate.

Government of Canada (2017): “Joint Assistance Program – Sponsor a refugee with special needs”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/joint-assistance-program.html; UNHCR (2018): “Canada. By the Government of Canada”, Country Chapters – UNHCR Resettlement Handbook, page 11:
http://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/4a2ccf4c6/unhcr-resettlement-handbook-country-chapters.html.
59

Government of Canada (2017): “Quebec cases”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/operationalbulletins-manuals/refugee-protection/quebec-cases.html.
60

Government of Canada (2017): “Joint Assistance Program – Sponsor a refugee with special needs”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/joint-assistance-program.html.
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This aspect means that the number of refugees resettled in Canada by private sponsorship is independent of the number to which the Government agrees annually
in compliance with its humanitarian obligations. It is thus an “additional” number of refugees to whom Canadian citizens using their own means offer the possibility
of resettlement and inclusion in the country.
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or “Convention refugees”63, which is the only category that can access the other sponsorship programmes, but also
the so-called “Asylum Class refugees”, meaning people in need of protection recognized by the Government of
Canada but not necessarily by UNHCR or a third State64.
Private sponsors make up a large sector which includes both individuals and private groups, as well as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and religious communities. NGOs that sustain their work over time as sponsors
are officially designated as Sponsorship Agreement Holders. After signing an agreement with the Government, these
sponsors have the power to authorize Constituent Groups65 to do the sponsorship’s work. Others, such as Community
Sponsors66 or the Groups of Five67, are organizations, corporations and groups without any initial affiliation, but which
are formed with the sole purpose of setting up the sponsorship68.
Figure 4. Types of private sponsors in the resettlement programmes

Private sponsors in
resettlement programmes
Groups of 5

Individuals
Sponsorship
Agreement
Holders

NGOs and
religious
communities

Constituent
Group

Community
Sponsors
Constituent
Group

Constituent
Group
Source: the author.

Any type of sponsor has to sign a contract that legally binds them to the refugees they sponsor69, and in addition to
covering all their economic expenses arising from their resettlement and settlement in the country, they must provide
social and emotional support to foster the inclusion process70. The sponsorship application must be accompanied
by a “settlement plan” in which the sponsors must explain how they are going to support the resettled people and
specify how they are going to confirm compliance with the plan. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada as
63

Recognized as such by a third State or with said protection granted by UNHCR.

People in this category, such as women at risk, may also be eligible for the Joint Assistance Program. In these cases, the need for protection prevails over skills
for inclusion.
64

The Constituent Groups are usually ethnic or religious communities that habitually carry out sponsorships. More than 70% of the private sponsors in Canada are
religious organizations, communities or groups.
65
66

Organizations, associations or corporations, which can only sponsor statutory refugees

Groups of five or more Canadian citizens or foreigners with permanent residency in the country, over 18 years of age, who can sponsor one or more refugees to
be resettled in their local communities. As Community Sponsors, they can only sponsor statutory refugees.
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GARCEA, J. (2017): “Canada’s Refugee Protection System”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration
in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, pp. 31-35: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/
GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf.
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The forms and agreements to be signed by both the sponsors and the refugees can be seen here: http://www.rstp.ca/en/processing/the-refugee-sponsorshipapplication-forms/.
69

Private sponsors are responsible specifically for receiving the refugee at the airport; providing them with financial support to cover their basic expenditure, including accommodation, food, clothing and public transport; providing them with general guidance about Canada and the way of life in the country; helping them
to apply for the provincial healthcare card and to find a doctor and other health services; opening a bank account; registering with Social Security; helping them
to enroll for language classes and schooling for their children; providing interpreting services when necessary; connecting them with job-seeking services and
associated training services; and giving them moral and emotional support while the sponsorship lasts, while the person becomes established in Canada (Catholic
Crosscultural Services and Refugee Sponsorship Training Program (2016): “The Rights of Privately Sponsored Refugees”, pages 1-3: http://www.rstp.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/RSTP-Rights-of-PSRs-National-Updated-Nov.-4-2016.pdf). The amount demanded of each sponsor is C$13,000 a year.
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well as the Sponsorship Agreement Holder organisations check on compliance with the settlement plan with periodic
monitoring, which may involve visits, interviews with the refugees and/or their sponsors, surveys and mediation in the
event of dispute71.
Between January 2015 and August 2018, the provinces where most refugees were resettled via this programme were
the same as via the governmental programme: Ontario (23,790), Quebec (15,210) and Alberta (8,275)72. By the end
of 2018 it is hoped there will be 18,000 refugees resettled through this programme around the country, which is four
times more than the average reached in the decade from 2005 to 201573.
Some NGOs with a broad social and humanitarian track record in Canada, such as COSTI74 and the Catholic
Crosscultural Services75, in Ontario, and the Table de Concertation des Organismes au Service des Personnes
Réfugiées et Immigrantes76, in Quebec, give training courses to prepare and help private sponsors, addressing the
legal process, the responsibilities involved in sponsorship, the preparation and provision of resources for it and
handling expectations, an essential aspect to be borne in mind by both parties within this resettlement programme.
Furthermore, there is a state-wide programme known as the “Refugees Sponsorship Support Program”, which brings
together experts in resettlement sponsorship programmes, lawyers, law students and community organisations
that give direct support to Canadians who intend to sponsor refugees. All of these training services are subsidised
by the federal government.
3.1.3. Blended programme: Blended Visa Office-Referred Refugees (BVOR)
The third type of resettlement programme is the “Shared Government-Private Sponsorship Program” (SGPSP), which
is implemented in the “Blended Visa Office-Referred Program” (BVOR). This programme consists of putting private
sponsors into contact with refugees identified by the UNHCR and gathered in a database of Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada (which only this organization and the Sponsorship Agreement Holder organizations have access
to)77. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada is the organization that proposes the candidates for resettlement
through the blended programme, but it is the associated private sponsors who ultimately decide which refugees they
want to sponsor. If within 14 days the private sponsors associated with this programme do not show interest in the
refugee proposed for resettlement, the candidate goes on to become part of the governmental programme and the
Government assumes responsibility for their resettlement.
The resettlement and inclusion process is financed through this programme via public-private means: the
Government of Canada is responsible for financing the refugee’s journey to Canada and the first six months of
their stay in the country after arrival, whereas the private sponsor is responsible for financing the following six
months in rented accommodation, in addition to providing social and emotional support for the entire year, to
help them settle.
From January 2015 to August 2018, 6,850 refugees were resettled in Canada through this programme; more than two
thirds of them in the provinces of Ontario (3,680) and British Columbia (1,000)78.
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Catholic Crosscultural Services (2018): “Monitoring”, Refugee Sponsorship Training Program: http://www.rstp.ca/en/sponsorship-responsibilities/monitoring/.

Government of Canada (2018): “Resettled Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Admission of Resettled Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_Resettled_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0603bfe4aec11.
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Government of Canada (2018): “Canada welcomes more privately sponsored refugees in 2018”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/
corporate/mandate/policies-operational-instructions-agreements/timely-protection-privately-sponsored-refugees.html.
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COSTI: http://www.costi.org/.

Catholic Crosscultural Services: http://cathcrosscultural.org/.

Table de Concertation des Organismes au Service des Personnes Réfugiés et Immigrantes: http://tcri.qc.ca/.

In this programme, only the Sponsorship Agreement Holders, their Constituent Groups and Community Sponsors can take part.

Government of Canada (2018): “Resettled Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada – Admission of Resettled Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_Resettled_0007_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0-603bfe4aec11.
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3.1.4. A special mention about the resettlement of Syrian refugees
Confronted by the huge displacement of Syrian people in search of international protection, Canada is one of the
countries that has settled most refugees of that nationality within its borders. In the autumn of 2015, the Canadian
Government agreed to resettle 25,000 Syrians through the government programme in a special operation to support
refugees of Syrian origin (“Operation Syrian Refugees”), with no detriment to the already established annual quotas for
the reception of migrants. The resettlement of this significant amount of people was completed by the end of 2016,
though it should be noted that, together with the private and blended sponsorship programmes, the figure had already
been exceeded in February 201679 (Table 3 illustrates this fact).
Table 3. No. of Syrian refugees resettled in Canada between November 2015 and February 2016, by type of programme

Type of resettlement programme

Number of refugees

GAR (government programme)

14,994

PSR (private programme)

8,954

BVOR (blended programme)

2,224

All programmes

26,172
Source: Government of Canada (2017): “Canada’s Syrian commitments”.

One year later, towards the end of January 2017, over 40,000 Syrian refugees had resettled in Canada80. According to
the Special Coordinator for the resettlement of Syrian refugees in Canada, Deborah Tunis, the programme received
massive public support, partly due to the fact that medical and security screenings were carried out before their arrival
in Canada and due to a significant awareness-raising campaign launched by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada to explain the operation81. Nevertheless, despite the data and the drive from the Government behind the
public resettlement programme during the aforementioned period, the number of people resettled through the public
programme saw a considerable drop over 2017, returning to levels prior to 201682. Even so, from November 2015 to
April 2018 the number of Syrian refugees resettled in Canada amounted to 53,620, of whom 26,045 went through the
government programme, 22,770 through the private programme and 4,805 through the blended programme83. As is
the case with other nationalities and in all the resettlement programmes, the percentage of women is approximately
48%84.
In the context of the “Syrian Refugee Operation”, refugees of that nationality sponsored by the Government had
the privilege of being exempt from reimbursing the loan for the journey provided by the Canadian Government to
reach the country85. These, like the other refugees resettled in Canada via any sponsorship programme, arrived in the
country with a permanent resident permit.

