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INTRODUCTION

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that
almost 960,000 refugees are currently in need of resettlement in a third country.1
These are refugees who, according to the UNHCR, can neither return to their country
of origin nor integrate into their country of first asylum.
Together, the international community has committed to resettle around
80,000 refugees each year. Historically, Canada has resettled approximately 10% of
this total; the government’s current goal is to resettle between 8% and 12%.2 In 2010,
the government committed to increase the number of refugees resettled each year
from abroad by 20% (2,500 people). For 2015, the government has agreed to accept
up to 14,500 resettled refugees, out of a total of 285,000 new immigrants.3
Canada admits refugees for resettlement on a humanitarian basis. Resettlement also
provides a way for Canada to alleviate the burden for host countries and share the
responsibility for displaced persons. In addition to commitments to resettle refugees,
Canada has international obligations to those who come to Canada on their own and
are found to be in need of protection (refugee claimants or asylum seekers).4
This publication provides an overview of Canada’s refugee resettlement programs,
explaining who is eligible for resettlement and the different programs in place. Finally,
it concludes with some of the operational issues involved in refugee resettlement.

2

WHO IS ELIGIBLE FOR RESETTLEMENT?

In order to be eligible for resettlement in Canada as a refugee, a person must meet
the criteria of the 1951 United Nations Convention on the Status of Refugees: he or
she must have a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership in a particular social group or political opinion. Further, the
person must be outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence and not
able to find protection there.
In addition, the Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations stipulate that those
outside their country who are “seriously and personally affected by civil war, armed
conflict or massive violation of human rights” are eligible for refugee resettlement.5
The regulations also state that the applicant must be without a reasonable prospect,
within a reasonable period, of a durable solution in a country other than Canada.6
Finally, the applicant must normally show potential to become successfully
established and must meet admissibility criteria related to medical condition and
security screening.7
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Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) visa officers stationed overseas generally
determine if an individual is eligible for resettlement and admissible to Canada. Some
refugees are referred to CIC for consideration by a designated referral organization
(primarily the UNHCR), while others are referred by private sponsors. Applications
are generally considered individually, except where the mass movement of refugees
(i.e., as a result of conflicts or generalized violence) has caused the UNHCR to
declare a group “prima facie” refugees.8

3

CANADA’S RESETTLEMENT PROGRAMS

Resettled refugees come to Canada in the following ways:


through the federal Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) Program (which
includes the Joint Assistance Sponsorship Program);



with the assistance of civil society groups through the Private Sponsorship of
Refugees (PSR) Program; or



through the Blended Visa Office–Referred Program, which combines government
and private support.

The main differences between the four resettlement programs are shown in Table 1.
Table 1 – Resettlement Programs at a Glance
GovernmentAssisted Refugee
Program
Referred to CIC by:
Funded by:

UNHCR
CIC, through the
Resettlement
Assistance Program

Settlement
support by:
Coverage under
the Interim Federal
Health Programb

Resettlement
Assistance Program
 Basic coverage
 Supplemental
coverage
 Prescription drug
coverage

Joint
Assistance
Sponsorship
Program
UNHCR
CIC, through the
Resettlement
Assistance
Program

Private
Sponsorship
of Refugees
Program
Private sponsorsa
Private sponsors

Private sponsors

Private sponsors

UNHCR
CIC and private
sponsor, each of
which is responsible
for 6 months of
income support.
Private sponsor
covers start-up costs.
Private sponsors

 Basic

 Basic coverage
 “Public Health or

 Basic coverage
 Supplemental

coverage
 Supplemental
coverage
 Prescription
drug coverage

Public Safety
Prescription
Drug Coverage”

Blended Visa
Office–Referred
Program

coverage

 Prescription drug

coverage

Notes: a. Refugees referred by Groups of Five and community sponsors must have documentation
showing that the UNHCR or a foreign government has determined that they are refugees.
b. Government of Canada, Interim Federal Health Program: Summary of Benefits.
Source:

Table prepared by the author, based on Nadine Nasir, Overview of the Private Sponsorship of
Refugees (PSR) Program, Webinar, Refugee Sponsorship Training Program, 29 January 2015.
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Under the Canada–Québec Accord relating to Immigration and Temporary Admission
of Aliens,9 the Quebec government selects refugees from the pool of CIC-approved
cases for resettlement and administers its own private sponsorship program.10

3.1

GOVERNMENT-ASSISTED REFUGEE PROGRAM

The federal government bears complete responsibility for refugees who arrive
through the GAR program.11 CIC’s Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP) provides
settlement support for GARs through a network of service provider organizations.
This support includes:
port of entry services, assistance with temporary accommodations, assistance
opening a bank account, life skills training, orientation sessions, and links to
settlement programming and mandatory federal and provincial programs.12

Eligible refugees may also receive income assistance through the RAP to cover
start-up and ongoing costs, usually for the first year in Canada.13
Some refugees selected for resettlement by the government are in need of special
assistance, so the government works to meet their needs for a longer settlement
period with private sponsors through the Joint Assistance Sponsorship (JAS)
program. The JAS program is for refugees who need a higher level of support due to:

