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The closed work permit authorizes modern forms of slavery.
Sectoral or regional work permits have already proved that they are not an
alternative!

Brief to the House of Commons Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration (CIMM)
—Study of closed work permits and temporary foreign workers - Submitted on November 30, 2023

On behalf of immigrant and migrant workers, with temporary or undocumented status, the
Immigrant Workers Centre (IWC-CTTI) calls on the Standing Committee on Citizenship and
Immigration and the House of Commons to abolish closed permits, a remnant of colonialism and
racism that continued when a pilot program was launched in 1966 to bring Jamaican workers from
Puerto Rico to Ontario to meet the needs of farmers, ensuring that these people would not remain in
Canada. Others date back to 1906 with the move to create two-tiered access to immigration to
Canada for white and non-white people. This racist discrimination, which breeds modern forms of
slavery, must be permanently abolished.

Today, temporary foreign worker programs, which have grown exponentially especially in Canada
and Quebec, are considered by UN Special Rapporteur Tomoya Obokata to be a form of modern-day
slavery, prompting your Committee to look into the matter. However, there is talk of replacing closed
permits with sectoral or regional permits. This would not change the situation at all. In effect,
employer groups would replace individual employers. They would more than able to blacklist
workers who stand up for their rights. Workers with sectoral or regional permits would continue to
have their hands tied by those who use them. This has been pointed out by several migrant worker
associations, which have also submitted briefs to your Standing Committee on Citizenship and
Immigration.

We want to appear before your Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration to discuss
situations we know too well. We have been working with and organizing migrant workers for over
twenty years as a Quebec-based migrant workers’ organization. We have extensive experience;
workers trust us and are willing to come and talk to us about tragic situations like the one involving
the Trésor employment agency and its client Newrest. Our experience shows that the problem of
closed permits and lack of access to permanent status is systemic, not the result of a few bad
employers. It is as if employers interpret this two-tier immigration system as an incentive to take
unbridled advantage of these workers, who are stigmatized because they lack permanent status.

Immigration programs themselves must be reviewed based on what we have seen. There is no
other solution than to give open permits and permanent status to every migrant and to have the
government, rather than employers, sponsor migrant worker recruitment.
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Simply replacing closed permits with employer group-managed permits, as is planned for sectoral
or regional permits, would perpetuate a two-tier immigration system that discriminates against
workers from developing countries, usually former colonies, who believe that in exchange for their
labour, they will find safety and respect for their rights in Canada, which is seen as a democratic
country.

But these workers are being lured in two ways: first by the promise of permanent residency, which
is in fact unattainable, since they can trapped in long-term precarious positions with a closed permit
or even end up undocumented. In addition, the Government of Quebec has the power to add
conditions to access permanent residency, or even to renew closed work permits, as it announced on
November 1. The Government of Quebec has already made it impossible for workers in low-skilled
jobs, including live-in caregivers, to access permanent residency.

Furthermore, during their stay, these workers have limited access to labour, health and safety
rights, which the program is supposed to guarantee, and they will not have any more access to them
with a sectoral or regional permit.

Under a sectoral permit system, migrant workers in Canada could change jobs between employers
in the same sector, provided the new employer has an open position already approved by a Labour
Market Impact Assessment (LMIA). Only seasonal agricultural workers are currently covered by this
system. Yet this sector is where most of the abuse in the temporary foreign worker system takes
place. The sectoral permit system has failed to create labour mobility or improve the rights of
seasonal agricultural workers. Employers are reluctant to hire migrant workers who leave a terrible
job, fearing these workers will be critical of the poor working practices in their new workplace.

Under a regional permit system, migrant workers in Canada could change jobs between employers
in the same sector, provided the new employer has an open position already approved by a LMIA. As
with sectoral permits, there are very few open positions under LMIAs. Jobs are hard to find, and
employers are not keen on hiring. Regional employers are tightly knit, making conditions ripe for
blacklisting, where employers warn each other about workers who stand up for their rights.

Migrant workers are not, in any case, filling a “temporary labour shortage.” Migrant agricultural
workers have been coming to Canada since 1966 under the seasonal migrant worker program, and
migrant care workers for even longer. A permanent need requires a permanent solution, not a
temporary but indefinite workforce.

Most migrant workers currently in Canada—International Mobility Program workers (apart from a
few streams), foreign students and others—have open permits. Fewer than 150,000 migrants have a
closed work permit.

We have repeatedly seen how the system for granting an open permit to workers who had a
“closed” permit and had been “abused,” and were therefore considered “vulnerable” (open work
permit for vulnerable workers), is a non-starter, especially for the following two reasons. First, the
application process is too convoluted, especially since the burden of proof rests with the permit
applicant. It is virtually impossible for a migrant, alone and a victim of violence, to fill out the
application in order to become eligible. Not only that, but it also requires time and energy that our
organizers already consider excessive, even when they are supporting just one person wanting to
apply for an open work permit as a vulnerable worker.

Second is the permit’s limited validity period. It is generally valid for only one year or six months
and is not renewable except in a few cases. For this reason, people who have been granted an open
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permit are forced back to a closed permit and to find an employer who will begin the process of
obtaining a closed permit. This happens even within the first few months of being granted an open
permit. From what we have seen, many employers are exploiting this: after hiring someone with a
provisional open work permit for vulnerable workers and verbally promising to start the application
process for a closed permit, they will then lay them off just a few weeks before their open permit
expires. As a result, we know many workers who have lost their migrant status once again after being
exploited during the validity period of their open work permits, which were supposed to protect them
as vulnerable workers.

Last but not least, all these circumstances, which put workers in vulnerable situations because they
are unable to exercise their rights, are avenues for psychological and sexual harassment and violence
against women working for agricultural, industrial and service employers and individuals. This
systemic discrimination against migrant women has been thoroughly documented by our
organization’s women’s committee. We also want to stress that as long as Canada’s immigration
policy perpetuates these situations, it cannot pride itself on respecting women’s rights.

We have numerous cases on all the topics we work on, which we would like to share with the
Citizenship and Immigration Committee.

Montreal, November 30, 2023.
IWC-CTTI
info@iwc-cti.ca / +1-514-342-2111
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