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Foreword

In 1992, The Fraser Institute published a volume
of papers entitled The Immigration Dilemma. In
the book authors addressed key questions about
this important national issue: Will immigration
lead to declining living standards? huge drains on
the public purse? overcrowding and racial un-
rest? Or will immigration be the salvation of the
country’s social security system? Will it inject
new vigour and life into the economy? Are the
social tensions created by immigration highly ex-
aggerated?

The research at the Institute’s disposal at that
time led it to favour retaining liberal immigration
policies. This research found that immigrants
were more industrious than the average member
of the population, that they were less likely to
pose a threat to public security, and that they gen-
erally were net contributors to government bud-
gets. In particular, immigrants were less likely to
use social security programs, such as unemploy-
ment insurance and welfare than was the general
population. The Immigration Dilemma’s conclusion
was this:

The contributions in this book indicate
that extreme positions on either side of the
debate are unsupportable. On balance, im-
migration has made modest positive con-
tributions to the economy, while social
tensions created by immigration have also
been relatively modest.

While the evidence available in 1992 suggested
some enthusiasm for more immigration, it also
raised some cautionary flags which were noted
on the volume’s back cover. It is worth repeating
these warning signs:

However, the trend towards accepting
more refugees and other immigrants se-
lected for their non-economic attributes

suggests that future economic benefits
will be smaller than in the past. Moreover,
problems with integrating new Canadians
will be greater given that they are less pro-
ficientin the official languages than earlier
generations of immigrants and also pos-
sess more limited job skills.”

In the last decade, more information about the ac-
tivities of immigrants has come to light. This
newer research is summarized in this document
by Martin Collacott. Unfortunately, much of it
shows that the concerns raised by the authors of
the previous book were more than justified. The
evidence suggests that new immigrants who are
admitted under the current provisions of Can-
ada’s immigration and refugee policy are not per-
forming as well as have past immigrants.

The overall economic performance of immigrants
has declined irrespective of whether they have
come in under the “skilled immigrant” provi-
sions or under the “family class” provisions of the
Immigration Act. Poverty is a much more preva-
lent attribute of recent immigrants than it was
among immigrants in the past, and recent immi-
grants are much less likely to achieve the levels of
earned income of either their predecessors or the
native-born population. Martin Collacott also
finds that social stresses and “ghettoization” as-
sociated with the inability to speak either of the
official languages is a serious problem, as are
criminal activities in some communities.

While this paper confirms the concerns that were
raised as possibilities in The Immigration Dilemma,
it also raises other issues that were not canvassed
in the earlier research. Some of these issues are in
the nature of new insights based on more recent
evidence; others are in the nature of identifying
research that needs to be done to address ques-
tions that are emerging. Collectively, the facts and
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opinions based on careful assessment contained
in this paper suggest that it is time to rethink im-
migration policy in Canada.

Martin Collacott recommends that this rethink-
ing ought to distinguish between immigration
that is sponsored on the basis of Canada’s eco-
nomic and social self-interest, and that which is
sponsored out of a humanitarian concern. This
paper provides a good basis for informing judg-
ments about what those levels should be.

The Fraser Institute has been delighted to support
the work of Senior Fellow Martin Collacott and to
have his work distributed to a wider audience.
However, since he has worked independently,
the views he expresses are his own and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Trustees or the

members of The Fraser Institute.

— Michael Walker,
Executive Director, The Fraser Institute
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Executive summary

The federal government justifies large-scale
immigration on the basis that it is essential to
economic growth as well as to offset the aging of
the population and the increasing proportion of
retired persons to workers. These rationales, how-
ever, are not based on facts. The government’s
ownresearch indicates thatimmigration and pop-
ulation increases play a minor role at best in eco-
nomic growth. It is equally clear that only
overwhelming levels of immigration would have
any significant effect on reducing the aging of the
population and avoiding higher dependency ra-
tios and that there are much more practical ways
of dealing with these issues than through immi-
gration. Similarly, the government’s claim that we
require immigration in order to cope with an an-
ticipated shortage of skilled workers is of ques-
tionable validity.

While Ottawa has not released any figures on the
overall cost of immigration to the Canadian tax-
payer, it is likely that they are high, particularly
during the past two decades when the overall
economic performance of newcomers has fallen
significantly below that of both earlier immi-
grants and people born in Canada. A major rea-
son for this decline has been the priority given to
family class immigrants, none of whom is re-
quired to bring with them either marketable skills
or a knowledge of one of our official languages.

The government’s principal reason for promoting
high immigration levels is the belief that most
newcomers will vote for the Liberal Party in fed-
eral elections. This is particularly true of family
class immigration, which is the least successful
category in terms of economic performance and
should be significantly curtailed.

In addition to the lack of economic and demo-
graphic justification for current immigration lev-
els and priorities, there are indications of social
problems arising from the difficulties many im-
migrants encounter in adapting to the Canadian
workforce and society. The important progress
Canada has made in becoming a more tolerant
and welcoming country to people from all over
the world will placed at risk if we fail to bring im-
migration levels and priorities in line with our
economic and demographic needs and absorp-
tive capacity.

To achieve this, it will be necessary to raise public
consciousness of immigration issues through in-
formed debate and discussion. Only when Cana-
dians are aware of the extent to which current
immigration policies fail to serve the interests of
the country and are prepared to demand that the
government make fundamental reforms are we
likely to see a significant improvement in the situ-
ation.

The Fraser Institute
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Introduction

mmigration policies are having a major impact

on Canadian society and are likely to have an
even greater impact in the future. Despite this, in
the absence of informed and sustained public de-
bate on the issues involved, the Canadian public
often has only a vague notion of where these poli-
cies are leading us. Discussion of the subject tends
to be discouraged since it might well raise ques-
tions whose answers conflict with the interests of
those who are most influential in designing cur-
rent policies and objectives. In the circumstances,
many of these policies and objectives have be-
come increasingly divorced from the best inter-
ests of the people of Canada and the country as a
whole. Four years ago, the government-commis-
sioned Immigration Legislative Review noted the
difficulty of engaging in rational debate on the im-
migration issues when it observed that “One of
the flaws in Canadian politics—and on this we
greatly differ from our southern neighbours—is
the difficulty in dealing with subjects such as im-
migration, as if to raise the issue itself were tanta-
mount to questioning its benefits, the place of
immigrants, or the value of a certain category of
immigrants. This kind of unspoken censorship
has been a chronic problem for journalists and
politicians” (Immigration Legislative Review, p. 4).

One of the most obvious shortcomings is that the
government has no comprehensive plan as to
how large a population Canada should have, and
how much and what kind of immigration would
be best suited to achieving such an objective. The
Immigration Legislative review pointed out that,
while the then immigration act specified that the
first objective of the act was demographic, Can-
ada did not in fact have a demographic policy
(Immigration Legislative Review, p. 2).

The lack of such a policy is symptomatic of the
fact that immigration policy has become increas-
ingly disengaged from any rational or systematic
consideration of what is beneficial to Canada. The
existence of clear goals in this regard might well
inhibit the formulation of objectives designed to
serve special interests. In the final years of Tru-
deau’s tenure as prime minister, immigration lev-
els fell to below 100,000 per year in recognition of
the fact that the Canadian economy was not able
to absorb larger numbers. Ten years later in the
early 1990s, when unemployment was high, ab-
sorptive capacity was no longer considered to be
a priority, and the Progressive Conservative gov-
ernment raised immigration levels to over
200,000 a year.!

The Economic Benefits of Immigration

The most comprehensive examination of the
relationship between immigration and eco-
nomic benefit was that released by the Economic
Council of Canada (ECC) in 1991. In analysing the
relationship between immigration and economic
growth in Canada in the course of the last century,
the researchers of Economic and Social Impacts of
Immigration found that the fastest growth in real

per capita income occurred at times when net
migration was zero or even negative. The only pe-
riod when significant economic growth coincided
with major immigration was in the post World
War II era, and even in this case, they concluded
that it was economic expansion that spurred im-
migration rather than the other way around (Eco-
nomic and Social Impacts, p. 29). Reviewing the
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situation further afield, the demographic review
released by the federal Department of Health
and Welfare two years earlier found that there
was no correlation whatsoever between popula-
tion growth and economic growth in the 22 mem-
ber countries of the OECD (Charting Canada’s
Future, p. 9).