3.2



trauma from violence or torture,



medical disabilities,



the effects of systemic discrimination, or



a large number of family members.14

PRIVATE SPONSORSHIP OF REFUGEES PROGRAM

The PSR program is unique among resettlement programs in that sponsors may
refer refugees for resettlement to CIC. The sponsors assume all of the financial costs
for the initial resettlement period.
In the PSR program, private sponsors provide initial settlement support similar to that
provided by RAP, as well as emotional and social support. Total estimated costs for
sponsoring a single individual in 2014 were $12,600, while sponsoring a family of six
was estimated to cost $32,500.15 Because the private sponsorship program draws on
private resources, it allows more refugees to be resettled to Canada without
increasing government costs.
Private sponsors in the PSR program16 include:


incorporated groups with an on-going agreement with CIC to sponsor refugees
(Sponsorship Agreement Holders);17



five Canadians or permanent residents (Groups of Five);18 and



community sponsors.19
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The number of resettled refugees assisted by the government compared with the
number of those sponsored by private groups is shown in Figure 1. As most of the
government’s increase to the resettlement target is allocated to private sponsorship
(2,000 out of 2,500 spots), the trends evident in Figure 1 are likely to continue.
Figure 1 – New Permanent Residents Admitted Through
the Government-Assisted Refugee Program and the
Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program, 2004–2013
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Source: Figure prepared by the author using data obtained from Government of Canada, Facts and
Figures 2013 – Immigration overview: Permanent residents.

3.3

BLENDED VISA OFFICE–REFERRED PROGRAM

The Blended Visa Office–Referred program20 is a partnership program between the
UNHCR, CIC, and private sponsors targeting certain refugee populations, which
started in 2013. It is a cost-sharing program with private sponsors that replaced
1,000 GAR resettlement spots in the annual immigration levels plan.21

4
4.1

OPERATIONAL ISSUES
RESETTLEMENT PRIORITIES

The UNHCR generally prioritizes resettlement for people who are particularly
vulnerable and/or facing an imminent risk, and sometimes refers the entire refugee
population in a given country, if warranted.22 The UNHCR and the international
community recognize that resettlement places should be given to individuals
experiencing both urgent unfolding conflicts and “protracted refugee situations,”
where the refugees have been displaced for many years.
The Canadian government identifies priorities for refugee settlement, both in terms of
particularly vulnerable groups and specific refugee populations. For example, the
government has a long-standing program for women at risk23 and in 2011 started a
pilot government–private organization sponsorship program to resettle refugees
persecuted on the basis of their sexual orientation and/or gender identity.24
LIBRARY OF PARLIAMENT

4

PUBLICATION NO. 2015-11-E

RESETTLING REFUGEES: CANADA’S HUMANITARIAN COMMITMENTS

In the past few years, the government has shifted from a global resettlement program
to a more targeted approach that includes multi-year commitments to particular
refugee groups.25 Most recently, the government announced that it would resettle up
to 10,000 refugees from Syria over three years.26 CIC says that multi-year group
resettlement commitments allow it to realize administrative efficiencies and provide
consistency for receiving communities, who can tailor orientation information and
other supports to the refugees being resettled.27 However, organizations such as
UNHCR also continue to value global resettlement programs, because these ensure
“that resettlement is responsive as a mechanism of individual protection.” 28
Private sponsors may have different priorities for resettlement, because the refugees
put forward often have family connections in Canada or are from a particular region.
For instance, private sponsors have a strong interest in supporting refugees from
East Africa (accounting for up to a quarter of new resettlement places requested).29

4.2

COMPLEX OPERATIONAL ENVIRONMENT

The refugee resettlement program exists in a complex operational environment, as
evidenced by CIC’s shortfall in meeting the targeted number of GARs for 2014.
Some of the difficulties relate to poor security conditions, which prevent visa officers
from reaching refugees in camps for interviews and, in certain cases, have led to
embassy closures, which impact CIC services on the ground. In some
circumstances, the UNHCR may also face operational constraints that limit its ability
to make an adequate number of referrals.
In recent years, the PSR stream of resettlement has also faced operational
challenges, such as long processing times in some regions and a relatively low
approval rate. Administrative and regulatory changes implemented in 2012 were
intended to address these issues in the long run.30 However, recent reports suggest
that some private sponsors remain concerned about processing delays. The reports
also point out that some sponsors have raised new concerns related to aspects of
the 2012 administrative and regulatory changes and to their increased liability for the
health care expenses of the refugees they support.31 These reports suggest that
such difficulties hamper efforts to recruit and retain the volunteers and financial
commitments that make private sponsorship successful.

5

CONCLUSION

The government has indicated that it is increasing the number of refugees resettled
in Canada from abroad by 20%, or about 2,500 a year. In delivering on this target, it
continues to be reliant on a number of partners, the UNHCR and private sponsors in
particular.32 At the same time, increasing the target opens up possibilities – for new
actors to become involved in private sponsorship and for the renewal of long-standing
cooperation with civil society groups.
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