Government of Canada (2017): “Canada’s Syrian commitments”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/welcomesyrian-refugees/canada-commitment.html.
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Government of Canada (2017): “#WelcomeRefugees: Canada resettled Syrians refugees”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/welcome-syrian-refugees.html.
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PALMER, J.R.B. and ZAPATA-BARRERO, R. (2017): Reception and inclusion of refugees. Insights for Catalonia from Canada, Portugal and Sweden, GRITIM-UPF Policy
Series, N. 6, pages 15-16: https://zenodo.org/record/835003#.WzsfPPZuJlY.
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Amnesty International (2016): Amnesty International Report 2017/18: The State of the World’s Human Rights, P. 117: https://www.amnesty.org/es/documents/
pol10/6700/2018/en/.
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Government of Canada (2018): “Syrian Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada, Admission of Syrian Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_M_SRadmiss_0001_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/01c85d28-2a81-4295-9c064af792a7c209.
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Government of Canada (2018): “Syrian Refugees – Monthly IRCC Updates”: Canada, Admission of Syrian Refugees by Province/Territory of Intended Destination, Gender, Age Group and Immigration Category (IRCC_M_SRadmiss_0001_E): https://open.canada.ca/data/dataset/01c85d28-2a81-4295-9c064af792a7c209.
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ROSE, M. (2016): “Affordable housing for refugees is a major challenge”, Policy Options, 20 May 2016: http://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/may-2016/affordable-housing-for-refugees-is-a-major-challenge/.
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3.2. ICAP: In-Canada Asylum Program
In addition to the resettlement programmes, to get international protection in Canada there is the possibility
of applying for asylum after a spontaneous arrival in the country, through the “In-Canada Asylum Program”
(ICAP). The wish to apply for asylum can be made within the country or at the border, as well as preparing the
application86. However, Canadian policy is very strict with regard to irregular entries, particularly at the border.
Through its website and YouTube channel, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada emphasizes the
need to enter the country in a regularized manner and with sufficient reasons to be admitted as an asylum
seeker, if the person does not want to face detention for identification purposes and, eventually, for expulsion87.
The main decision-making bodies for asylum applications are two divisions of the Immigration and Refugee
Board88: the Refugee Protection Division, responsible for examining the application and making a preliminary
decision about it; and the Refugee Appeal Division, responsible for dealing with the appeals that asylum
seekers may file if confronted with a preliminary negative decision on protection. As a last resort, appeals can
be made against decisions to the Federal Court for a review of the application of the administrative process
and the law.
In 2017, there were 50,445 asylum applications registered in Canada: 24,785 in the province of Quebec,
20,180 in the province of Ontario and the remainder in the other provinces and territories89. Out of the total,
47,425 were sent to the Protection Division to be examined, though fewer than half were given a decision that
year, 63% of which were positive90.
3.2.1. The international protection procedure in Canada91
As mentioned above, there is the possibility of applying for asylum at border entry points in Canada and within
Canadian territory: via the Canada Border Services Agency or the Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada offices92. Upon registration, if the person does not have valid documentation to enter Canada, they
receive a conditional removal (expulsion) order, which becomes enforceable in the event that the person is
determined to be ineligible to apply for asylum in Canada or when their request for protection, after being
examined, is rejected via the last possible appeal93.
Both the Canada Border Services Agency and the Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada offices are
responsible for determining people’s eligibility as asylum applicants. If the decision is favourable, they are
responsible for referring the asylum application to the Immigration and Refugee Board for it to be examined. In
order to consider the eligibility of the person as an asylum applicant, checks must be made as to whether they
have made any previous request in the country or if they have already been granted protection in another, and
whether they have committed a serious crime. To do so, biometric data (fingerprint and digital photographs)
86
Immigration and Refugee Protection Act: Article 99: Claim for Refugee Protection: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html. We are always
referring to the only land border in Canada: the border with the United States. Asylum applications made at international airports, with a few exceptions, and sea
ports, are considered to be asylum applications within the territory.

Government of Canada (2018): “Irregular border crossings and asylum in Canada”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/campaigns/
irregular-border-crossings-asylum.html.
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The Immigration and Refugee Board is an independent administrative court and is not linked to any Government department. It works closely with Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, and the Canada Border Services Agency.
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Government of Canada (2018): “Asylum Claims”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims.html.
Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2018): “Refugee Claims Statistics”: https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/statistics/protection/Pages/index.aspx.
See Annex I: The international protection procedure in Canada.

Government of Canada (2018): “Irregular border crossings and asylum in Canada”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/campaigns/
irregular-border-crossings-asylum.html.
92

If the person is determined to be ineligible to apply for asylum in the country, the order is enforceable on the same day for those who come from the Designated
Countries of Origin (“safe countries of origin”) and after seven days for others. If the person has been determined to be eligible but after examining their application
their case has been decided with a rejection of protection, confirmed by the court of appeal in the event that the person had the right to appeal, then the expulsion
order becomes enforceable 15 days after the last notification of rejection (Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001): Article 49 (2): In force - claimants:
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html).
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are gathered for everybody over 14 years of age. The fingerprints are compared to criminal records databases
and records of past deportations and previous asylum applications.
Secondly, medical, security and criminal background screening is carried out for the person, which determines their
admissibility into the country, at the ports of entry (airports, sea ports or land ports) by the Canada Border Services
Agency, and in the Immigration, Refugee and Citizenship Canada offices when applying for asylum within the country,
and always before the asylum interview takes place.
This double examination in collaboration with the Canadian Intelligence Services is part of the scrupulous security
measures this country’s authorities apply in this procedure. In cases where there are doubts about the background, or
proof of identity is incomplete or not considered valid, or else there is a presumed risk to public safety, the applicants
are channelled within Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada through the red stream: a specific grouping of
cases in which a personal interview is required to deal with the evidence and clarify the information to enable their
eligibility to be determined. The other cases enter the green stream group, where eligibility is determined only by
evaluating the documents presented.
If the person is considered not to be eligible to apply for asylum in Canada, as an alternative to a removal (expulsion)
order the Canada Border Services Agency can offer a Pre-Removal Risk Assessment. The effect of this is to suspend
the expulsion order, but there are criteria that hinder recourse to this option, as we will see further on. Depending
on the case, these people may face repatriation or, in the worst case, custodial detention sine die, while waiting for
expulsion94.
Asylum applicants considered eligible at the border receive there and then a written notice of an appointment with a
date and time for the hearing at the Immigration and Refugee Board and a document that certifies they are protection
applicants. Meanwhile, they have 15 days to send all the forms in the application package to the board95. Those
applying for asylum within the country must deliver the complete application package there and then. Their eligibility
is determined at that same time, as mentioned above, and they are also given the written notification with the date
and time for the hearing at the Immigration and Refugee Board and the Refugee Protection Claimant Document
(protection applicant certificate).
The deadlines for the hearing vary depending on where the asylum application has been made and whether the
applicant’s country of origin is considered to be a Designated Country of Origin. Designated Countries of Origin,
introduced in 2012 by the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act96, are countries that are not usually refugees’
countries of origin, but countries that respect human rights and offer protection97. Citizens from these countries are
given shorter periods in the different steps in the procedure and until 2016 they were not allowed to appeal against a
negative decision regarding their asylum application98. Table 4 shows the deadlines stipulated by law for holding the
hearing at the Immigration and Refugee Board, depending on the aforementioned factors.

Arrests in detention centres or penitentiaries must be approved by a judge. The sentence is judicially reviewed after the first 24 hours, after 7 days and then
monthly. Provided there are no alternative measures to arrest that the judge considers applicable and the matter that has led to it has not been resolved, the person
must stay in the centre indefinitely. As regards minors, political advocacy by some NGOs has meant that since November 2017 they can only be detained in “extremely limited circumstances” (Amnesty International (2018): Report 2017/18 Amnesty International: The situation of Human Rights in the world, P. 117: https://
www.amnesty.org/es/documents/pol10/6700/2018/en/).
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Government of Canada (2018): “Apply – Refugee status from inside Canada”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/
claim-protection-inside-canada/apply.html.
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Article 109.1: Designated Countries of Origin, via the reform of this law introduced by Bill C-31: Protecting Canada’s Immigration System Act: https://laws-lois.
justice.gc.ca/eng/AnnualStatutes/2012_17/FullText.html.
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Government of Canada (2017): “Designated country of origin policy”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/claimprotection-inside-canada/apply/designated-countries-policy.html. The list of countries included in this policy can be found via this link.
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In July 2015, the Federal Court of Canada ruled that “denying refugee claimants from Designated Countries of Origin access to the Refugee Appeal Division is a
violation of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms”. The following year, the ineligibility of asylum applicants from Designated Countries of Origin to appeal
against negative decisions on the asylum application was annulled (CLARK-KAZAK, C. (2017): “Structural Context for Refugee Claimants in Canada”, p. 129, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, pp. 127-132: https://
www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf).
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Table 4. Deadlines for holding the hearing at the Immigration and Refugee Board depending on the country of origin and the
place where the asylum application was made

Designated Country of Origin

Application in office within the country

Application at port of entry (border)

Yes

Maximum 30 days

Maximum 45 days

No

Maximum 60 days

Maximum 60 days

(These periods begin as of the asylum application being sent to the Immigration and Refugee Board)
Source: CLARK-KAZAK, C. (2017): “Structural Context for Refugee Claimants in Canada”, p. 129, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and
Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, pp. 127-132.