In their discussion of the economic efficiency of
immigration, the ECC researchers quoted from a
background paper prepared for the 1985 Mac-
donald commission, which stated that, according
to their own examination of the subject, “The
broad consensus... is that high levels of immigra-
tion will increase aggregate variables such as la-
bour force, investment and real gross income, but
cause... real income and real wages to decline”
(Economic and Social Impacts, p. 21). In other
words, while aggregate GDP expands, per capita
GDP remains stagnant or even falls.

The ECC itself was not quite as negative as the
Macdonald commission when it concluded inter
alia that a) if immigrants earn more than average,
this raises the combined average income of hosts
and immigrants, but nothing is added to the in-
come of hosts, b) immigrants who bring in human
capital in the form of education obtained abroad
gain economically from their education, but the
balance of the evidence suggests that no benefits
accrue to existing residents and c) immigrants
who bring in monetary capital retain the title to
the earnings of their capital, and existing resi-
dents are quite unlikely to benefit. There is little
reason to believe that such capital is incremental
or that it is needed for employment creation (Eco-
nomic and Social Impacts, p. 131).

It is also possible that there is a positive economic
benefit for Canadians from immigration because
of the greater economies of scale it creates. But the
gains from this are very small according to the
ECC researchers: just over three tenths of one per-
cent in economic growth for every million new

immigrants. Even at that, the report notes that the
calculation does not net out the costs associated
with bringing the immigrants to Canada, such as
those of the federal and provincial departments
involved, language training, and welfare benefits
given to immigrants on arrival (Economic and So-
cial Impacts, pp. 25, 26).

This should come as no surprise. Throughout
much of the twentieth century, when Canada’s
economy was based largely on its domestic mar-
ket, it made sense to try to increase the population
as much as possible in order to benefit from econ-
omies of scale. As our economy became more in-
volved in foreign trade through globalization and
specific agreements such as NAFTA, the size of
our domestic market, and therefore our popula-
tion size, had less and less relevance to the
well-being of the country. Indeed, if the size of
population were a major determinant in the eco-
nomic success of countries, Singapore and Swit-
zerland would be basket cases while China and
India would be among the wealthiest.

The fact that population growth should not be as-
sumed to lead to economic well-being was also
underlined in a report released in 1998 by the Or-
ganization for Economic Development (OECD) in
which it warned of the possibility of a major de-
cline in the Canadian standard of living—possi-
bly to as much as 25 percent below the average of
OECD countries—"“because its population was
growing faster than that of other leading nations
and Canada has to run faster just to keep its place
as an above average performer” (Little, 1998). A
principal reason for this rapid population growth
is that we have the highest immigration rates per
capita in the world.?

All of this is not to suggest that some sectors of
the economy do not benefit from immigration.
One of the leading experts on the economics of
immigration in the United States, George Borjas
of Harvard University, concluded that, while
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immigration resulted in little economic benefit
to the existing population of the United States, it
brought about a transfer of US $152 billion from
the pockets of workers to those of employers by
creating a larger labour pool that resulted in
lower wages and increased profits (Borjas, 1999,
p- 91). The impact on relatively unskilled labour
was most marked. A study by three Harvard
economists estimated that, of the 27 percent
drop in wages (in constant 1995 dollars) experi-
enced by high school dropouts in the United
States from 1979 to 1995, between 44 and 60 per-
cent of this decline was attributable to immigra-
tion and particularly the arrival of large
numbers of unskilled immigrants (Cassidy,
1997, p. 41). These results are undoubtedly rele-
vant to Canada, which has a per capita immigra-
tion rate twice that of the United States as well as
a higher dropout rate.

While no similar calculation has been made for
Canada, the available evidence suggests that the
impact of immigration on workers in this country
has been significant in some areas. Research has
shown, for example, that in the mid-1990s work-
ers in 47 major Canadian industries were losing
jobs or suffering wage compression from immi-
gration (DeVoretz, 1996).

Those probably most seriously affected in this re-
gard are recent immigrants. While there is not a
great deal of data on this subject, one non-Cana-
dian study found that a 10 percent rise in the
number of immigrants depressed the wages of
earlier immigrants by 4 percent (The Economist,
June 29, 2002, p. 54). If this figure is correct (and
some reports suggest the impact is even greater),
the increase in Canadian immigration levels by
over 40 percent between 1999 and 2001 may well
have had a major effect on depressing the wages
and limiting the employment opportunities of

newcomers in this period.

Having said this, it must also be acknowledged
lower wages leading to larger profits can at times
create the means and incentive for further invest-
ment leading to economic growth and higher liv-
ing standards. This may have been the case to
some extent in the 1950s and "60s, when most jobs
could be filled by low-skilled workers. Such is
much less the case today, however, and the wage
suppression going on in some of the least dy-
namic parts of our economy, caused in large mea-
sure by immigration, may well be diverting invest-
ment away from the more promising sectors.

Even in sectors where immigration may lead to
capital formation and economic development as
the result of wage suppression, there may be
negative consequences. It could, for example, be
a contributing factor to the Canada’s current
brain drain. Only a small percentage of immi-
grants to the United States are, for example, en-
gineers (in 2000, for example there were only
7,325, or less than one percent of the total). In
contrast, over 15,000 immigrants declared engi-
neering as their intended occupation in Canada
in the same year, i.e., about 6.6 percent of all our
landed immigrants. The number entering Can-
ada in 2000 was, in the event, 50 percent higher
than the number of engineering degrees granted
by Canadian universities, with foreign-born en-
gineers now comprising almost half of those
holding engineering degrees in Canada
(Couton, 2002, pp. 6, 7).

This massive influx into Canada has almost cer-
tainly been a major contributing factor in the fail-
ure of Canadian salaries in the engineering field
to keep pace with those in the US in the past de-
cade. Itis also probably a major reason why many
of our best engineering graduates accept employ-
ment offers from American companies rather
than stay in Canada. By taking in such large num-
bers of engineers as immigrants, Canada is, there-
fore, helping to create an on-going brain drain

Canada’s Immigration Policy
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which will require continued substitution of Ca-
nadian-born by immigrant engineers.

Don DeVoretz raised these issues in a paper on
the brain drain published in Policy Options in
1999. In it, he asks whether the influx of highly
skilled immigrants from the rest of the world ac-
celerates the outflow of Canadian workers by
keeping wages low. He notes that, while this out-
flow is more than equalled by the number of
skilled immigrants arriving, the latter are not as
productive as the Canadian-educated who left.
The resettlement of the newcomers in Canada,
moreover, is costly. His estimate for the 50,578 re-
placement immigrants who arrived circa 1989-96
in terms of productivity loss, settlement, and edu-
cational replacement loss is $11.8 billion.

In his paper, DeVoretz also raises the question as
to whether the fraction of these resettlement costs
absorbed by the Canadian taxpayer would be
better spent to entice Canadian professionals
back from the United States. Although the answer
to this may seem obvious, it is unlikely the gov-
ernment will take such a course of action as long
as it thinks it can strengthen its support from spe-
cial interest groups by continuing to get taxpay-
ers to fund the resettlement of immigrants who
will replace Canadian workers.

Will immigration fill the
anticipated shortage of
skilled workers?

The possible economic benefits of having a larger
population are by no means the only economic
justifications advanced in support of large-scale
immigration. In recent months, the possibility of
filling an anticipated shortage of skilled workers
in Canada through immigration has received a
good deal of public attention.

A report released early last year by the Confer-
ence Board of Canada estimated that by 2020 the

country’s economic development could be con-
strained by a shortage of as many as one million
skilled workers. To begin with, the validity of
such a prediction deserves careful scrutiny since
the focus should not be on the shortages them-
selves, but rather on the factors that have caused
the shortages to emerge, i.e., the impediments
that are preventing the natural adjustment of the
market in dealing with this problem. The exis-
tence of such impediments are, if fact, often attrib-
utable to governments themselves.

