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Background 
Starting in late Fall of 2017, hundreds of Iranian nationals living in Canada and Iran noticed that there were abnormal 
delays in processing their visa, permanent residency and citizenship applications. These Iranian applicants observed that 
it would take at least 2-3 times longer than announced average times to finalize their applications. These applicants are 
uniformly researchers and highly skilled individuals with often multiple graduate degrees specializing in a variety of fields, 
including applied sciences, arts, medicine and engineering; however, they have one thing in common – they are all of 
Iranian nationality. Many of the affected applicants have been living in here for years as proud tax payers and members 
of Canadian society, sharing democratic values and being highly assimilated as active members of the Canadian tapestry. 
Many of these outland applicants were already assessed to possess all the required eligibilities by the immigration system 
to legally make Canada their home, but now found themselves uncertain about whether they could stay. 

Self-extracted statistics by these applicants showed that these individuals are faced with extended delays regarding normal 
processing times to get their permanent residency applications processed in different streams. Their analysis of publicly 
available government data confirmed the earlier findings and further fueled suspicions of possibly discriminatory 
processing of Iranian applications be it for entry visa, permanent residency or even citizenship. As such, they became 
convinced that Iranian applicants have been singled out by the federal government for a number of years. It is important 
to mention that the IRCC data shows only 20% of applications from all ethnicities have taken longer than the normal time 
to be processed. However, the immigration department has refused to publish data regarding the proportion of all Iranian 
applicants who have experienced such delays. Our analysis is that greater transparency around average processing times 
for Iranian applicants per stream would show that Iranian applicants are over-represented in this category. 

Though initially the Ministry for Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada denied the existence of a problem for 
Iranian applicants, the Minister has now has placed the reason on Public Safety Canada for not processing requests on 
time. In turn, the Public Safety Canada claims that Iranian government is not responsive to their requests because of the 
lack of diplomatic relations and absence of a Canadian embassy in Iran. However, our analysis suggests that the lack of 
relations is not the issue; publicly available governmental data itself shows that delayed Iranian applications peaked 
around 2016 (as seen in Figure 1 and Figure 2), while the Canadian embassy has been closed since 2012. 

The Tagging of Iranian Applicants for Comprehensive Security 
On several occasions, these applicants were told by Canadian officials that the security screening is the main factor in the 
notably higher processing time for Iranian nationals. Both the Iranian Canadian Congress (ICC) and the applicants 
themselves appreciate the existence and necessity of security checks that are in place to protect the security of Canadians. 
However, our position is that the root cause of these delays is the fact that Iranian applicants are being tagged at steeply 
inflated rates for comprehensive security screenings conducted by Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) in the 
application process, rather than the length of these screenings per se. In fact, according to publicly available immigration 
data, Iranian applicants make up over 16% of the applications subject to comprehensive security screenings by CBSA, while 
Iranians make up only 3.5% of recent immigrants in Canada, supporting the claim that Iranians are being tagged en masse. 

In addition to the statistics given above, evidence of discrimination based on nationality in processing includes the fact 
that many of the applicants have been asked to submit their CV/Resume and answer a questionnaire (represented in Table 
1) several times, for visa, study/work permit, and PR applications. In comparison, to our knowledge, applicants of other 
nationalities are rarely requested to submit such information in their application process. In addition to security 
screenings, many applications have been kept on hold for no evident reason either by IRCC or by Public Safety Canada. 
For instance, in several cases the feedback from the officials show that these applicants have passed all processing steps, 
including security screenings. However, their applications are still on hold for “additional verification” purposes. 



Therefore, it is the opinion of the witnesses (along with the Iranian Canadian Congress and many applicants involved in 
the campaign) that, based on empirical evidence, Iranian applications are being uniformly sent for comprehensive security 
screenings merely due to their nationality. This is extremely concerning for not only the Iranian-Canadian community, but 
also Canadian society and governance at large. If applications from Iranians are being subject to unreasonable and lengthy 
security screenings and delays due to the national origin of the applicants, the Canadian principle of equality is being 
violated. Furthermore, such discrimination based on national origin for Iranian applicants may indeed constitute a 
violation of the Canadian Constitution, specifically Section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which 
prohibits actions by the Canadian Government which discriminate on the basis of national origin. 