However, in early 2018 the Immigration and Refugee Board warned that, given the growing number of asylum
applications registered in the country, it could no longer meet these deadlines and it would deal with cases in
the order they are received. To address the situation, the Refugee Protection Division has also implemented a
streamlining policy that allows it to take a positive decision on asylum applications from nationals from some
countries without having to interview them99. Even so, the time taken to decide on cases has continued to grow:
at the beginning of 2017 it was around 6 months, in December about 10 months and at the beginning of 2018 it
was calculated at about 20 months100. Thus, in the summer of 2018 the Immigration and Refugee Board launched
a recruitment and staff training campaign to increase its human resources. By doing so, it considered that it could
reduce the number of pending cases in the medium term, but not comply with the deadlines for decisions on the
applications stipulated by law101.
Asylum applicants are free to move within the country, which allows them to settle in the province and city they
consider most suitable, but the hearing usually takes place in the same province in which the asylum application
was made, so that they have to notify the Immigration and Refugee Board, the Canada Border Services Agency,
and Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada if they have made a change of residence, and provide the
new address102. The hearing usually lasts half a day and is conducted privately by an officer from the Immigration
and Refugee Board in English or French, with free a translation and interpreting service if necessary. Legal
representation is not required, though the asylum applicant can opt for it and be responsible for the costs103. There
is a legal aid programme for people in a precarious economic situation, co-financed by the federal government
and the provincial governments, which makes it possible to access subsidized legal aid services in different
procedures, including immigration and asylum procedures104. However, this programme, which the authorities
give information about in writing at the time the asylum application is made, depends on the province and is not
always guaranteed (in the province or nationwide) due to a shortage of economic resources allocated to it. This
situation is of particular concern for NGOs working to support asylum applicants, as it is considered to hinder
the procedure’s guarantees.
Before the hearing and when it is over, the Refugee Protection Division studies the case, evidence and arguments
presented so as to make a decision regarding the application for asylum. There is no period of time stipulated by
law for this. At the end of October 2018, the estimated time for Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada to
take a decision on these was around 20 months105. The Protection Division may consider the asylum applicant to
These countries are: Afghanistan, Burundi, Egypt, Eritrea, Iraq, Syria, Turkey and Yemen. Nevertheless, if the case is not clear, asylum applicants from these countries can be given an appointment for a hearing.
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Reuters (2018): “Canada’s new wave of asylum seekers”: http://fingfx.thomsonreuters.com/gfx/rngs/TRUMP-EFFECT-CANADA-IMMIGRATION/0100617F2J1/
index.html.
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Personal interview with the Immigration and Refugee Board’s Refugee Protection Division (Toronto, July 18, 2018).

Government of Canada (2018): “Claiming asylum in Canada – what happens?”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2017/03/
claiming_asylum_incanadawhathappens.html.
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Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001): Article 91: Representation or advice: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html. In the event
that the person wishes to have a representative or adviser, the law only authorizes for this purpose accredited lawyers and notaries, members or legal assistants
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Government of Canada (2018): “Legal Aid Program”: http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/fund-fina/gov-gouv/aid-aide.html.
Check application processing times: http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/information/times/index.asp#.
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be a refugee, in keeping with the Geneva Convention of 1951, or as a person in need of protection, in accordance
with the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act106; A “person in need of protection” is a person in Canada who
would be personally subjected to danger of torture, a risk to their life or “a risk of cruel and unusual treatment or
punishment” if they were returned to their home country107.
The Refugee Protection Division may also issue a negative decision. In this case, the applicant can lodge an appeal
with the Refugee Appeal Division, which extends the conditional nature of the expulsion order received at the
beginning of the procedure108. However, not all asylum applicants can opt for it. Those who have gained access to
the territory as an exception to the Safe Third Country Agreement109, those whose application has been declared
manifestly unfounded or not credible by the Protection Division, the so-called “designated foreign nationals”110,
those who have abandoned the asylum application and those who applied for asylum to the Immigration and
Refugee Board before the provisions of the new protection system came into force in 2012, cannot lodge an appeal
with the Appeal Division”111, All of these people can instead request a review of the decision from the Federal
Court112. although the cases that go that far are very exceptional.
In 2017, only 2,384 of the 4,905 appeals filed with the Appeal Division were admitted and approximately
half of those given a decision confirmed the Protection Division’s negative decision113. The delay in deciding
upon cases is also evident in the Refugee Appeal Division: at the end of the first half of 2018, the number of
decisions pending resolutions was 5,289114.
An appeal to the Appeal Division is a written procedure that does not involve a personal interview except in
special cases. If this is not required, most appeals should receive a decision within a maximum of 90 days,
though there is no limit stipulated by law115. The possibilities of having legal assistance in dealing with the Appeal
Division are the same as in the first application. If the appeal procedure is exhausted, the conditional expulsion
order received on the first rejection becomes enforceable within 15 days and the Canada Border Services Agency is
responsible for repatriating the person subject to the order if they do not leave the country voluntarily. If the person
does not leave Canada and does not attend the appointments prior to returning, he or she may be detained in
custody in a detention centre to ensure the order is subsequently implemented.
As an alternative solution to expulsion, the person can turn to a Pre-Removal Risk Assessment, which is a
tool offered by the Canada Border Services Agency but managed by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada, which assesses the risks said person may face if they return to their home country116. Approval of a
Pre-Removal Risk Assessment guarantees that expulsion is prohibited and in most cases gives rise to protected
person status, which enables access to permanent residence. However, in order to use this legal instrument,
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Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001): Artículo 97: Person in need of protection: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html.