In any event, the government responded initially
to this projection by proclaiming that changes
would be necessary in our approach to education
and training if we were to fill this gap. Not too
long afterwards, however, the then minister of
immigration, Elinor Caplan, entered the debate
by arguing that immigration could solve the
shortage. Her successor as minister, Denis
Coderre, recently made his contribution to
ratcheting up the sense of urgency by stating that
hebelieved there would be a deficit of one million
skilled workers in just 5 years—but provided no
hint as to how he arrived at this dramatic conclu-
sion.? In contrast, a recently published study by
the Canadian Council on Social Development
and the Columbia Foundation argues that that, if
anything, there is probably a labour surplus in
Canada at present because of youth unemploy-
ment, the unused stockpile of accumulated for-
mal education, and the large number of workers
forced into part-time rather than full-time em-
ployment (Schetagne, 2001, p. 19).

One question deserves careful examination: what
sort of balance should be struck between meeting
labour requirements through immigration on the
one hand, and through better training and educa-
tion for people already in the country on the
other? It is instructive to see how this issue played
out in the United States recently in a debate about
with whether more foreign workers should be
brought in to meet the needs of the high tech in-
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dustry, which had been rapidly expanding until
two or three years ago. The industry argued that,
if it were not allowed to import large numbers of
skilled workers, its potential growth would be
greatly curtailed. US unions and professional as-
sociations, for their part, pointed out that em-
ployers had a strong vested interest in bringing in
foreign labour because they could pay wages to
the latter which were well below the going rates
for Americans and, in doing so, also avoid the
more expensive solution of retraining and up-

grading existing employees.*

In the end, Congress approved a compromise ar-
rangement whereby the high tech industry
would be allowed to bring in more than half a
million high tech workers from overseas over the
course of three years while, at the same time, re-
training 400,000 of its existing American employ-
ees. However, observers expressed serious doubt
whether, even if the industry continued with its
rapid expansion, it could absorb both the contract
workers from abroad as well as the retrained
workers when they were ready to re-enter the
work force. As a result of the subsequent down-
turn in the high-tech industry, large numbers of
overseas workers have lost their jobs in the
United States and many have returned to their
home countries. Even so, the end may not yet be
in sight with regard to this exercise since, as the
retrained US workers come back on the job mar-
ket, the surplus of skilled labour in the industry
may well become even more serious.

The moral of the story is that governments should
first look carefully at the extent to which they can
meet projected labour shortages from within their
existing population before looking over-
seas—even if this means that certain industries
might have to expand at a somewhat slower pace
than they would prefer. As one senior American
official put it when he testified on the demand for
high-tech visas, “immigration fixes undercut ef-
forts to improve public education, create better

retraining programs, and draw the unemployed
into the labor market” (Uhalde, 2000, as quoted in
Goldsborough, p. 91).

The availability of a large labour pool, which im-
migration has made possible, may well have
functioned as a disincentive for employers to pro-
vide training for Canada’s labour force. The poor
track record of Canadian industry in this regard
was made clear in a recent address by Dr. Tim
O’Neill, Executive Vice President of the Bank of
Montreal, when he told the Vancouver Board of
Trade that only 31 percent of Canadian employ-
ers are paying for training for their staff, com-
pared to over 80 percent in Britain and 75 percent
in Japan (O’Neill, 2002).

There are indications, however, that the attitude
of Canadian employers with respect to providing
training for their staff may be improving. A recent
survey by the Canadian Labour and Business
Centre, for example, reported that managers and
labour leaders in both the public and private sec-
tors say they need to upgrade their employees’
skills rather than look for replacements from
overseas. They don't, in fact, see immigrants as a
solution to their labour problems (Viewpoints
2002).

As for the track record of immigration in filling
specific labour shortages, the Economic Council
of Canada found little evidence to support such
policies when it concluded that cases where im-
migration had been successfully used to fill such
gaps were rare, and that the advantages realized
from bringing in foreign workers were likely to
be extremely small when the losses in wages of
Canadian workers were balanced against the
gains of employers and consumers (Economic and
Social Impacts, 1991, p. 31).

This does not preclude the possibility that a short-
age in a particular field may become so dire that
only immigration can solve it in the short term
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(the ECC report suggested that the dearth of uni-
versity teachers in the 1960s and 1970s fell into
that category). The same may be true for the
shortage of doctors and nurses today. The analy-
sis accompanying the recently published immi-
gration regulations comes to much the same
conclusion as did the Economic Council a decade
ago in stating that occupational demand may
change faster than governments can adapt and
that there was, therefore, limited value in select-
ing immigrants on the basis of specific skills (Can-
ada Gazette Part I, p. 227).°

Can immigration solve the
problems associated with
an aging population?

Linked to the question of the anticipated shortage
of skilled workers are the economic implications
of Canada’s aging population. The government
has not been hesitant about playing the immigra-
tion card as a supposed solution to envisaged
problems related to this aging. These include
claims that immigration can be used keep the
average age of the population from increasing
and thereby avoid the problems of having
fewer workers to support an increasing number
of retired persons—loosely referred to as the “de-
pendency ratio.”® In fact, however, the govern-
ment’s own research shows that immigration will
not offset the aging of the population or the issues
associated with an increasing dependency ratio,
with current policies perhaps even being counter-
productive in this respect.

To be sure, Canadians are indeed getting older as
people are living longer and women are having
fewer babies. According to a Statistics Canada
projection last year, without any net immigration
and with no change in the current fertility rate,
our population will continue to grow for another
dozen years and begin to fall below the current
level in the late 2020s (Statistics Canada, 2001, p.
64). In the circumstances, unless we specifically

want a larger population, we won'’t require any
net immigration for the next quarter of a century.’
Itis also true that we will have to contend with an
increasing number of retired persons in relation
to those still working. Current projections are that
by 2025 the number of retirees for every hundred
workers will increase from the present 18 to 35.

There is, however, abundant evidence that only
immigration at overwhelmingly high levels
would have any significant effect on population
aging. A 1989 report on demographics released
by Health and Welfare Canada and based on 167
studies concluded, for example, that increased
immigration would have a little or no impact on
either the aging of the population (Charting Can-
ada’s Future, p. 24) or the dependency ratio
(Charting Canada’s Future, p. 26). The Economic
Council study similarly declared two years later
that the reduction of the tax burden of depend-
ency through immigration was quite insignificant
(Economic and Social Impacts, 1991, p. 51), while in
1997 Statistics Canada concluded from census
data that “immigration cannot erase the dilemma
of growing old, which the entire population must
face” (Statistics Canada, 1997, p. 96).

A United Nations report (Replacement Migration)
issued in March 2000 spelled out just how much
immigration would be required to keep the age of
the population and therefore the dependency ra-
tio at current levels. While Canada was not one of
the countries covered in the study, the United
States (with an age profile relatively close to our
own but slightly younger) was included and its
projections were roughly similar to what we
would have to expect here. In the case of the US,
the United Nations found that it would have to
raise its population to 1.1 billion by 2050 to main-
tain current dependency ratios. To achieve this,
73 percent of the people in the US in 2050 would
be immigrants or offspring of those who arrived
since 2000. And it would not stop there since, af-
ter a generation or two, most immigrants take on

The Fraser Institute

11

Canada’s Immigration Policy



PUBLIC POLICY SOURCES, NUMBER 64

the same aging and family-size characteristics as
those of native-born North Americans® and we
would have to continue quadrupling our popula-
tions every 50 years to maintain current depend-
ency ratios.

If immigration cannot solve the problems related
to the increasing dependency ratio resulting from
an aging population and a declining fertility rate,
how are we going to cope with it? The UN report,
the ECC study, and others suggest a variety of so-
lutions, including expanded labour-force partici-
pation (particularly by women), increased
economic productivity, delayed retirement, and
adjustments to pension-plan contributions.

Other countries will face much more serious chal-
lenges in the years to come in terms of aging pop-
ulations than Canada. Italy, Germany, and Japan,
for example, have much older populations than
Canada. Similarly, the people of Britain, France,
and many other industrialized countries are con-
siderably older (United Nations, Population Age-
ing: 2002).Yet Canada is alone in claiming that the
problem of aging can be solved by immigration,
and alone in using this issue to justify its immi-
gration policies.

