
After four years in Parliament, the number of dreadful
bills I have opposed can become a bit of a blur. But the
reality is clear enough. Nearly every area of public policy

has undergone something like transformational change. None
of these changes were adequately studied in Parliament, nor has
the mainstream media exhibited more than a cursory interest
in the extent of the public policy wreckage. One of those areas
significantly damaged has been the nature of Canada’s welcome
to refugees. While there has been some coverage of changes to
deny medical coverage to refugee claimants, thanks to the
courageous work of many doctors across Canada who have
protested the cuts, the broad range of harsh policies and
legislative changes made to our immigration laws is less known. 

As we prepare for an election campaign, the legislation has
taken effect and the damage is beginning to become evident. Back
in spring 2012, I worked hard to expose—and hopefully to stop—
proposed changes to the Immigration and Refugee Act known
as Bill C-31. These changes were designed to play on public fear
of ships full with refugees landing on our shores, loaded with
potential terrorists. C-31 set in place a system to require the
automatic jailing of refugee claimants if they arrived in Canada
by some means judged by the minister to be ‘irregular entry.’

Here is what I said in one part of the debate on the bill:
‘We know that the refugee claimants who are deemed to

arrive by irregular entry are to be detained for up to a year; that
is, men, women, and children 16 and over. (Under international
law, those between between 16 and 18 are still children). And,
children under 16—if we use what happened with the Sun Sea
as an example—are likely to stay with their mother in
incarceration.

‘What will all of that cost the Canadian economy and are the
figures the Conservatives using about cost savings netting out
the costs of jailing refugee families?’

There was no answer to that question then. No cost estimates
were tabled in Parliament and it is hard to know if any ever
existed. With a Conservative majority, the bill became law. And
now the evidence is beginning to surface. Thanks to
parliamentary colleague Andrew Cash, NDP immigration critic,
we now have a glimpse of what this bill has done to refugee
claimants.

While in the past, the system did allow for refugee claimants
to be held in jail, the conditions under which this was allowed
were very precise. According to the Canadian Association of
Refugee Lawyers, in the past a refugee ‘could be detained if she
or he was a danger to Canada, a flight risk, or lacked proof of
identity. In addition, the Immigration and Refugee Board was
required to review reasons for the detention within 48 hours,
and then again after seven days and every subsequent 30-day
period to ensure detention was no longer than necessary.’

International law recognizes the legitimacy of refugees
arriving with no identification at all, or even with false identity
papers. Depending on the conditions from which a refugee is
escaping, it is entirely possible that a desperate person would be
unable to present documentation. Refugees historically have
had to escape with no more than the clothes on their back.

Over the last five years, over $265 million has been spent
incarcerating refugee claimants. The Canada Border Services
Agency (BBSA) does not have any arm of government
overseeing its activities. Unlike the RCMP and CSIS, it does not
even have a weak review agency. The information recently
released confirms that hundreds of children under 17 are among
those held in custody.

Recently, increased attention was paid to the treatment of
refugees when a man died while in custody. The man in
question, a Somali refugee, died while incarcerated in Ontario.
He had already spent three years in prison and was diabetic and
mentally ill, with no prospect of release. 

In another publicized case, Michael Mvogo, a refugee from
Cameroon, has been held in custody for over eight-and-a-half
years. He is unable to convince the CBSA that his name is really
Michael Mvogo, nor that he is actually from Cameroon. So he is
stuck in limbo. He is stuck in a prison.

At the same time we are moving far too slowly to make good
our commitment, expressed by the Minister of Immigration, to
accept 10,000 refugees from the on-going conflict in Syria. So
far only a small portion of that number have been accepted. It
seems the government is screening to give priority to Christian
refugees more than Muslim refugees. The factional war in Syria
puts all civilians, regardless of religion, at risk. The burden on
sponsoring organizations is far tougher than it was when
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The remaking of Canada’s refugee policies
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Canada welcomed over 55,000 Vietnamese ‘boat people’. The
humanitarian crisis in Syria should prick our conscience to do
far more to help, yet we are adopting a glacial approach to
meeting the promise to help only 10,000. 

We are blessed in this country. We have trouble even
imagining the conditions that would lead a family to be so
desperate as to pay for passage on a risky over-crowded vessel
to a country they have not even visited. Canadians may assume
we are as compassionate as we always were. Certainly

Canadians are compassionate as a people. But our government
has created a Canada where a refugee might wish they had never
arrived on our shores. 0
Elizabeth May OC has been writing an ‘Ottawa’ column for
Island Tides since September 2009. She has increased readers’
knowledge of the workings of their country and democracy
tremendously.
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