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Summary
Every year, 30,000 agricultural migrant workers arrive in Canada as part of the Temporary
Foreign Worker Program (TFWP), the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program and the Low Skill
Pilot Project. Although the TFWP is intended to address short-term labour demands, most of
these workers return to the same communities year after year, sometimes for more than 25
years. As a result, growing numbers of migrant farm workers are permanently temporary.
The increased presence of temporary workers will most certainly have an impact on Canadian
communities and workplaces for years to come. Is there a way to conceptualize integration in
the context of these migration patterns? How does the TFWP fit into Canada’s multicultural
landscape and its goals of integration and social cohesion? In this study, Jenna Hennebry
draws on experience with agricultural workers to address some of these questions.
The author uses empirical data, interviews and research on the situation in Ontario, the
province with the largest number of agricultural migrants, to examine the degree of integration of migrant farm workers. She finds that their inclusion in the communities where they
live and work is poor, despite laudable efforts by nongovernmental organizations, community
groups and unions — notably the United Food and Commercial Workers Canada union,
which has sponsored some unique transnational initiatives.
Building on this analysis, Hennebry discusses new ways of conceptualizing and evaluating
integration as the concept applies to temporary labour migration. She proposes the Labour
Migrant Integration Scale, which she developed for this study, as a tool for evaluating the
results of temporary labour migration programs with respect to factors such as human and
labour rights, access to social and medical services, and social/community engagement and
belonging. Despite Canada’s long experience in agricultural labour migration, our programs
do not measure up. Temporary migrants face significant impediments to labour market and
social integration, including work permits that are tied to employers, weak enforcement of
contracts, language barriers and social isolation, especially for the large share of these workers
who live in employer-provided housing.
Hennebry ends with recommendations for improving policy and practice in the management
of temporary labour migration in agriculture, including greater autonomy for workers in choosing where they work and live, regulation of the recruitment process, wider use of information
sessions on health and safety, and access to certain settlement services such as basic language
training. Recognizing the interjurisdictional challenges and transnational nuances of temporary migration, she also calls for more rigorous application of existing laws and regulations.
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Résumé
Tous les ans, quelque 30 000 travailleurs agricoles migrants arrivent au Canada dans le cadre du
Programme des travailleurs agricoles saisonniers et du projet pilote concernant les travailleurs
peu qualifiés, deux volets du Programme des travailleurs étrangers temporaires (PTET). Et bien
que le PTET vise à combler la demande de main-d’œuvre à court terme, la plupart de ces travailleurs reviennent chaque année dans les mêmes collectivités du pays, parfois pendant plus
de 25 ans. Résultat : de plus en plus d’entre eux restent indéfiniment temporaires.
Or cette présence grandissante de travailleurs temporaires aura sans doute des répercussions à
long terme sur nos collectivités et nos milieux de travail. Est-il possible de conceptualiser l’intégration dans le cadre de ces schémas de migration ? Comment le PTET s’insère-t-il dans
notre paysage multiculturel fondé sur les objectifs d’intégration et de cohésion sociale ? Jenna
Hennebry tente de répondre à quelques-unes de ces questions à partir de l’expérience des travailleurs agricoles.
S’appuyant sur des données empiriques, des entrevues et des études sur la situation des travailleurs agricoles migrants de l’Ontario, province qui en accueille le plus grand nombre au
pays, l’auteure constate leur faible intégration aux collectivités où ils vivent et travaillent, malgré les louables efforts d’organisations non gouvernementales, de groupes communautaires et
de syndicats, notamment celui des Travailleurs et travailleuses unis de l’alimentation et du
commerce Canada qui a parrainé des initiatives transnationales uniques.
À partir de cette analyse, l’auteure examine de nouveaux moyens de conceptualiser et d’évaluer
la notion d’intégration appliquée à la migration de travailleurs temporaires. Elle élabore ainsi
une « échelle d’intégration des travailleurs migrants » qui évalue les résultats des programmes
en matière de droits de la personne et du travail, d’accès aux services sociaux et médicaux, d’engagement social et communautaire et de sentiment d’appartenance. Et il ressort de son évaluation que ces programmes ne remplissent pas leurs promesses, en dépit de la longue expérience
canadienne en migration de main-d’œuvre agricole. En effet, l’intégration à la société et au
marché du travail des migrants temporaires se heurte à d’importants obstacles comme l’existence de permis de travail liés aux employeurs, l’application déficiente des contrats, les barrières
linguistiques et l’isolement social, celui-ci touchant particulièrement les nombreux migrants
qui vivent dans des habitations fournies par l’employeur.
Jenna Hennebry formule une série de recommandations visant l’amélioration des politiques et
pratiques de gestion de la migration de travail temporaire, notamment : permettre aux ouvriers
de choisir plus librement leur lieu de travail et de vie ; réglementer le processus de recrutement ;
multiplier les séances d’information en santé et sécurité ; et accéder à des services d’établissement, entre autres une formation linguistique de base. Tout en reconnaissant les enjeux et complexités de la migration temporaire sur le double plan intergouvernemental et transnational,
elle préconise enfin une application plus rigoureuse des lois et règlements existants.
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C