Allowing older people to postpone retirement
has, in fact, been recommended by a number of
Canadian organizations as one of the most obvi-
ous ways of dealing with the prospect of an in-
creasing dependency ratio. A study released in
August 2001 by the Canadian Council on Social
Development and the Columbia Foundation
noted that “we cannot avoid the aging of the ac-
tive population but we can mitigate the phenom-
enon by keeping older workers in the labour
market to avoid a labour shortage” (Schetagne,
2001, p. 28). The report went on to suggest that in
the future, older workers will probably be more
numerous, better educated, and there will be
more women in their ranks than was the case in
the past.

Earlier the same year, a study published by the In-
stitute for Research on Public Policy went further,
and suggested that the aging of the population
will actually bring with it certain advantages; it
will enhance the role of human capital, and be an
advantage to the new economy which demands
more brains and less brawn. The report’s author,
Marcel Mérette, points out that analyses of the
impacts of population aging in Canada typically
emphasize the costs of aging while neglecting
some important positive impacts. These include
the following facts:

* the use of savings among elderly decline with
reduced needs to finance physical capital,

e more educated cohorts remain in the
workforce longer so that, in future years,
workers will tend to retire at an older age than
they do now, and also

+ government revenues will be bolstered by
taxable withdrawals from Registered Retire-
ment Plans and other tax-deferred private
pension plans precisely when upward pres-
sure on public expenditures related to old
age—particularly on health care and pen-
sions—are expected to be most acute
(Mérette, 2002).

On the question of older people remaining longer
in the workforce, it is worth noting that the
United States recently raised its mandatory retire-
ment age to 67 and is considering raising it to 70.
In contrast, and perhaps out of concern that ways
other than immigration might be found to ad-
dress the issue of an aging population, Prime
Minister Chrétien was quick to proclaim after the
release of the census confirming that the popula-
tion was aging, that the answer was not to be
found in changing minimum eligible retirement
ages, or encouraging families to have more chil-
dren, but rather in simplifying immigration pro-
cedures and admitting people to the country
more quickly (MacCharles, 2002).
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Still other solutions have been identified for the
dependency problem, among them predictions
that the adjustments we have already made to
pension plan contributions will be sufficient to
deal with the dependency issue. CIBC economists
Avery Shenfield and Loretta Nott report that
Canada is in “splendid shape” in this regard. Be-
cause of our system of taxes and transfers, includ-
ing the fact that we have already adjusted CPP
premiums, Canada alone among the G8 will be
able to pay the bills over the next 35 years as far as
supporting an aging population is concerned
(Little, 2000).° Still others, such as Robert L.
Brown, a professor of statistics and actuarial sci-
ence at Waterloo University, have concluded that
normal increases in productivity will offset the
increasing dependency burden (Brown, 2001).

A particular irony of the government’s erroneous
claims that immigration will help solve the aging
and dependency problems is that, with the gener-
ous provisions for bringing in parents and grand-
parents, current policies are having exactly the
opposite effect. For example, Statistics Canada re-
ported that, according to the 1996 census, it is
among the elderly that the proportion of for-
eign-born is highest. At that time, 27.7 percent of
people over 65 were foreign born compared to
17.7 percent of the population in general (Statis-
tics Canada, 1997, p.94). Needless to say, figures
such as this also add little credibility to govern-
ment claims that we need more immigrants to
help shore up a flagging health care system.

When Statistics Canada released census data in
July of this year showing that the population was
aging, the agency once again made it clear that
immigration would do little to halt this trend not-
ing that, “given Canada’s current age distribu-
tion, overall population aging is unavoidable...
immigration has limited impact on population
aging” (Statistics Canada, 2002, p. 5). The report
went on to point out in this regard that, during
the decade between 1981 and 1991, 1.4 million im-

migrants arrived in Canada. This level almost
doubled to 2.2 million between 1991 and 2001. Yet
the median age continued to increase—by nearly
four years during both periods. With an assumed
annual inflow of 225,000 immigrants, the median
age is projected to increase by a further 3.4 years
between 2001 and 2011. Projections envisaging
twice as many immigrants, which are numbers
far above any past level, still indicate an increase
of 2.4 years in the median age.

Despite this clear evidence to the contrary, Prime
Minister Chrétien once again ignored the facts
and argued that we would have to increase immi-
gration to deal with the looming retirement crisis
(Carey, 2002). He also used the occasion to claim
that immigration was necessary to keep the econ-
omy growing and provide the taxpayers that will
be needed to maintain the level of revenues that
will help us to pay for our social programs
(MacCharles, 2002).

Other advocates of high immigration levels, such
as David Baxter, president of the Vancou-
ver-based Urban Futures Institute, joined the
Prime Minister in declaring a state of urgency on
this issue by claiming that “we should be scared
out of our minds” by the census results (Carey,
2002). In like manner and in response to the re-
lease of earlier census results that showed popu-
lation growth had slowed, a Southam News
national editorial on March 14, 2002 proclaimed
that Canada needs more immigrants, not fewer,
and that without more people, we can’t sustain
our well-being, let alone do better (National Post).
Haroon Siddiqui, editor emeritus of the Toronto
Star, made his contribution by stating at an Ot-
tawa conference that “without immigration, Can-
ada’s growth would stagnate and economic
problems like those suffered by Atlantic Canada
would spread throughout the country... we get
(immigrants) not because we’re doing them a fa-
vour... We get them because we need them. Des-
perately” (reported in Adam, 2002 ).
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In contrast to the sounding of these alarms,
calmer and better-informed voices, such as de-
mographer David Foot of the University of To-
ronto, pointed out that Canada shouldn’t panic
and raise its immigration levels because the prob-
lem of aging boomers is at least a decade away.
Back in 1996, Foot and co-author Daniel Stoffman
noted in their demographic bestseller, Boom, Bust
and Echo, that as the number of Canadian-born
people entering the labour market in the first de-
cade of the twenty-first century would increase
because of the echo generation (children of baby
boomers), Canada would have to consider cur-
tailing immigration. In their words “it does not
make sense to bring in a flood of 20-year old im-
migrants to compete for scarce jobs just when
large numbers of Canadian-born 20-year olds are
entering the job market. Doing so would be unfair
both to immigrants and to resident Canadians”
(Foot with Stoffman, 1996, p. 205).

In commenting on the sense of crisis created with
the release of the latest census figures, Foot ob-
served that “It’s exactly the opposite... the baby
boomers aren’t retiring for another five years and
their kids are entering the labour market.” He
predicted that “we’re going to have labour mar-
ket surpluses before we get to the labour market
shortages” and noted that we still have a jobless
rate of 7 percent and that doesn’t sound like a la-
bour shortage to me” (Beauchesne, 2002).

Another of Canada’s best known demographers,
Roderic Beaujot of the University of Western On-
tario,!” also counseled against the sense of ur-
gency and even panic engendered by the Prime
Minister and others when he pointed out that,
even with a further decline in the birth rate and
substantially reduced immigration levels, we can
expect projected population growth through to
2029, and with natural increase alone (i.e., with-
out immigration) we will still keep growing for
more than a dozen years (Kerr and Beaujot, 2002).

Would it be better if more
immigrants went to areas
where the population is
declining rather than

to large cities?

In May 2001, the Canadian government released
a report entitled Towards a Balanced Geographical
Distribution of Immigrants, which acknowledged,
in effect, that the situation was far from ideal with
regard to current settlement patterns of immi-
grants. They go overwhelmingly to large cities,
with three-quarters settling in Toronto, Vancou-
ver and Montreal alone.!! Would it not make far
better sense to encourage them to go to regions of
the country with declining populations, such as
the Maritimes and Prairies?