Government of Canada (2018): “Claiming asylum in Canada – what happens?”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2017/03/
claiming_asylum_incanadawhathappens.html
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If the Appeal Division rejects the protection again, the removal (expulsion) order becomes enforceable 15 days after this division gives notice of the rejection
(Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001): Article 49 (2)): In force - claimants: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html).
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There are four types of exception to applying the Safe Third Country Agreement, which are related to: having family members in Canada, unaccompanied minors,
being in possession of documents (such as a valid visa for entry into Canada or a stay permit issued by the country), and the public interest (Government of Canada (2016): “Canada-US Safe Third Country Agreement”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/mandate/policies-operationalinstructions-agreements/agreements/safe-third-country-agreement.html).
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The designation of “designated foreign nationals” is granted by the Minister of Public Safety when (s)he deems it appropriate for groups of people arriving in the
country in an irregular administrative situation who do not prove their identity and are suspected of belonging to criminal smuggling or human trafficking networks
(CLEO (2018): Refugee Rights in Ontario, “What is an ‘irregular arrival?’”: https://refugee.cleo.on.ca/en/what-irregular-arrival).
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one year must have passed since the Immigration and Refugee Board’s negative decision on protection (three
years in the case of asylum seekers from Designated Countries of Origin), unless there is new evidence that
was not available for assessment at the time the case was examined. There can be no appeal via the Refugee
Appeal Division against a negative decision for protection under the Pre-Removal Risk Assessment, though
there can be an appeal through the Federal Court in the event of presumption of irregularities in the procedure
or in application of the law117.
Refugees recognized as such after the asylum procedure in Canada, as well as persons with protected status
as a result of a Pre-Removal Risk Assessment, can immediately apply for the permanent residence permit in the
country118. This permit is the one that marks the difference in rights between the different categories of people of
foreign nationality in Canada, and the one that gives access to public settlement services119.
On the other hand, people whose application for asylum has been rejected have the possibility of applying
for permanent residency through a special legal alternative similar to what is known in Spain as protection for
humanitarian reasons: the petition on Humanitarian and Compassionate Grounds, whose approval nevertheless
depends on the Minister of Immigration and Citizenship’s discretional criterion120. This option is reserved for very
exceptional cases where the inclusion of the person in Canada is assessed, whether they have family ties, the
best interests for minors involved, and what could happen if they are not granted the permit, without assessing
risk factors for the person’s life such as persecution in their home country. It is not possible to apply for it until
one year after receiving a negative decision on the asylum application from the Protection Division (five years for
“designated foreign nationals”), nor during an asylum procedure in progress121. The period of one year to be able
to resort to this path is not applicable when the person has children under the age of 18 who may be affected by
their parent or progenitor leaving Canada, or if they can prove that any of the dependents has a serious illness
that cannot be treated in the country of origin122. In any case, this alternative to leaving the country allows access
to permanent residency but does not imply recognition of any type of international protection.
3.2.2. The border with the United States
The border separating Canada from the United States is more than 8,800 kilometres long. All along its length
there are border posts on the Canadian side, managed by the Canada Border Services Agency to control entry
into the country. The Third Safe Country bilateral agreement with the United States123 applies to these land ports.
It stipulates that people who intend to apply for asylum must do so in the first safe country through which they
pass, understanding both to be safe countries. Therefore, migrants who try to cross the border from the United
States to request asylum in Canada are denied the right to do so except in some exceptional cases: if these
people have a relative in Canada (first, second or third degree blood relation), if they are unaccompanied minors;
if they have a valid Canadian visa or any temporary stay permit previously issued by this country’s authorities,
or if they have been convicted of an offence that could carry the death penalty in the United States124.
Government of Canada (2017): “Pre-removal risk assessment – Refugee claims in Canada”: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/claim-protection-inside-canada/after-apply-next-steps/refusal-options/pre-removal-risk-assessment.html.
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This agreement, however, is not applicable to people who cross the border through lands that are between the
designated ports of entry, since they are not covered by its jurisdiction. Thus, these people intercepted inside
Canada125 can apply for asylum in the country without being subject to the Safe Third Country Agreement with
the United States126. This legal void in applying the agreement has allowed a large number of migrants living in the
United States who fear being expelled from the country after Donald Trump became president to gain irregular
entry to Canada in search of protection in order to avoid being rejected at the ports of entry by application of
the agreement. Thus, between January 2017 and March 2018 more than 25,000 people were intercepted on
the Canadian side after having crossed the border irregularly127, though a high percentage of them did not meet
the necessary requirements to be considered refugees128. Between January and September 2018, the number
of people intercepted by the Canada Border Services Agency on crossing the border in search of international
protection came to 15,726129.
It is important to note that the numerous border crossings from the United States to Canada, mainly via the
province of Quebec, have saturated the reception systems of Montreal and Toronto, the two main destination
cities for those who cross the border in an attempt to request asylum and settle in Canada. This has caused
tension between the provincial and federal governments in the face of a lack of sufficient material and human
resources to deal with a largely federal responsibility. The Safe Third Country Agreement is currently being
questioned; civil society organizations are asking for it to be repealed130 but the Government of Canada, which
is studying amending it jointly with the US, has not expressed a clear position on the matter131. The difficulty
in dealing with the situation and the growing voices critical of immigration from the United States suggest a
high probability that the agreement’s jurisdiction will be extended to all sections of the border between the two
countries in which it is currently not applicable.
Despite the xenophobic feelings that this situation is stirring up among some Canadian citizens, mainly in the
province of Quebec, it should be noted that this is not a border crossing comparable to those on the European
continent with a higher volume of traffic. According to the organizations that work with migrants who cross this
border, the cases of human smuggling and trafficking in women are practically anecdotal132 and the number of
unaccompanied minors intercepted is very low; nor are there records of violence used by the authorities. Some
civil society organizations have reported some cases of verbal violence or abuse in exercising authority during
administrative procedures, however133. The border is easy to cross as it is not marked by any physical obstacle,
which also makes it different from other borders in the world such as the southern border of the United States
with Mexico, and Mexico with Guatemala134, or the increasingly pronounced southern border of Europe135. Even
so, the exponential increase of people entering Canada from the United States is giving rise to a change in the
The Canada Border Services Agency and the Royal Canadian Police are the authorities responsible for intercepting irregular migrants. The former is responsible
for border security at ports of entry as well as security within Canada; the latter’s purpose is to protect border security between official ports of entry into the
country.
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social perception towards migrants and especially towards asylum seekers, who are considered to be people in
the process of regularization and therefore lacking rights to permanent residence in the country (because they
do not have access to them) until the protection is approved. And as we have seen, this “process” has been
lengthening over time until it has currently reached a wait of around two years.

4. The reception system
In Canada, there is no federal reception system providing accommodation and assistance for asylum applicants
and refugees; it is the cities and civil society that are responsible for housing people in need of protection. The
provision of basic services such as health and education, as well as inclusion programmes are the responsibility of
the country’s provinces and territories. The Canadian Government works in close collaboration with the provinces,
territories and different organizations called Service Provider Organizations136, to provide different types of services
that help newcomers establish themselves in the country through settlement programmes; an objective for which it
invests 1,200 million Canadian dollars a year. However, the people’s legal status, or more specifically the residence
permit they hold, makes a difference in terms of their access to these services and programmes137.

4.1. Assistance for settlement
There are several types of settlement support programmes in Canada138, though access to them depends on
the migrants’ administrative situation. In the case of refugees, it depends on the sponsorship programme via
which they have been resettled in the country. In carrying out these settlement support programmes, the federal
government shares responsibilities with the provinces, which in turn coordinate the Service Provider Organizations’
initiatives. Many municipalities also play key roles in the planning and “logistical support for such organizations in
providing services to refugees [resettled or not] and also in creating warm and welcoming communities”139. Due to
its particular situation, the province of Quebec has full responsibility for the settlement and integration programmes
in the region, unlike the other provinces.
There are three major types of support services for settling migrants in Canada140: “Resettlement Assistance
Programs” specifically designed for refugees resettled through different types of sponsorship; “Settlement and
Integration Programs”, available to all newly arrived migrants141; and the classic public services, which include social
assistance programmes open to everybody residing in Canada and are totally or partially subsidized, to which
resettled refugees have access when the sponsorship period ends, as well as people with refugee status granted
in Canada, since they hold a permanent residence permit.

The Service Provider Organizations are agencies subcontracted by the federal government to provide different types of services related to life and work in Canada
for foreigners who have recently arrived in the country. There are about 500 Service Provider Organizations in Canada and hundreds of organizations that depend
on the provinces, municipalities or support from the community itself (personal interview with the Canadian Department of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (Ottawa, 18 July, 2018)).
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The main programme par excellence for refugees resettled in the country is the “Resettlement Assistance Program”,
financed and administered by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada142. Only resettled refugees can
access this programme through government sponsorship and blended sponsorship. It covers two aspects:
reception and guidance services on the one hand, and monthly financial support on the other, which is received
once the refugees find suitable housing to settle permanently143. In its basic form, the Resettlement Assistance
Program includes 17 hours of specific services to become familiar with life in the country for six weeks, to
which another five hours can be added for people in vulnerable situations or with special needs144. In 2017 there
were 37 Service Providers engaged in providing this programme in the country’s largest urban hubs. These
organizations are responsible for: picking up refugees at the airport, managing temporary accommodation,
helping in the search for a permanent home, helping to set up the home with basic items, offering guidance
on life in Canada and advising on how to manage the economic support provided by the federal government
well145. The programme’s purpose can be summed up as boosting the refugees’ self-confidence, giving support
in finding and accessing housing that can be considered a home, and attaining economic independence by
getting a job. “Client Support Services” complement this programme, lasting between three and six months
depending on the refugees’ degree of vulnerability. Through these, support is given for settlement and inclusion
in the medium term via guidance and accompaniment, and it is progressively reduced.
Refugees resettled through the government programme, the Joint Assistance Program for highly vulnerable
individuals, and the blended programme, as well as some via the private programme, can also benefit from
the “Immigrant Loan Program”. This involves a loan for the person’s resettlement journey to Canada and the
prior medical examinations, which has to be reimbursed to the Government of Canada within three to eight
years (depending on the size of the loan) as of the first year of residence in the country146. On some occasions,
refugees resettled via the Joint Assistance Program for very vulnerable profiles are exempt from paying the
loan.
As one can see, refugees arriving in Canada via resettlement have access to practically all the services
necessary to settle in the country as of their arrival On the other hand, asylum applicants who do not have a
permanent residence permit as they wait for a decision on their application only have the right to healthcare,
emergency accommodation, education for their minor children and limited legal help, though they can also
apply for a work permit at any time after undergoing a medical examination. But gaining access to these
services, which are not exclusively for asylum applicants, depends in practice upon the circumstances at the
time and the provinces’ and territories’ basic systems for providing the services. Figure 4 shows the services
available to people in situations of vulnerability in Canada, according to the different levels of government in
the country. Asylum applicants can also use them.