The Human and Economic Cost of Application Delays 
The unreasonable treatment that Iranian-Canadian applicants are receiving in the processing of temporary residency, 
permanent residency, and citizenship applications is having tremendous detrimental effects on their personal and 
professional lives. In some cases, individuals have been waiting for several months to renew study/work visas so that they 
can visit a terminally ill family member, or else risk not being allowed back in Canada. Many applicants have reported 
health issues such as depression and anxiety. Others feel that they are not able to develop long-term plans for their lives 
and careers, as they are unsure about their status in Canada. Missing out on job opportunities, international conferences, 
scholarships, training and workshops, lower mortgage rates, and investments opportunities are the most common effects 
of the delay in processing visa/ permanent residency/ citizenship of Iranian applicants living in Canada and Iran. Many 
applicants describe their lives in Canada as “living their life in a limbo”. These applicants have raised awareness to this 
systemic issue, and IRCC seems to be well-aware of this problem. These applicants have discussed their concerns with 
IRCC and Public Safety officials, asked for help from their Members of Parliament, talked to the media to raise the issue, 
tweeted daily, requested an open letter from CCLA, and initiated a petition (e-1805) in the House of Commons. Although 
some positive steps have been observed since January 2018, our opinion is that the systemic discrimination in processing 
Iranian applications, especially with respect to en masse tagging for comprehensive security screening, is not yet resolved. 

Furthermore, there are real economic costs for Canada associated with these delays. As mentioned above, many of these 
applicants are researchers at the top of their respective fields, with prestigious scholarships and awards from Canadian 
and international institutions. By subjecting these individuals to unreasonable delays, we are preventing these individuals 
from contributing to the Canadian economy, undermining our performance and hampering Canada’s innovation. 
Additionally, these delays discourage other top scholars of Iranian descent from applying to live and work in Canada, 
depriving our country of an important source of cutting-edge talent. 



 
Figure 1: Change in Canadian permanent residency admissions based on the country of the origin 



 

 

Data Source: Canada’s open Government Portal 
Web Links: http://www.cic.gc.ca/opendata-donneesouvertes/data/IRCC_M_PRadmiss_0002_E.xls 

Figure 2: Statistical analysis of public data made available by IRCC for three different countries. 



Table 1: Supplementary information kit requested from many Iranian PR and visa applicants. 

 1- Intended field of study in Canada. 

 

 2- Proposed, current or past thesis. 

 

 3- Intended, current or past supervisor(s). 

 

 4- Supervisor(s) for previous studies 

 

 5- List of publication(s) and research papers 

 

 6- Source(s) of funding for studies. 

 

7- Upon return to your country, what employment plans do you have in place? At which company 
or organisation and in what field of work? 

Name of company : 

Duties: 

Name of supervisor(s) : 

Suggestions to Resolve the Delayed Applications Issue 
In previous sections, we showed that by subjecting of Iranians to unreasonable and opaque delays Canada is not only 
undermining our values and possibly even our constitution, but also incurring tremendous costs both economically and 
on a human level. We identify several factors which are contributing to this problem: the lack of transparency surrounding 
the application process and the delays generally, the existence of individuals who have been stuck in “limbo” in the 
application process for extended periods of time, the lack of a Visa Application Centre (VAC) in Iran (which the ICC 
requested through an official parliamentary petition e-1599 sponsored by the Hon. MP Jenny Kwan), the lack of clear 
protection of applicants’ information especially in those cases where security screenings are completed by foreign or other 
third-party organizations, and, most importantly, the disproportionate tagging of Iranian applicants for comprehensive 
security screening. 

To address these problems, we outline several recommendations which we believe will help resolve these problems and 
limit and possibly reverse some of the damage done by this defector policy. These recommendations are listed as follows: 



• Finalize the processing all applications that are still facing delays so that these files are processed as soon as 
possible. 

• Release detailed data regarding the delays and be transparent with the Iranian-Canadian community regarding 
these applications and how these applications compare to those from other countries. 

• Establish a Visa Application Centre (VAC) in Iran to reduce the rates of comprehensive security screenings for 
outland applicants, in accordance with petition e-1599 instigated by the Iranian Canadian Congress (ICC). 

• Ensure private information gathered by third-parties on behalf of the Canadian government is not shared with 
foreign governments and/or other third-party agencies. 

• Adjust the delays toward the citizenship applications by adding the extended wait time of applicants to their 
citizenship waiting period, thereby reducing the wait time required to become citizens for these individuals.  

• Ensure Iranian applicants will not face delays based on the country of origin in their citizenship applications. 
• Most importantly, to investigate and reverse any policy involving the tagging of Iranian applicants for 

comprehensive security examinations based on their nationality and provide justifications and transparency in the 
comprehensive security screening process to applicants. 

 

The Iranian Canadian Congress (ICC) is a non-profit, non-partisan, and non-religious organization, established 
in 2007, to defend and advance the interests of Iranian-Canadians and encourage their greater participation in 
Canadian society. 
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