Recognition by the government of the fact that
large metropolitan centres are becoming over-
crowded has been slow in coming. There are
those who for various reasons support the idea
that our larger cities should continue to grow.
Some, such as the real estate industry, have a
vested interest in seeing this happen. Others
point to the various advantages of large concen-
trations of population and contend that modern
technology should be able to deal with the prob-
lems arising from increasing size. By the same to-
ken, a good deal of concern has been voiced by
many residents of metropolitan areas over levels
of pollution, traffic congestion, and pressures on
health and education systems. Until the necessary
technology and resources are in place, further
growth is more than likely to have adverse conse-
quences for most of the population. Most of this
growth is taking place because of immigration
and is accompanied by increasing concentrations
of newcomers. In the circumstances, it is not sur-
prising that the government report acknowledges
that resistance to immigrants has increased in the
large metropolitan areas because of the large
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numbers living there (Towards a Balanced Geo-
graphical Distribution of Immigrants, p. iii).

As for parts of the country where the population
is declining—or about to decline—a good deal
can be said for encouraging immigrants to settle
in such regions. The government faces the chal-
lenge that, if it cannot find incentives and oppor-
tunities to keep and attract Canadians to these
areas, neither will newcomers want to go there.

The government might, in the circumstances,
simply make it a condition of coming to Canada
that newcomers settle in such parts of the country
and hope that, once there, they generate new eco-
nomic activity. Apart from questions about
whether this approach would have a reasonable
chance of succeeding, serious doubts have al-
ready been made about whether it would be pos-
sible to enforce such a requirement in the case of
those who decided to move to large urban centres
soon after their arrival.

If the government can demonstrate that it has
workable solutions to this problem, sending im-
migrants to the Maritimes and Prairies would
make more sense than simply adding more peo-
ple to already overcrowded metropolitan areas.
As things now stand, however, the govern-
ment’s approach to locating immigrants in ar-
eas where they might make a more positive
contribution to the Canadian economy seems to
be the reverse of the famous line “build it and
they will come” from the movie, Field of Dreams.
Ottawa’s policy appears rather to be one of
“bring them in first, and then try to find a place
where they are needed.”

The government’s plans to have immigrants to
settle outside large metropolitan areas are, fur-
thermore, undermined by its very policy of giv-
ing first priority on the immigration ladder to the
family-class category (of which more below),
which, as the report on the balanced distribution

of immigrants itself admits, is “not a good candi-
date for spearheading dispersal since family
members generally come to join those who came
before” (Towards a Balanced Geographical Distribu-
tion of Immigrants, p. 57).

Other arguments for
having a larger
population

A number of other arguments have been ad-
vanced for having a larger population, including
in an article by John McCallum (the current Min-
ister of National Defence) suggesting that, with a
population of 100 million, we would have more
heft and clout, particularly with respect to man-
aging our relations with our enormous neighbour
to the south (McCallum, 2001). It has also been
suggested that raising our population to such a
level would improve our prospects of reaching a
sufficiently large critical mass to ensure the sur-
vival and development of our cultural institu-
tions (Saunders, 2001). The latter argument is
related to some extent to Julian Simon’s conten-
tion that a larger population is more likely to pro-
duce the creativity and genius of a Mozart or
Einstein as well as technological advances that
will make it easier to sustain population growth
without putting added strain on the environment
and infrastructure.

Most Canadians, including myself, would clearly
welcome such benefits. The issue, however, is
whether striving for a population this size is a
good idea before we have the conditions in place
to ensure that the benefits will be greater than the
costs. In particular, until we have worked out the
means of getting most newcomers to settle out-
side large metropolitan areas, we would have to
assume that they would continue with current
settlement patterns. This means that, with an in-
crease in population to 100 million, Toronto
would have to absorb another 34 million people,
and Vancouver more than 10 million.
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Diminishing returns

When the Economic Council of Canada released
its report in 1991, it concluded that there was little
or no economic benefit to the country from immi-
gration. Evidence collected since then suggests
that there has been a significant downturn in the
economic fortunes of recent immigrants, results
that, had they been available earlier, might well
have caused the Council to arrive at rather more
negative conclusions.

Studies released in 1995 showed that immigrants
who arrived before 1980 earned slightly more
than those born in Canada. In contrast, by 1995,
the wages of those who came after 1980 reached a
level of only 60 percent of people born in Canada
and 58 percent of earlier immigrants.!? Research
results from the University of Toronto in 2000
also confirmed a widening gap of major propor-
tions between the earnings of recent newcomers
and people born here (Reitz, 2000, p. 30). It ap-
pears that this decline is being driven by two ma-
jor factors: a larger proportion of total
immigration is now comprised of individuals
who were not expected to be productive (primar-
ily family class) and an increase in the problems
faced by skilled workers.

As for poverty levels, a report published by the
Canadian Council on Social Development in
April 2000 documented the increasing poverty
experienced by recent immigrants in metropoli-
tan areas, where over 90 percent of newcomers
now settle. Whereas the poverty level of those
who arrived before 1986 was 19.7 percent, or
slightly lower than that of Canadian-born, the
poverty level of those who came after 1991 has
reached a disturbing 52.1 percent, while that of
those born in Canada has remained relatively un-
changed at around 20 percent. While noting that
most newcomers are able to improve their situa-
tion over time, the report warned with regard to
the more recent arrivals that they were having

greater difficulty in the labour market than did
previous immigrants, and their income may
never reach the Canadian average (Lee, 2000, pp.
32,35).13

Similar statistics have been reported by other
sources. A recent United Way survey on poverty
in Toronto suggests that one of the reasons for
greater poverty in that city is immigration when it
states: “Almost one-half of the population of To-
ronto was born outside of Canada, and one-third
of all recent newcomers make Toronto their
home. In 1996, over half of recent newcomers
were living in poverty, as were 41 percent of
racialized minorities” (Goldstein, 2002). Other re-
ports concur with this downward trend. In British
Columbia, a report found that, while poverty lev-
els among Canadian-born in the province re-
mained at around 12 percent, poverty among
recently arrived immigrants rose from 11 percent
for those who arrived before 1976 to 51 percent
among those who came between 1991 and 1996.
The report also states that unemployment rates
for those who arrived in the latter period were
double those of Canadian-born (Martin
Spigelman Research Associates, 2002).

The costs of the immigration
program to taxpayers

Just how much the current immigration program
is costing the Canadian taxpayer is not easy to de-
termine. John Manion, a former Deputy Minister
of Immigration and Secretary of the Treasury
Board estimated that the direct annual cost to tax-
payers for immigration and refugee programs is
in the neighbourhood of $2 to $4 billion a year
(Testimony before the Senate Standing Commit-
tee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology, Oc-
tober 3, 2001). Clearly, the federal authorities
have no inclination whatsoever to produce a com-
prehensive figure since, to do so, would almost
certainly undermine their claims that immigra-
tion benefits the Canadian economy (a claim that
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may have had some limited validity prior to 1980
but which is now almost certainly without foun-
dation in light of the significant decline in the eco-
nomic performance of immigrants who arrived
after 1980).

A further reason for the federal government’s re-
luctance to acknowledge just how much immi-
gration costs the public is very likely because
much of the expense has to be borne by provincial
and municipal governments even though policies
are designed with the political interests of the fed-
eral government in mind. In the case of refugee
costs, the rather unlikely combination of the NDP
government in British Columbia, the Mike Harris
Conservatives in Ontario, and the Bloc Quebecois
in Quebec joined together two years ago to de-
mand that Ottawa sort out the refugee process
and assume the costs of social assistance and
other services for the claimants. The then minister
of immigration, Elinor Caplan, responded by as-
serting that no more money was available in fed-
eral coffers to deal with refugee matters and told
the three provinces to “get serious” (Cox and
Duffy, 2000).

Similar rebuffs were administered to Mayors
Lastman of Toronto and McCallion of
Mississauga when they raised the issue of costs
(Gillis and Benzie, 1999; see also Francis, 2001). A
recent development of a more positive nature in
this regard is that the present minister of immi-
gration, Denis Coderre, appears more disposed
than his predecessors to have a serious discussion
with the provinces and is scheduled to begin the
process later this year.

What is clear from all of this is that the federal
government has avoided being held accountable
for the costs of the immigration program and
shows no sign of assuming responsibility for this.
This point was not missed by the authors of the
Immigration Legislative Review when they stated
that “we firmly believe that the government must

account for the way the objectives of the
immigration programs are being met” (p. 4). Ac-
countability should include not only informing
the public about the full nature of the costs, but
actually paying for these costs rather than leaving
them for provincial and municipal governments
to cope with.!* This will involve keeping track of
the whereabouts of newcomers, at least during
the first years after their arrival, in order to moni-
tor what costs are being incurred on the public
purse by their presence in Canada.