Quebec has its own version of theResettlement Assistance Program, called the “Refugee Reception and Establishment Program”, which is financed by Quebec’s
Ministry of Immigration, Diversity and Inclusion, with the same benefits as the former.
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Figure 5. Services that can be accessed by asylum applicants in Canada by the different levels of government

Federal

Provincial or
territorial

Cities and NGOs

• Interim Federal Health Program
(includes mental health)

• Temporary work permit

• Social aid
• Education
• Legal assistance

• Emergency accommodation
• Housing aid for people on low incomes

Source: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (2018)

4.2. Accommodation
Refugees resettled through the public programme and those who arrive in Canada through a blended sponsorship
programme are provided with temporary accommodation by the government, usually in a reception centre, until
they find a permanent one that can become their home with the help of the Service Provider Organizations.
Refugees resettled through the private sponsorship programme, on the other hand, have the housing that the
sponsors have prepared or rented for them from the outset. The Service Provider Organizations that provide
training for private sponsors emphasize raising their awareness so as to look for accommodation that the
refugees can afford once the sponsorship period ends; as well as the need to involve them in the rent so that
they begin to become aware of the expenses they will have to take on later.
Although resettled refugees are guaranteed accommodation paid for by sponsors, in some areas of the country
it is difficult to find housing big enough to accommodate families with many members. This often means they
end up being accommodated in hotels for long periods, which makes it more difficult to recuperate a certain
sensation of normality and rebuilding a home147.
Asylum applicants, however, do not get public support on arrival in order to search for a home, nor are
they eligible for the first-time accommodation offered to resettled refugees through government and mixed
sponsorship programmes or to those who benefit from the Joint Assistance Sponsorship Program. There is
no specific federal reception system for them, so in general they must pay for their own accommodation. This
is not easy an easy task considering the stigma they face with some landlords, since they are in an uncertain
situation regarding their legal permanence in Canada. Otherwise, if they do not have the means to pay for it, they
go to the reception centres and resources for the homeless in the region where they are located. The regional
reception systems’ accommodation, or emergency shelters, are open to all homeless people regardless of
their legal status, but they seem to be becoming insufficient in the country’s cities with the highest number of
asylum applicants (Toronto and Montreal), with very high occupation levels148. As a result, newly arrived asylum
applicants often live in overcrowded conditions in low-quality housing and experience a lot of stress since they
find it necessary to spend almost all of their budget on renting accommodation, leaving less to cover other
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needs such as food, clothing and transport149. Thus, many depend on food banks to get by150.
Asylum applicants do not receive economic aid either, unlike resettled refugees, though they may receive
provincial and territorial aid like other citizens. If protection is rejected, these social aids are not interrupted while
waiting for a decision on the appeal (if there is one) or for expulsion from the country if this has been ordered151.
These aids vary slightly from one province to another, though in general they are insufficient for the cost of city
life. It has been proposed in some provinces such as Quebec to relocate the asylum applicants in smaller towns
and rural areas throughout the province, where the cost of living is lower. However, this is completely ineffective
due to the way the current system works. Most organisations that provide services to these people are in
Montréal, the main city in the province and the second biggest in the country, and it is the only place where the
asylum applicants can apply for social aid152.
In the province of Quebec there is a specific programme for receiving asylum applicants: “Regional Program
for the Settlement and Integration of Asylum Seekers”. It is the only service of this nature in the province and in
the country. On the first-time reception, asylum applicants are given temporary accommodation in a residence
managed by the YMCA Organisation or in temporary accommodation where they can stay for one or two days
(up to five for families)153. Later, depending on the economic resources they have, they are given access to
other temporary accommodation via said programme until they receive their first social cheque, which usually
takes between 21 and 35 days and is paid directly by the Government of Quebec154. After that, they must seek
permanent accommodation. They may be supported in this task by Service Provider Organizations or NGOs
engaged in such activity155. Although there is no specific programme, the usual settlement services geared
towards housing and inclusion for migrants in general can help in advising about rights related to housing,
contact with landlords, signing the rental contract and access to housing reserves. However, the scarcity
of affordable housing for the equally scarce asylum applicants’ resources means that after going from one
temporary shelter to another they may find themselves with no place to stay156.

4.3. Saturation of the reception systems in Montreal and Toronto
In March 2018, the Montreal authorities requested help from the regional and federal governments because the
vacancies for reception in the Regional Program for the Settlement and Integration of Asylum Seekers were almost
completely full, while migrants continued to arrive over the border with the United States157. By the summer of 2017,
as a result of the flow of arrivals into the province of Quebec mainly from Haiti and Nigeria, the Olympic Stadium
had to be prepared as temporary shelter158. There were then 12 temporary accommodation centres to which people

SHERREL, K. (2017): “Access to Housing in Canada”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, p. 67: https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf.
149

150

Idem., p. 70.

152

211 Grand Montréal (2018): “Information for Asylum Seekers”: https://www.211qc.ca/en/immigration-and-cultural-communities/asylum-seekers.

CLARK-KAZAK, C. (2017): “Structural Context for Refugee Claimants in Canada”, in Korntheuer, A., Maehler, D. and Pritchard, P. (eds.) (2017): Structural Context of
Refugee Integration in Canada and Germany, GESIS Series, Vol. 15, p. 130:
https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/forschung/publikationen/gesis_reihen/gesis_schriftenreihe/GS_15_-_Refugee_Integration_in_Canada_and_Germany.pdf.
151

153

Idem.

The amount of the social cheque in Quebec is the same received by other citizens in the province. This amount varies depending on the personal situation. It
can be seen in 211 Grand Montréal (2018): “Information for Asylum Seekers”: https://www.211qc.ca/en/immigration-and-cultural-communities/asylum-seekers.
154

On its website, Quebec’s Ministry of Immigration, Diversity and Inclusion lists 12 organizations that help in the search for accommodation: http://www.immigration-quebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/immigrate-settle/humanitarian-immigration/asylum-seeker.html.
155

LOWRIE, M. (2017): “Some asylum-seekers struggling to find housing after shelters”, CTV News, 14 August 2017: https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/some-asylumseekers-struggling-to-find-housing-after-shelters-1.3544473.
156

KASSAM, A. (2018): “Canada: Trudeau government cools on asylum seekers as numbers from US rise”, The Guardian, 8 May 2018: https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2018/may/08/canada-trudeau-government-migrant-asylum-seekers .
157

PARK, M. (2017): “Montreal Stadium turns into shelter for asylum seekers who’ve left US”, CNN, 3 August 2017: https://edition.cnn.com/2017/08/03/americas/
olympic-stadium-canada-asylum-seekers/index.html.
158

28

crossing the border seeking asylum could be sent via the regional reception programme159 (actualmente existen
tres). Para ello, habían de esperar unos tres días, durante los cuales mucha gente dormía en tiendas de campaña
instaladas por las Fuerzas Canadienses en Saint-Bernard-de-Lacolle160. At the beginning of May 2018, in preparation
for a new increase in arrivals over the summer the Government again authorised tents to be set up for 520 people161.
This was organized by the Canada Border Services Agency, which also registered the asylum seekers’ eligibility
and admissibility as they passed through, after which they were transported to Montreal162.
In order to find a solution to the migration pressure on Quebec, following federal and regional negotiations it was
decided to help transport willing asylum applicants to Toronto, the capital of Ontario163. However, that same month the
authorities in Toronto, the most populous city in Canada, also requested help from the federal government to handle the
growing number of asylum applicants it was receiving164. This increase over the previous two years had led to saturation
in its already limited system of emergency accommodation, open to all homeless people. The municipal authorities
indicated that, whereas in 2016 only 11.2% of the vacancies were taken up by asylum applicants, this percentage had
risen to 37.6% in April 2018165 and it was forecast that by November they would be the majority166. Hence, towards the
end of May the city announced that a contingency plan was being launched to tackle the arrival of asylum applicants
predicted for the summer167. With this plan, accommodation was provided in student residence dormitories for hundreds
of asylum applicants over the summer, who had to go to community centres converted into temporary accommodation
centres for people in need of protection. These were managed by the Red Cross after the summer168.
The mayor of Toronto stated that the city wanted to receive them and they were prepared to continue doing so for
everybody’s benefit, but that they needed financial support to meet the costs involved169. In the early months of
2018, more vacancies in motels and youth hostels were prepared and accommodation schemes were launched
for new arrivals in hostels, but the limit for occupancy was soon reached170. The total amount of spaces provided
by Toronto’s emergency accommodation system in November came to 7,057, of which 3,384 were reserved for
families and 750 for women171. There is currently not only a problem with funding, but also with available spaces.
Even so, there are not reported to be any street settlements in the city or other parts of the country.
The two Canadian provinces accommodating the greatest number of asylum applicants and refugees are faced with
the challenge of receiving refugees who arrive via resettlement and with the continuous flux of people arriving over
the border requesting international protection. Just as the regional reception systems are being heavily affected,
there is also an impact on the asylum procedure, with delays in its deadlines as we have seen, which directly affects
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the asylum applicants with least resources. NGOs and civil society denounce the asylum applicants’ extremely
precarious conditions while they await a decision on their application172, but this situation worsens as the duration
of the process lengthens.