anada has had a specific program for migrant farm workers, the Seasonal Agricultural
Worker Program, for more than 45 years. Many workers also enter under the more recent
Low Skill Pilot Project. Although these are programs for temporary migration, the majority of
agricultural labour migrants have come to the same communities annually for eight months
of the year, sometimes for more than 25 years, living and working alongside Canadians. Many
of them are, in essence, permanently temporary.
Although there is a considerable literature on immigrant integration, it has largely focused
on permanent immigrants (e.g., Biles, Burstein, and Frideres 2008; Frideres 2008; Li 2003;
Reitz et al. 2009). Early theories typically claimed that the extent of immigrant integration
could be measured by factors such as convergence with the average performance of nativeborn Canadians and their normative and behavioural standards (as indicated by key elements such as official language knowledge, socio-economic status or adopting ways of life
similar to those of Canadians). Clearly, temporary migrants fall short when measured up to
these indicators, particularly when they are applied to the lower-skilled migrants whose precarious employment and immigration status often contribute to social exclusion.
Contemporary theories (which expand the concept to include such dimensions as economic, social and civic participation and a sense of belonging) are potentially more relevant but
are rarely applied to temporary migrants.
The number of temporary workers coming to Canada has risen sharply, and some have a pathway to permanent residence. Is there a way to conceptualize integration for temporary
migrants, and for migrant farm workers in particular? What implications might a clearer focus
on their integration have for policies and programs?
In order to begin answering these questions, this study examines the structural and everyday realities of the streams of Canada’s Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) operating in agriculture, drawing on a case study of Ontario. The study begins with background
on the TFWP (with a focus on agriculture), including a summary of growth rates, countries
of origin, demographic makeup and geographic distribution, as well as policy and rights
frameworks. Following this is a short discussion of the concept of integration and its applicability to temporary migrants. The analysis then turns to the extent to which migrant farm
workers are integrated into workplaces and local communities, drawing on empirical data
from Ontario on such issues as access to health care and social inclusion. Building on this
analysis, new ways of conceptualizing integration for temporary migrants are discussed further, and the Labour Migrant Integration Scale is presented as a potential measurement tool.
Finally, the study proposes recommendations for policy and practice aimed at deepening
the integration of migrant agricultural workers within Canadian communities.
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Temporary Agricultural Migration in Canada