While this suggestion may offend some civil lib-
ertarians, it should not do so since it is a usual re-
quirement in other free and democratic societies,
to use the sentiments in the Canadian constitu-
tion. For example, Australian private citizens
who wish to sponsor immigrants for family re-
unification (their parents, for example), are re-
sponsible for the costs which they might
otherwise impose on the broader society. These
sponsors are required to track the whereabouts of
those they sponsor and pay their costs. In Can-
ada, the federal government is the “sponsor” of
the immigration program and should bear re-
sponsibility for its cost and other implica-
tions—including the necessity to track where the
immigrants are at any given time. These observa-
tions apply with particular force to the refugees
who are permitted entry.

There is one final comment to be made on the
costs of immigration, whatever they may be in to-
tal. As indicated elsewhere in this paper, some
parts of the private sector tend to support high
immigration levels because doing so creates a
larger labour pool, lowers wages, and acts as a
stimulus to the economy by producing larger
profits. This may be obvious in terms of the direct
benefit it provides to producers as well as, to
some extent, to consumers. However, the calcula-
tion of the total benefit or loss to the economy
should also include the various associated costs,
such as English language training, welfare, etc.,
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before assessing whether there has been a net
gain from immigration. Although the producers
may, indeed, enjoy some direct benefits, the high
taxes required to pay for these costs may well act
as a deterrent to investment. While the costs of
immigration constitute a relatively small part of
total government expenditures, this point
should be borne in mind by those who advocate
high immigration levels as a means of stimulat-
ing the economy.

Turning to specific reasons for the marked de-
cline in the economic performance of recent im-
migrants, we will look both as the problems
encountered by more qualified newcomers as
well as the impact of the arrival of large numbers
of sponsored relatives.

Challenges for
immigrants with
higher qualifications

The downturn in the economic fortunes of recent
immigrants is due to more than one single cause.
At the upper end of the scale, the more educated
immigrants are arriving with better credentials
than in the past, but their competitiveness in the
market place has declined because the education
levels of people born in Canada have advanced at
an even faster pace. An analysis of this problem is
provided in Reitz’s University of Toronto study
(Reitz, 2000).!> It found that the economic pros-
pects of new arrivals had also been eroded be-
cause their educational credentials from overseas
were given relatively less weight by Canadian
employers than in the past, a situation exacer-
bated by the marked shift towards a knowledge
economy in this country. While some analysts
have ascribed these difficulties to prejudice
against visible minorities on the part of Canadian
employers, the study showed that, over time, the
steadiest economic decline was observed for re-
cent arrivals in the white immigrant group.

The study also noted that such trends are part of
the basic institutional structure of Canadian soci-
ety and are not going to change. The author of-
fered the view that the “downward trends in
immigrant employment and earnings are large
and represent a serious problem, getting worse.
Lower immigrant earnings inevitably translate
into higher levels of poverty. They hamper settle-
ment efforts and put pressure on social expendi-
tures. The economic contribution of immigrants,
both as consumer and as taxpayer, is reduced,
Given that immigrants tend to settle in large ur-
ban areas such as Toronto and Vancouver, the im-
pact is particularly acute in these areas” (Reitz,
2000, p. 11).

What does seem clear at the present time is that
we are bringing in large numbers of skilled immi-
grants who cannot find suitable employment.
There are several reasons for this, including those
identified in the University of Toronto study, as
well as a lack of a working knowledge of English
or French, or familiarity with Canadian culture.
Unlike the situation in the United States, where
many skilled workers are allowed in on tempo-
rary working visas and leave if they are unable to
continue their employment, immigrants to Can-
ada are entitled to stay here and claim welfare if
they cannot find jobs. This is clearly an unsatisfac-
tory situation both for the immigrants and for
Canada.

To be fair to immigration applicants, we should
be providing them a more accurate picture of
their prospects for finding suitable work in Can-
ada in relation to their qualifications—including
whether or not they are competent in one of our
official languages. Unfortunately the govern-
ment’s determination to increase the number of
immigrants (even if there is no obvious employ-
ment available for them), and the enthusiasm of
immigration consultants and lawyers for encour-
aging eager applicants to avail themselves of their
services, has resulted in large numbers of people
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coming here who are disappointed by what they
find and incur considerable expense to the Cana-
dian taxpayer as well. In addition to providing
better information to prospective immigrants,
more research should be undertaken into the ex-

Family Reunification

Family class immigration
may gain votes but does
not help the country

While the increasing difficulties faced in re-
cent years by the more qualified newcom-
ers has had an effect on the overall economic
performance of immigrants, the high priority

given to family class sponsorships would appear
to have had the most negative impact.

Before commenting in detail on the problems of
family-class immigration, it should be empha-
sized that there is nothing wrong in principle
with wanting to bring in one’s extended family so
that they may benefit from the economic opportu-
nities available in Canada. Canadians value the
strong family ties that motivate such a desire. The
fact is, however, that immigration policy is sup-
posed to be based on economic benefit to Canada.
In contrast, sponsored family members, who are
not required to have either job or language skills,
constitute a net liability on average. No one ques-
tions the right of a skilled worker to bring his or
her spouse and dependent children to Canada,
but if extended family members also wish to
come, they should be required to qualify on their
own merits.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Canada
began basing its policies on the skills people
brought with them rather than what part of the
world they came from, the overall economic per-
formance of immigrants was still quite good. Af-

tent to which immigrants in the skilled worker
category are successful in finding employment
and, if not, why not.

ter the arrival of the initial wave of well-qualified
newcomers from developing countries, however,
pressure began building to facilitate the entry of
extended family members.

This had been less of a problem with earlier immi-
grants, when most came from countries where
standards of living and employment opportuni-
ties were not dramatically different from those in
Canada, and where relatives who stayed behind
more often than not had the benefit of social wel-
fare systems, pension plans, etc. During that pe-
riod there was less demand to bring in extended
family members, or even parents, who were rela-
tively comfortably settled in the old country and
content to remain there for the rest of their days.

This proved to be much less the case with people
who immigrated during the last three decades.
Increasingly, they came from developing coun-
tries, which very often offered limited economic
opportunities and had little social welfare sup-
port. The pressure then began building in earnest
to make it easier to bring in extended family
members as sponsored relatives rather than re-
quiring them to qualify as skilled independents.

By the time new comprehensive immigration leg-
islation was drafted in the late 1970s, the priority
had shifted from skilled independents to the
sponsorship of family members, who were not re-
quired to bring with them either job skills or com-
petency in either of the official languages. As
early as 1982 the Auditor General of Canada be-
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gan expressing concern over the impact of this
change. In his report of that year, he stated that
members of the family class, who by then were
accounting for a significant proportion of new
immigrants, were not well prepared to partici-
pate in the Canadian labour market, that they of-
ten belonged to occupational groups whose skills
are in low demand in Canada, and to age groups
where the rate of unemployment is high. He
added that recent studies had raised questions
about the ability of a significant proportion of the
members of the family class to adapt to life in
Canada and that this could have repercussions on
social programs and on the labour market (Report
of the Auditor General, 1982, section 7.39).

Despite these concerns registered 20 years ago
and repeated many times by other individuals
and organizations in the interim, very little has
changed as successive governments have contin-
ued to give priority to family members rather
than the skilled independents who stand a better
chance of contributing to the economy and adapt-
ing to Canadian society. As recently as June 2002,
the House of Commons Standing Committee on
Citizenship and Immigration recommended that
the skilled worker category be moved up from
fourth to second priority (Competing for Immi-
grants)—but still behind family class, which
would continue to receive first consideration.