5. The inclusion process
The model for inclusion in Canada is based on the concept of mutual adaptation between migrants and Canadian
society, defined as the multicultural model173. One of the country’s identifying hallmarks is its tradition of accepting
and welcoming people of different nationalities throughout its history. This has given rise not only to a multicultural
society but also the implementation of a policy of multiculturalism in 1971 whose intention was to acknowledge
and support the population’s demographic change over the previous decades174. Later, this was enshrined in the
Canadian Multiculturalism Act in 1988175.
Diversity is more significant and visible in the big urban hubs, where significant percentages of the populace are
from ethnic minorities. In this context, the segregation and different kinds of social marginalisation that we see in
many European countries are practically non-existent. It is therefore unlikely for refugees and asylum applicants to
become isolated merely due to their status176 even if, as we have shown, there are some difficulties for the latter to
completely integrate, given the limitations in access to housing and some settlement services.
The low unemployment rate177, a strong social security system and the involvement of civil society all make it possible
in a way for refugees to be successfully welcomed and included. This favourable socio-economic context, together
with support networks based on a community vision of society, means that refugees can more easily find opportunities
to rebuild their lives. Nevertheless, in order to assess the success in integrating migrants in the country, not only
economically but also socially, it is essential to pay special attention to the role played by the ethnic and religious
communities in the process. In addition to being responsible for a high percentage of private sponsorships, religious
and ethnic organisations play a very important role in the integration process for refugees and asylum applicants in
Canada, supporting their institutional adaptation in sectors such as education, healthcare and social services178. This
is why one of the reasons both groups stay in the big cities is to be able to have access to organizations with whom
they have common ethnic or religious affinities.
However, some Canadian researchers and academics highlight a significant difference in society’s perception
of refugees depending on whether they have been resettled via a sponsorship programme or are in the country
because they have been granted international protection by Canada after arriving spontaneously in the country
instead of via resettlement. Whereas the former are viewed with understanding and compassion, the latter are
viewed as almost illegitimate179.
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In general, the inclusion of migrants and refugees is considered to be a great success in Canada. The numerous
surveys and studies carried out among Canadian citizens not born in the country reveal high levels of a feeling
of belonging, social trust and active citizenship. There is substantial investment by the government in settlement
policies, in collaboration with a broad network of Service Provider Organizations, which are aimed at all newly arrived
migrants in the country and not just those under international protection. There are also a multitude of social inclusion
support programmes that help build the community, which is a key concept in Canadian society. Some examples
of this are the “Local Immigration Partnerships”, which connect municipal governments with public institutions, the
Service Provider Organizations, employers and other interested parties to plan and coordinate the services for recent
arrivals; and the “school Settlement Worker”, which encourages public schools to use a social worker known as
a “settlement worker” to help newly arrived students in their process of inclusion in the school, showing them the
facilities beforehand, explaining how it works and advising them on any query or concern. All of this, deriving from
personalised attention to each person’s needs, means that migrants in general and many refugees in particular find a
safe, favourable atmosphere in Canadian society that helps them build and develop a new life.
One of the most important inclusion programmes, which is part of the “Settlement and Integration Programs”, is the
one for teaching language (French in Quebec and English in the rest of Canada). The English and French classes
are free via the “Language Instruction Newcomers to Canada”, funded by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (and the Ministry for Quebec’s Immigration, Diversity and Inclusion in that province). There is an “Early
Childhood Education and Care” programme so that parents can attend these classes. They provide free care for the
families’ children in a multicultural environment that also concentrates on learning the language while the parents
are attending the classes180.
Even so, despite all of these good practices it should be noted that although there has been an increase in funding
from Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada for inclusion policies as a result of receiving Syrian refugees
in 2016 and 2017, there are still limitations in refugees’ access to services. One deficiency found in the system
of programmes is the lack of interpreters, above all for less frequent languages, and a lack of preparation among
workers, particularly as regards dealing with trauma and referring people to culturally and linguistically suitable
mental health services181. Faced with the great number of resettlements over these last two years, there is growing
concern about these people’s inclusion process182.

5.1. Access to healthcare
Access to healthcare is also funded by the government via the “Interim Federal Health Program”, which provides
temporary healthcare coverage for refugees and asylum applicants until they get provincial or territorial health
insurance183. When they have the provincial insurance, which usually takes about three months after they apply
for it, the Interim Federal Health Program continues to cover complementary services for resettled refugees
via government sponsorship and blended sponsorship until their public support ends.
There are three types of coverage within the Interim Federal Health Program: basic coverage, which is similar
to provincial health insurance184; supplementary coverage, also similar to the one provided by provinces
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and territories for those receiving social aid185; and coverage for medical prescriptions and medical tests for
migrants.
The healthcare coverage for migrants in Canada, including refugees and asylum applicants, is quite wide-ranging
on the whole, though it should be noted that this situation depends very much on the political swings in the
migration control programmes186. Recently, in some areas of the country such as the province of Quebec the medical
community has refused to attend to asylum applicants in protest at the bureaucratic problems it entails: difficulty
in proving their identity, delays in reimbursement of fees by the federal government, loss of money, etc. This has a
direct impact on the most vulnerable people and makes it extremely difficult for them to gain access to healthcare187.

5.2. Access to education
According to the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act: “Every minor child in Canada, other than a child of a
temporary resident not authorized to work or study, is authorized to study at the pre-school, primary or secondary
level.”188. However, there is no federal policy regulating access to education189. However, there is no federal policy
regulating access to education190. In every one of the ten Canadian provinces and territories, the competences
over development and implementation of education policy are shared between the central government and locally
elected school boards. As a result, each province and territory has its own education policy and structure. Hence,
the different provinces and territories have gradually adapted their education systems so that said access to
education may be possible for children of refugees and asylum applicants, with Quebec being the last to do so in
2017.
Generally, there must be documents proving the parents’ residency in the province for asylum applicants’ children
to be able to be schooled. The local school boards have developed different formulas to help enrol children of
asylum applicants and refugees. One example are some school boards’ “reception centers” in the province of
Ontario to help pupils and their families take decisions about enrolling and choosing secondary school courses191. In
post-secondary education, both the children of asylum applicants as well as the applicants themselves are deemed
to be international students and thus have to pay the fees for their studies192. Although asylum applicants and
refugees have been able to access the “Canadian Student Loan Program” since 2003, payment of the fee remains
a barrier for many of these people to access further education193.
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Furthermore, it should be noted that following the arrival of numerous Syrian families with children in 2016, the
education systems’ capacities in Canada were overwhelmed in attending to the Syrian children’s psychosocial
and linguistic needs. To tackle this, additional provincial funds were used to improve the programmes and hire
educational psychologists, language specialists and educational assistants194.

5.3. Access to jobs
Refugees resettled in Canada can access the job market as soon as they arrive in the country, just as asylum
applicants can apply for a work permit online once they have executed their asylum application.
In 2017 the delay in basic processes such as determining the eligibility to apply for asylum in the country and
delays in approving work permits gave rise to long waiting times to get work permits. The calls for approval of
work permits to be streamlined195, gave rise to them now being issued in under a month196, thus enabling asylum
applicants to sustain themselves and their families economically if they find a job. To do so, the asylum applicants
can gain access to public employability programmes funded by regional governments, except if they are in Quebec,
where they are not allowed to opt for these programmes considering the uncertainty as to what the outcome of their
asylum application will be197.
Different studies on the integration of refugees in Canada come to common conclusions in some areas such as
employment. Refugees resettled via the private sponsorship programme tend to find a job before those resettled
through the public programme, and also achieve greater income in their first years in the country198. Indeed, studies
on Syrian refugees resettled in Canada showed that those resettled through the government programme have
lower employment levels (around 10%) than those resettled through the private programme (over half of whom
have a job)199. This is partly explained by the low educational and language levels of refugees resettled via the
government programme. It is also related to the fact that those resettled through the private programme can usually
count on family and friends, building social circles of support earlier than those resettled through the governmental
and blended programmes thanks to their sponsors, which leads to contacts to help in the job search.
Even so, accessing the job market is generally difficult for most refugees in Canada and their unemployment rates
are significantly higher than those of other migrants in Canada five years after their arrival200. On average, it takes
refugees from 12 to 15 years to reach employment and income levels comparable to people of Canadian origin201.
The main problems detected, which help explain this situation, are related to learning the language and recognition
and ratification of their certificates of study202.
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5.4. Refugees and asylum applicants in a vulnerable situation
Both the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act and inclusion policies drawn up by Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada take into account personalised treatment and an individual approach for people with special
needs. These groups include human trafficking and torture victims, unaccompanied minors, women at risk and
LGBT people203, for whom there are special inclusion programmes developed and carried out by Service Provider
Organizations and NGOs. The Immigration and Refugee Board assigns cases of people in these groups to officers
with specific training in the kind of vulnerability in question204. If necessary, they may also designate a representative
to protect the person’s interests, guide and help them during the process.
It should be noted that Canada is a pioneering country in granting international protection and resettlement
for LGBT people, a social group whose name has more initials in this country: LGBTQ+, to include “queer”
and “two-spirits”. The Rainbow Refugee Society, founded in Vancouver nearly two decades ago, is one of the
Canadian organizations with the longest track record in supporting this broad group. Together with Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, it coordinates the “Rainbow Refugee Assistance Project”, a nationwide
blended sponsorship programme to resettle asylum applicants belonging to this group, which has come to
include 14 Canadian cities205. Other NGOs like Capital Rainbow Refuge, in Ottawa, and Rainbow Railroad and
the Metropolitan Community Church in Toronto, are some of the partner organizations promoting sponsorship
through the programme. The Rainbow Refugee Society has also signed another agreement with Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, which has enabled a pilot project to be launched to foster the resettlement
of LGBTQ+ refugees through the blended programme206. It should also be noted that staff in the Immigration and
Refugee Board also receive specific training to deal with asylum applications from people facing violence and
persecution related to sexual orientation and gender identity.
5.4.1. Unaccompanied children
Unaccompanied minors in Canada207, regardless of their nationality, are considered to be a particularly vulnerable
group and there is a Guardianship Protocol for them which aims to care for the child in the long-term, prioritising
“the best interests of the child”208. This care must be guaranteed as much as possible through a family relationship
in a safe atmosphere until the child reaches the age of majority (which varies between provinces and territories from
16 to 19 years of age). Said relationship may be provided by an adult who becomes their legal guardian. Even so,
the minors are consulted during the process and are allowed to express their point of view about the procedures
carried out for their care.
When unaccompanied migrant children arrive in Canada across the border with the United States by their own
means and are intercepted by the Canada Border Services Agency, the Guardianship Protocol is activated209. The
person assigned to take charge of the minor must notify them of their right to apply for international protection.
If they wish to do so, then the Immigration and Refugee Board designates a representative to them210, who must
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assist them throughout the asylum procedure, helping them to gather the relevant evidence and to prepare for the
asylum hearing211. This representative must accompany the minor throughout the procedure, even in the appeal
period if applicable.
Occasionally, unaccompanied children also arrive in Canada through resettlement programmes. They are always at
least 10 years of age. Apart from a few exceptions, those under 10 years of age can only travel to Canada through
one of these programmes accompanied by an adult, with responsibility for all costs associated with the minor’s
journey lying with members of the immediate family or other relatives in Canada212. However, unaccompanied
minors with no family ties in the country are not eligible for resettlement due to a moratorium excluding them that
has been in force for over a decade213.
Each province’s social services are responsible for launching the Guardianship Protocol and attending to minors’
special needs, so in practice the care received may vary from one place to another.
5.4.2. Victims of human trafficking and women victims of violence
Canada has a “program for women at risk” by which it arranges for protection and assistance for women refugees
in critical situations. The expression “women at risk” comes from a support program launched by UNHCR in 1988
to improve resettlement opportunities for women in vulnerable situations. When assessing the profile of refugees
susceptible to resettlement, this programme has helped give greater consideration to the circumstances they are
suffering from, especially in the case of women, who in addition face special situations.
Canada considers women at risk to be “women without the normal protection of a family unit who find themselves
in precarious situations where the local authorities cannot ensure their safety”214. These women are given priority
to be resettled by the Canadian government and channelled through the public resettlement programme
designed for refugees in seriously precarious situations. The programme includes a sponsorship period of two
years, during which the person may complement their inclusion process with specialised treatment, but only in
certain cities in the country. By channelling them through this programme after arrival in Canada, it is possible
that a greater level of vulnerability is detected for the person than initially reported.
Once in Canada, there are organisations such as Immigrant Women Services Ottawa215 , with funding from
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada and the provincial government, that attend to migrant and women
refugees’ special needs in detail (though not for asylum applicants), in this case in the city of Ottawa. There is a
wide array of support ranging from settlement and inclusion services such as education in language and other
basic skills to psychological support and assistance for mothers and children with functional diversity, as well
as social activities, help with care and education for children, translation and interpreting services, legal advice,
and eventually accommodation in the case of abuse or gender violence (also available for asylum applicant
women). In fact, all of the Service Provider Organizations and NGOs working with migrants in Canada’s main
cities (notably entities such as COSTI in Toronto and the regions of York and Peel) offer services across the
board for women.216
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It should also be mentioned that victims of human trafficking, torture and violence are also susceptible for
resettlement in Canada via the Joint Assistance Program. According to the Service Provider Organizations with
whom the CEAR team met during the mission, there are very few cases of victims of serious situations of
violence, torture or human trafficking. This is due to the country’s geographical location, its particular migratory
context and the strong legislation in this regard, which can apply life sentences for those responsible for human
trafficking217, though there may be a lack of appropriate identification of such cases, which may also be a reason.
That would explain the scarce identification of these kinds of victims in Canada.