One must ask why, in the circumstances, the gov-
ernment chooses to give first priority to a cate-
gory the members of which are clearly going to
contribute less to Canada than skilled workers.
The answer is quite simply that persons in Can-
ada wishing to bring in members of their ex-
tended families are inclined to support the
political party prepared to make this as easy and
fast as possible. There are no such sponsors, and
therefore no similar political constituency for
skilled immigrants, who apply on their own as in-
dependents. Even so, it is widely assumed that at
least some political benefit can be derived from

bringing in the latter as well, since the federal Lib-
eral Party has been successful at posing as the
party most supportive of immigrants in general.
As such, the Liberals assume, with some justifica-
tion, that most newcomers, whether sponsored
family members or independents, will vote for it
in the next election. Further background on how
political support can be mobilized to promote
family class immigration can be found later in
this paper (see analysis in Akbar, 1996).

In the face of this situation, and in order to appear
to be serving the best interests of the country, the
government has tried to create the impression
that attracting well-qualified immigrants is its top
concern, while in fact retaining family class is the
first priority and, indeed, it is expanding the pro-
visions for sponsorship. Citizenship and Immi-
gration’s annual statistics are now presented in a
manner that might lead many to conclude that the
number of skilled independents is considerably
higher than is actually the case. Until 1998, these
government reports indicated precisely what per-
centage of the total number of immigrants were
admitted on their own merits. They could be
found in the “Skilled Worker—Principal Appli-
cant” column, which in that year comprised 20.6
percent of the total (Facts and Figures, 1998, p. 4).
From 1999 on, however, this cohort was com-
bined with the spouses and children of these ap-
plicants under a heading simply identified as
“Skilled Worker,” and which in 1999 was 48.68
percent (Facts and Figures, 1998, p. 4). To the un-
wary reader, the proportion of immigrants se-
lected solely on the basis of their qualifications
had grown very substantially, when in fact it rose
by only one percent of the total (to 21.8 percent).

To try to create an even more positive impression,
the government has added a number of smaller
categories to form a large group of what it de-
scribes as “economic” immigrants, a term pre-
sumably intended to convey the impression that
they are selected on the basis that they will benefit
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Canada economically. According to the govern-
ment, 60 percent of all immigrants are “eco-
nomic.” Apart from skilled workers, their
spouses, and dependent children, most of the re-
maining members of the economic category are,
in fact, business immigrants—investors and en-
trepreneurs—a category that has been seriously
challenged by various studies and audits that
have questioned whether they really bring the
economic benefits to Canada that the government
claims, or whether they are, in fact, primarily of
benefit to the immigration lawyers, consultants,
and investment firms that help arrange their im-
migration to Canada.!®

As for family class immigrants, their track record
has not been encouraging. Their weak perfor-
mance was documented in a 1995 report to the
House of Commons Standing Committee on Citi-
zenship and Immigration which showed that,
while independent immigrants who arrived in
1985 earned $45,000 a year, family class members
who arrived at the same time earned only $14,000
a year (Campbell, 2000, pp. 55, 56). A study re-
leased by the Department of Citizenship and Im-
migration in 1998 confirmed that immigrants in
the family reunification (i.e., family class) cate-
gory report low employment earnings, high rates
of unemployment benefit and social assistance
usage, and low percentages of tax filers reporting
employment earnings. They were, in fact, the
only category of immigrants whose use of social
assistance rises as their period of residence in
Canada increases (Department of Citizenship
and Immigration, 1998b, pp.19, 17).

It should be mentioned that from the mid-1990s
to the present, some effort has been made to in-
crease the percentage of skilled workers (which
had fallen from 32 percent in the early 1970s to 13
percent in 1994, and brought back up to 23.5 per-
cent in 2001) and lower the percentage of family
class (which had been reduced from more than 40
percent in 1994 to just over 27 percent in 2001).

While this trend away from the family class and
towards skilled workers coincided with a modest
improvement in the earnings of immigrants,17
their overall economic performance has remained
significantly below that of pre-1980 arrivals, as

well as that of Canadian-born.

Government plans to increase
family class immigration

Since it is reasonable to assume that this recent in-
crease in immigrant earnings resulted primarily
from the shift away from family class to skilled in-
dependents, it is regrettable that the government
has shown little interest in building further on
this improvement. It has, in fact, expanded family
class provisions in the act just passed. The new
immigration legislation raises the age of depend-
ent, unmarried children who can be sponsored
from under 19 to under 22, lowers the age of those
who can act as sponsors from 19 to 18, broadens
the definition of spouses, reduces the length of
their sponsors’ financial obligations from 10 to 3
years, and removes the previous admission bar
on spouses and children likely to pose excessive
demands on health or social services.

The government’s intentions in this regard were
clearly outlined in articles that appeared in April
2000 in the Toronto Star, which reported on the in-
troduction of the new legislation by the then im-
migration minister, Elinor Caplan. The Star
opined on April 6 that the minister would “bow
to intense political pressure by making it much
easier for extended families to reunite in Can-
ada,” and that because Toronto’s diverse minor-
ity groups were concerned that family
reunification was given too low a priority, this
move was the “politically smart thing to do” with
an election not too far away (Travers, 2000).

Two days later on April 8, an article predicting
that the federal government would dramatically
expand family immigration quoted Mrs. Caplan
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as stating that “the foundation of this country was
built by family class,” and she was “concerned
that we have seen the percentage of the family
class decline and I think our policies should be
balanced.” The Star speculated that, if Caplan
could reach her stated goal of raising the annual
intake to 300,000, the number of family class im-
migrants could increase by 60,000 a year (Thomp-
son, 2000).

The role of sponsored parents
as the key link in bringing in
extended family members

One of the clearest indications of just how much
the government is prepared to oblige those who
favour family class over independents has been
the manner in which it has dealt with the sponsor-
ship of parents. The key link in the ability of a sin-
gle skilled immigrant to trigger the immigration
to Canada of large numbers of unskilled relatives
is the sponsorship of parents or the spouse’s par-
ents. A landed immigrant or Canadian citizen can
sponsor their parents of any age, and the latter
can, in turn, bring with them their unmarried de-
pendent children. The children can then marry,
and their spouses can sponsor their parents, who
can bring in their unmarried children, and so on.

While the provision for sponsoring parents
makes sense in principle as a means of facilitating
family reunion, it often abused. In some cases, the
parents come to Canada only long enough to
bring in their other children—thus launching the
immigration chain—before returning home. The
Auditor General described this in his 1982 report
as the phenomenon of “courier parents.” Accord-
ing to the report, when parents obtain immigrant
visas, dependent children under 21 are almost al-
ways granted immigrant visas as well. In addi-
tion, many dependents over the age of 21 are
granted landing by Order in Council so that they
can accompany the person who supports them to
Canada. One major immigration office abroad es-

timated that approximately 50 percent of parents
with children around 21 years of age return to
their country of origin as soon as, or even before,
their children settle in Canada. Thus, a procedure
designed to reunite families actually has the op-
posite effect, with the parents becoming sepa-
rated from even more of their children through
the use of programs intended keep them together
(Report of the Auditor General of Canada, 1982, sec-
tion 7.45).

Nor are the costs to Canada for parents who re-
main here insignificant. The use of welfare by
sponsored parents and grandparents rises rather
than falls over time, and reaches rates close to
four times that of the general population (Immi-
gration Legislative Review, p. 46). The importance
for immigration activists of preserving and
strengthening this key link has been illustrated on
a number of occasions. In 1978, lobbyists man-
aged to have removed the requirement that spon-
sored parents be at least 60 years old (thus
increasing the scope for bringing in parents
young enough to still have dependent children)
and, when the current legislation was tabled in
2000, they successfully applied pressure to have
provision for sponsoring parents transferred
from the regulations (where it could have been al-
tered at the administrative level) to the act itself,
where it is much more secure and cannot be
changed without recourse to Parliament.

The availability of sponsoring parents as the link
to bringing in extended family members has also
significantly encouraged fraudulent applications.
The 1982 Auditor General’s report noted that “en-
gagements and marriages of convenience, even
pregnancies of convenience, unverifiable or dubi-
ous family relationships and false or altered doc-
uments are some of the methods used...” (Report
of the Auditor General of Canada, 1982, section 7.44).
Nor has the situation improved in the interim. In
August 2000, it was reported that a single make-
shift temple in one of the main source countries
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of immigration to Canada had created docu-
ments for 50 alleged marriages in order to obtain
landed immigrants status for the “spouses”
(Mandal, 2000).