5.5. Family reunification: OYW and sponsoring families
The key aspects for measuring the success of the inclusion process for refugees in society are usually access to the
job market, to the private housing market and to the education and healthcare systems. Nevertheless, we cannot
forget the importance of family reunification and these people’s right to live as a family, since this is often what
enables them to begin a new life far from their home countries, as opposed to finding themselves languishing in
their attempt to do so or else fraught with worry about the situation of their loved ones from whom they have been
obliged to separate.
The Immigration and Refugee Protection Act’s aim is to “support the self-sufficiency and the social and economic
well-being of refugees by facilitating reunification with their family members in Canada”218. This is why the refugee
resettlement programmes in Canada include and encourage resettlement for families and not just individuals.
When this is not possible, there is a programme to help speed up family reunification. It is called One-Year Window
(OYW)219, and it allows refugees who have been resettled, as well as those who have attained international protection
after applying for asylum in Canada, to bring their immediate families: spouses, partners, dependent children220 and
the latter’s children. If said family members have not been able to accompany the person in their resettlement as
a refugee in Canada, within one year of arrival the latter may apply for resettlement of their family members. At the
same time, their family members may also apply for the programme in an Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada office abroad, within one year of their family member arriving in the country. The applications are processed
as relatives dependent on said person. It is therefore not necessary for them to meet the definition of refugees
themselves, since they obtain the same status as the main relative resident in Canada, although they must meet the
basic criteria to be admitted in the country221. If the procedures for the relatives’ arrival in Canada begin within the
period of sponsorship, the sponsors of the refugee applying for family reunification through the One-Year Window
programme then become responsible for financing the resettlement needs of the relatives to be reunited222.
Refugees whose protection has been granted in Canada after also applying for asylum may join this programme
when they have obtained the permanent resident permit. It is on applying for the latter when resettled refugees and
people who have been granted protection in Canada must state who the immediate members of their family are,
even if they are not accompanying them in Canada. This step is crucial for determining the subsequent eligibility of
217
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Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (2001): Articles 117 to 120: https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-2.5/FullText.html.
Ibid.: Article 3 (2)(3).

The application for the programme can be seen here: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-formsguides/request-process-family-members-under-year-window-opportunity-provisions.html.
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condition that means they cannot be economically self-sufficient and thus can be treated as dependents (Government of Canada (2018): “Dependent children”:
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the family members for the One-Year Window of opportunity223. However, this programme has significant limitations
on applying it in practice such as the time limit, the high fees224, the limited definition of an immediate family, the
requirement to prove the authenticity of family ties and delays in processing the procedure225. If in addition to the
lengthy process there are also other protracted processes such as the resettlement itself, the cases of families
whose members are obliged to be separated for years then multiply.
Together with this limited programme, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada provides another called
“Sponsorship of Parents and Grandparents”, access to which is not exclusively for refugees226. The period for
applying for this programme begins every January, and usually lasts a few days. The applications admitted for
processing are quite restricted and the applicant must prove a minimum income. It is also possible for refugees in
Canada to sponsor the resettlement of their family members through the private programme. To do so, the relatives
must meet the same requisites as any other person susceptible to be resettled in Canada as a refugee through this
programme.
In the case of Quebec, family reunification can only be carried out via sponsorship: refugees in the province that
wish to bring their relatives must sponsor their resettlement. To do so, Quebec’s Ministry of Immigration, Diversity
and Inclusion demands a series of requirements such as a certain level of income227 and the means to pay for
the programme’s fees228, as well as for all costs arising from it during a specific period of time229, and to have
no record of sexual abuse or other crimes. Relatives that can be sponsored in this case include not only those
in the immediate family (spouse, common-law partner and dependent children), but also parents, grandparents,
siblings and grandchildren, who may be orphans, minors, unmarried or without a common-law partner230. However,
the application for sponsorship must be made through the federal government, specifically through Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, the only institution with authority to approve the admission of foreigners into
the country and to determine who may sponsor their entry. If the application is approved, then the process may
continue through Quebec’s Ministry of Immigration, Diversity and Inclusion, though the final decision about it
is made by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, which is responsible for approving the permanent
residence permit requested for the sponsored person, who must also pass the medical and security screenings
applied to any national from another country arriving in Canada. Once approved, the main practical obstacle is the
long time taken for resettlement (from months to years).
In any case, the permanent residence permits granted to families resettled in Canada are not included in the annual
migration levels for “Refugees and Protected Persons”, but are found in an independent category called “Family”.
The number forecast to be reached for 2018 is 86,000 permits231.

Catholic Crosscultural Services (2018): “Family Reunification & One-Year Window”, Refugee Sponsorship Training Program: http://www.rstp.ca/en/refugees/
family-reunification-one-year-window/.
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6. Exploring new ways of protection
As an alternative to the traditional paths that lead to protection for people seeking refuge (guaranteeing that the right
to asylum may be exercised and resettlement policies), Canada is exploring other ways to provide opportunities
for people in need of protection who do not meet the criteria defined to opt for the traditional ways, yet who do not
have sufficient means to resort to other alternatives, either.

6.1. Student Refugee Program
The “Student Refugee Program”, put forward as a lasting solution for young refugees, is an example of a
consolidated, successful initiative based on which other alternatives may be reconsidered that may be susceptible
to be channelled through education, family reunification and job mobility. The programme was launched by the NGO
World University Service of Canada in 1978 in the province of Ontario in order to foster resettlement, giving training
opportunities in higher education232. There have been 83 Canadian universities and further studies institutions in its
long history, educating over 1,800 young refugees from different countries233. Although the programme is funded by
the Ministry of Trade in Ontario together with the provincial government and the universities and institutions, other
associated costs are paid for by the students themselves and staff at the institutions, who voluntarily form local
boards on campus or faculties to mobilise resources and coordinate the necessary support.
The students are resettled through the PSR (private sponsorship), so they arrive in Canada with a permanent
resident permit, which allows them access to most of the settlement services seen above. Furthermore, they may
seek employment on arrival: two out of three find work during their first year of sponsorship (63% on the campus
itself and 37% outside it)234. As a result, on finishing their studies eight out of ten send money to their family or
friends in their home country, 90% get Canadian citizenship235 y el 29% and 29% privately sponsor the resettlement
of family members in subsequent processes236.
In addition to the direct impact this programme has on young refugees, who it gives the opportunity to resettle in
Canada to follow higher studies, it also has huge potential to raise awareness in the student community and its
social circles: relatives, friends, study and work colleagues, and others.

6.2. Other forms of resettlement
There are many refugees in the world with high professional qualifications who are not eligible for resettlement
because they are considered more independent than other more vulnerable ones. However, sometimes they do
not have the possibility to emigrate in search of work either, because they do not meet the necessary requirements
such as travel documents or sufficient economic resources to pay the fees demanded, nor do they have any
way to contact employees to get a job offer. The United States NGO Talent Beyond Boundaries237 has drawn up
a catalogue of talents with 10,000 refugees in Libya and Jordan to be put in touch with employers in Canada
and Australia. This initiative is bringing about a shift in the narratives towards refugees: not only is there talk of
protection, but also economic potential and the possibility of a win-win situation when they are able to integrate into

It is implemented by this NGO (https://wusc.ca/) in collaboration with Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, the Government of Quebec, Windle Trust
Kenia and the Jesuit Refugee Services.
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Student Refugee Program (2018): https://srp.wusc.ca/.
WUSC (s.a.): “The Studen Refugee Program”.

As of five years as a permanent resident in Canada.
WUSC (s.a.): “The Studen Refugee Program”

Talent Beyond Boundaries: https://talentbeyondboundaries.org/index.html
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a country’s economy238. For this reason, based on this initial premise and inspired by the work of the NGO together
with the need for foreign workers in the Canadian job market, institutions are trying to create formulas to enable
highly qualified refugees to arrive through other channels. To do so, a pilot project has been set up in Kenya to try
to identify the barriers faced by the most qualified refugees to access federal or provincial Canadian economic
immigration programmes. The results of the project will be obtained in 2019.
If refugees’ special needs are not dealt with in a personalised way, then setting up these kinds of formulas could
lead to a loss of basis for states’ obligation to provide effective protection for these people, regardless of their
profile and personal or professional merits, recognizing them as refugees by virtue of the reasons why they are
seeking asylum.

7. Conclusions
- Canada’s migration policy mainly concentrates on pre-selecting and managing migrants before they arrive from
their home or transit country, as well as on integrating them as a way of strengthening the economy and society.
- In addition to planning the population needs annually, Canada has a planned strategy to set up secure legal channels
for people in need of protection, which has made the country exemplary in migration matters. This strategy is
fundamentally based on the option of resettlement, through which 600,000 people were resettled in the country
from 1980 to 2015.
- Since the summer of 2017, there has been a noticeable increase in arrivals of refugees and asylum applicants over
the frontier between Canada and the United States. This fact, coupled with the growth in the number of asylum
applicants already registered in 2016, means that the number of applications pending a decision has continued to
rise, reaching 55,567 applications pending a decision by mid-2018. Moreover, this increase in arrivals has led to a
lot of pressure on the provincial reception systems.
- As for the international protection procedure, it is important to point out that asylum applicants have the right to legal
aid, but it is only free for cases covered by the public programme of legal assistance for people in disadvantaged
situations, which currently does not have sufficient resources to cover the existing cases.
- Asylum applications from people in a vulnerable situation such as unaccompanied children, women victims of
violence, people in the LGBT community and human trafficking victims are examined by officers specialising in
each situation of vulnerability. Furthermore, there are public agencies and NGOs specialising in attending to these
people’s special needs during the settlement and inclusion process.
- The resorts to appeal against rejection of protection during the asylum procedure have the effect of suspending the
expulsion order. However, not all asylum applicants have the right to lodge this appeal, though they may request a
review of the decision in the Federal Court. There is currently a delay in decisions on appeals. By mid-2018 there
were 5,289 pending a decision.
- In Canada, it is the provinces, territories and cities that have the authority and responsibility for refugees’
accommodation and inclusion. However, asylum applicants do not have access to this accommodation system
or specific benefits. This situation raises a significant challenge in terms of accommodation and inclusion since
although the asylum applicants can turn to institutions and resources for the homeless, which answer to the
provinces and territories, such spaces are often not the most suitable for people in their situation. Nevertheless, it is
important to note that in Quebec there is a pioneering accommodation programme for asylum applicants.
238
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- The low unemployment rate in the country (under 6%), together with a strong social security system and the
involvement of civil society all make it largely possible for the refugees’ accommodation and inclusion process to
be successful.
- Canada’s commitment to a strategic, structured integration policy with resources has a positive impact in terms
of social acceptance. Migrants in general and refugees in particular find Canada to be a safe, favourable place to
rebuild their lives. However, the rise in arrivals over the border with the United States is leading to a shift in social
perception towards migrants and asylum applicants that may end up in racist and xenophobic attitudes.
- The concept of community is essential for the Canadian policies and programmes of integration for migrants and
refugees to work well. Community, in its widest sense, is the basis upon which inclusion activities are launched,
whether public or private, while at the same time providing and permitting a reception more suited to people’s
needs. This is only possible within a model of inclusive social organization that fosters mutual benefits, as happens
in Canada.

S.W.O.T. analysis of Canada’s asylum system
STRENGTHS
• Planned strategy and a long track record in resettlement programmes
for refugees.
• Active participation from civil society in accommodating and including
refugees under its concept of community as a model of social organization.
• Administrative court responsible for examining and taking a decision on
asylum applications (Immigration and Refugee Board) independently.
• Officers on the Immigration and Refugee Board specialising in vulnerable people.
• Possibility for asylum applicants to have immediate access to the job
market.
• Permanent resident permits for refugees and protected people239.
• Appeals have the effect of suspending expulsion orders.
• Alternative legal options if international protection is denied (Pre-Removal Risk Assessment and permanent resident permit on Human and
Compassionate Grounds).
• Well established integration policies (education, healthcare, employment
and languages).
• Very comprehensive general social services.

OPPORTUNITIES
• Exploration of new ways to resettle
refugees.
• Reduction in applications and cases
pending a decision.
• Reduction in the duration of resettlement processes.
• Implementation of the “One-Year Window of Opportunity” family reunification programme.
• Initiatives for the inclusion of asylum
applicants in the country.
• Response to the growing arrival of
people across the border with the United States in search of protection.

WEAKNESSES
• Lack of a specific accommodation and inclusion system for asylum
applicants throughout the country to guarantee accommodation and
specific aids for people with the least resources (except in Quebec).
• Weak procedure for detecting vulnerabilities and special needs.
• Lack of a structured monitoring and assessment mechanism for private
sponsorship.
• Free legal aid during the asylum procedure subject to availability in the
provinces and resources.
• Application of the Designated Countries of Origin (“safe countries of
origin”) list.
• Accumulation of asylum applications and appeals pending a decision.
• Possibility of limitless custodial detainment of people not eligible as
asylum applicants.

THREATS
• Reinforcement of border control and
restriction of the right to asylum by legal extension of the Safe Third Country
Agreement with the United States.
• Rise in racism and xenophobia towards
immigrants and asylum applicants due
to uncertainty about their future permanence in the country.
• Abuse of custodial detention of migrants without documents considered
to be valid to adequately identify them.

Source: the author.239
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Annex I: Stages of the in-Canada Asylum System

Sources: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (Etobicoke Refugee Unit) and the author.
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Annex II: Public services accessible to refugees and asylum
applicants in Canada
Permanent
residents
(PRS)

Refugees in
the public
programme
(GARs)

Refugees in Refugees in
the blended the private
programme programme

Temporary
accommodation

No

Yes
(2-3 weeks)

Yes
(2-3 weeks)

Resettlement
Assistance
Program

No

Yes (6
weeks)

Income support

People with
protection in
Canada

Asylum
applicants

No

No (emergency
accommodation)

No (emergency
accommodation)

Yes (6
weeks)

Some

No

No

No

Yes (12
months).
Joint
Assistance
Sponsorship
Program: 24
months.

Yes (6
months)

No

No

No

Client Support
Services (CSS)

No

Yes (12
months
or more)

Yes (6
months)

No

No

No

Settlement
services

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Work/Study

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
(provincial)

Interim Federal
Health Program
and provisional
healthcare

Interim Federal
Health Program
and provisional
healthcare

Yes*

Yes

Yes

Health coverage

Yes
(provincial)

Social services

Yes

Interim
Interim
Federal
Federal
Health
Health
Program and Program and
provincial
provincial
insurance
insurance
After the
sponsorship
period

After the
sponsorship
period*

* The government may claim back the costs from the sponsor if the refugee needs support from the social services
before the sponsorship period ends.
Source: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada and the author.
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