In contrast to what is happening in Canada, Aus-
tralia, while sympathetic to the notion of reunit-
ing families, has addressed the question of the
sponsoring parents in relation to what is also
best for the country rather than what may gain a
few more votes for the party in power. To begin
with, the Australians consider that bringing in
parents for the purpose of family reunification
makes sense only if those parents already have
as many of their children living lawfully and
permanently in Australia as are living else-
where. In addition, the Australians require that
such parents must be at least 65 years old and
that the sponsor post an “assurance of support
bond” as well as a “non-refundable health ser-
vices charge” (Campbell, 2000, p. 198). The effect
of these different policies is made clear by the
number of sponsorships of parents in the two
countries in the last full reporting year for which
statistics are available. With a population equiv-
alent to more than 60 percent of ours, 560 parents
were sponsored to Australia. In Canada’s case
there were 21,276. (The Canadian figure also in-
cludes grandparents—presumably a relatively
small percentage of the total—as well as depend-
ents of parents. Even with these groups taken into
account, however, it is likely that Canada accepts
at least 10 to 15 times as many parents per capita
as Australia.)

The arrival of so many parents has had a signifi-
cant impact on our health care system since immi-
grants now constitute a considerably higher
proportion of Canada’s population over 65 than
they do of the general population. (As noted
above, immigrants comprise 17.7 percent of the
general population, but 27.7 percent of those over
65). This last point is particularly ironic in relation
to government claims that immigration can help

shore up the social welfare net, and particularly
the health care system, quite apart from maintain-
ing the ratio of workers to retired persons.

Other arguments for bringing
in unskilled immigrants

Despite the lack of economic benefit to Canada of
admitting large numbers of immigrants, many of
whom lack qualifications that will help them en-
ter the job market, the case is nevertheless raised
from time to time that we should still be accepting
such people. One of the contentions raised is that
“my grandfather would not have been allowed to
immigrate to Canada if the present high stan-
dards were in place when he came here.” Other
arguments centre around somewhat more ratio-
nal considerations, such as “Don’t we need un-
skilled immigrants to do the jobs Canadians
won’t do?” and “Shouldn’t free movement of
trade and investment be accompanied by the free
movement of labour across international bor-
ders?”

My grandfather would have been
excluded under the present standards

A frequently heard refrain from immigration ac-
tivists is that too much attention is now given to
the qualifications of immigrants and that, as long
as someone is healthy, willing to work hard, and
does not have a criminal or terrorist background,
they should be allowed to come to Canada. Such
qualifications were certainly what was required
earlier in the century when we needed to popu-
late large areas of the West and when most jobs
were unskilled. This is not the case now, how-
ever. In today’s Canada, immigrants are far more
likely to contribute to the economy and society if
they are well qualified.

In earlier times, the situation was also very differ-
ent with regard to the availability of welfare and
social services. For the most part, newcomers to
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Canada had to survive on their own resources
and, if they didn’t succeed in doing so, usually
had to return to the lands from which they came.
With the extensive social support systems we
now have in place there is, in contrast, signifi-
cantly more incentive for the unskilled to stay
here even if they are not doing very well. It is
more likely that many of today’s immigrants who
choose not to remain here are among the better
qualified—i.e., particularly those who are unable
to find employment they consider commensurate
with their qualifications, or who are discouraged
by the relatively high rates of Canadian income
tax. Those without qualifications will have much
less inclination to return to countries with less
generous social welfare programs in the event
they are unsuccessful in the job market here. In
the words of George Borjas, a welfare state cannot
afford the large-scale immigration of less-skilled
persons (Borjas, 1993, p.42). The situation is, there-
fore, very different from when grandfather arrived
and, if he were accepted then but would not make
the grade if he applied today, it is for good reason.

Immigrants are prepared
to do the jobs Canadians
won’t do

Another reason given for bringing in unskilled
immigrants or those with limited skills is that we
need them to do jobs Canadians won’t do. This
raises a number of issues since, at first glance,
there appears to be some truth to this contention.
An example might be the live-in caregivers or
nannies who come from the Caribbean or Philip-
pines to put in long hours as domestics at rela-
tively low rates of pay and who, in order to make
the terms of such service more attractive, are per-
mitted to apply for permanent residence status in
Canada after two years. While such an arrange-
ment is undoubtedly beneficial for the household
that employs them, the wisdom of allowing peo-
ple to come to and remain in Canada with skills
that would not have qualified them as independ-
ent immigrants is questionable to say the least.

The government has not, to my knowledge, con-
ducted any research into the downstream social
costs of this program, although it is quite likely
that the ultimate expense to the taxpayer consid-
erably exceeds the benefits to employers and that,
in the words of one American analyst, this may be
case of “importing poverty.” If such overseas
workers were not available, the employers would
either have to do their own housekeeping, or pay
sufficiently high wages to make it attractive for
people already in the country to do it.

Also related to this issue is the question of
whether it is right for us to try to preserve indus-
tries that can only survive if there is a constant
supply of cheap labour from overseas. An exam-
ple of this is textile production. Several years ago
it became clear that in Canada this industry
should be phased out since it relied heavily on
unskilled labour. It made far more sense to pro-
duce material for clothing in developing coun-
tries where such labour was much less expensive.

Developing countries, moreover, are eager to
keep such work in order to ensure that they can
provide products for trade based on their plenti-
ful supply of low-cost labour in return for the
more sophisticated items we sold them. In fact,
Canada has retained tariff and non-tariff barriers
that have postponed rationalization of the indus-
try. At the same time, in order to provide workers
for the industry, we have, paradoxically, im-
ported them from many of the same countries
whose exports our trade policies thwart—policies
that now protect the immigrant labourers from
the competition of their former fellow country-
men. A particular irony is that all of this has been
done in the name of protecting the jobs of Cana-
dian workers.

One further consideration should be mentioned
in connection with the questionable value of
bringing in immigrants to do the work Canadians
are reluctant to do at present wage levels. This is
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the point made earlier in this paper: while high
immigration levels that include a significant com-
ponent of people not required to have any skills
may bring immediate benefits to some parts of
the private sector in terms of a larger labour pool
and lower wages, when social costs are factored
in, the overall impact on the economy may well
be negative. On a per capita basis, Canada’s un-
employment rates remain considerably higher
than those in the United States, and yet we have
immigration levels that are consistently twice as
high as theirs.

The greater surplus of labour in Canada com-
pared to the USA, moreover, may have been a
contributing factor in the failure of our productiv-
ity to keep pace with that of the Americans in re-
cent years. Studies in the US have shown that, in
cases where cheap labour is plentiful, industry is
less likely to invest in labour-saving technologies
or practices. According to the Washington-based
Center for Immigration Studies, the abundant
supply of cheap foreign labour in sectors of the
US agriculture industry has, for example, slowed
progress in harvest mechanization, undermined
the competitive position of American farmers,
and allowed foreign countries to leap ahead of
the United States in developing new mechanical
harvesting technologies (Sarig, Thompson, and
Brown, 2000).

In Canada’s case, it would appear that our much
higher levels of immigration per capita and our
consistently higher rates of unemployment have
encouraged us to substitute labour for technology
to increase production (Thorpe, 2001),'8
thereby had a significant impact on the widening
of the competitiveness gap between our two
countries.

and have

Those in the private sector who are enthusiastic
supporters of high immigration levels should, in
the circumstances, consider the social costs of im-
migration. Those costs may more than offset the

immediate benefits of creating a larger labour
pool, and may in the longer term contribute to in-
creasing government expenditures and taxes to
the point that they deter investment and encour-
age the brain drain. To prevent taxpayers from
reaching such conclusions, the government fre-
quently refers to the major—but usually unspeci-
fied—contribution that immigration makes to the
economy. In doing so, the government ignores
the fact that in the best of times, as documented
by the Economic Council of Canada study, the ef-
fects of immigration have been largely neutral
and that, with the major decline in the economic
performance of immigrants since 1980, have very
likely had a adverse impact on the economy.

Should 