T

emporary labour migrants1 constitute a rapidly expanding segment of the Canadian workforce, from agriculture to information technology (IT), indicating a significant shift in
Canadian immigration policy over the last several years. Increasing numbers of temporary
labour migrants from developing countries take on low-skilled jobs, often in higher-risk industries such as agriculture and construction. Most of these lower-skilled workers enter Canada
through the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP) and the Low Skill Pilot Project (LSPP).
In January 2011, the federal government introduced an agricultural stream into the LSPP, in
what it claims is an attempt to bring labour market requirements for employers (such as demonstrating efforts to hire Canadians) and entitlements for LSPP workers (such as housing) in agriculture closer to those of the SAWP. Despite these intentions, the new stream effectively
encourages the operation of two programs within the same sector, the same commodities and at
times even the same workplace. Having two programs may further increase competition in the
sector as employers search for the cheapest or least demanding workers, potentially driving
wages and conditions down while pitting one group of workers against another based on gender,
race or country of origin.
The TFWP has no cap on the total workers admitted, and numbers are largely driven by
employers’ demands. Many agricultural employers, for example, turn to the most flexible
labour source — foreign workers who will do jobs Canadians do not want to do — to provide
them with a flow of labour on demand, with a tap that can easily be turned on and off. In
Canada’s agri-food system, other factors driving this growth include demographic changes
and the increasing globalization and concentration of agri-food markets that have consolidated farms and increased intensive agriculture (Hobbs and Young 2000; Preibisch 2007;
Satzewich 1991; Shields 1992; Wall 1994; Winston 1992).
Canada’s history with agricultural labour migration dates back to the Second World War
(Satzewich 1991). In the 1940s, international guest worker programs (including the USMexico Bracero Program) were spawned during the exceptional circumstances of war. In
part to remain competitive with producers in countries using such schemes, Canadian
farmers began to exert pressure for their own foreign worker program. Demands ramped up
in the 1950s and 1960s in response to what employers claimed to be “exceptional” circumstances of industrialization, urbanization, increased agricultural competition and demographic change, in which not enough reliable domestic employees could be recruited to
work under the difficult, demanding, low-paid conditions of agriculture (McLaughlin
2009). For a time, labour shortages were somewhat addressed through internal migration,
largely by workers from Newfoundland and Quebec; these networks still bring workers to
Ontario and British Columbia today, but on a much smaller scale (Hennebry 2006;
Lanthier and Wong 2002; Wall 1994). In 1966, the Canadian government yielded to
employer demands and the SAWP was born. The program began bringing workers to
Canada from Jamaica in 1966, Trinidad and Tobago in 1967, Barbados in 1967, Mexico in
1974 and the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States in 1976 — under the same bilateral
memoranda of understanding that still govern the program today. More than 40 years on,
labour shortages, employers’ wishes and the perception that the tradition of Canadian
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agriculture (the core of which is the family farm) is at risk have led to an ongoing system
of temporary agricultural migration in Canada.

Who are Canada’s migrant workers?

Number of workers

In 2006 for the first time, more temporary foreign workers (just over 139,000 of all skill
levels across all sectors) than permanent economic class immigrants entered Canada.
Since then, the pattern has continued
(CIC 2010). In 2010, 182,276 temporary
Figure 1: Annual number of workers entering Canada under
low skill labour migration programs, 1980-2009
foreign workers entered, including 23,898
under the SAWP and 14,893 under the
30,000
LSPP. 2 Figure 1 shows two streams of
25,000
lower-skilled labour migration programs.
20,000
Seasonal Agricultural
Worker Program
15,000

10,000
Low Skill
Pilot Program
5,000

0
1980

1985

1990
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Source: Calculations by the author based on data from Citizenship and
Immigration Canada (CIC), “Facts and Figures,” 2009.

Figure 2: Annual number of workers entering Canada under
the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program, by country or
region of origin, 1980-2009
18,000
16,000

Number of workers

14,000
12,000
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10,000
8,000
Jamaica
6,000
4,000
Other Caribbean countries
2,000
0
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Source: Calculations by the author based on data from Citizenship and
Immigration Canada (CIC), “Facts and Figures,” 2009.
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2005

Before the introduction of the LSPP, the
SAWP was the primary conduit for lowskilled temporary labour migrants to enter
Canada. The number of SAWP workers from
all countries entering Canada annually grew
from 500 in 1974 to 23,898 in 2010 (CIC
2010). The number of SAWP entries from
Mexico alone rose from just 203 in 1974 to
15,809 in 2010, with a total of 208,684
coming to Canada during this period (STPS
2010). Figure 2 shows the growth in the
SAWP since 1980, by country of origin.
Interestingly, a majority of SAWP workers
from Mexico are nominated workers:
employers have requested them by name
for the following season. In 2010, there
were 12,339 named workers (STPS 2010).
This means that nearly 80 percent of all
SAWP workers from Mexico return for
another season in Canada. These workers
were employed on 1,488 farms in 2010, up
just slightly from the number of such farms
in 2009 (1,435) (STPS 2010). The number of
employers involved in the SAWP has actually declined somewhat in recent years. For
example, in 2003, 1,571 Ontario farms
employed SAWP workers, and by 2010
there were 1,329 such farms (FARMS 2010).
These numbers show not only that the
majority of SAWP workers from Mexico
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return to Canada to work in subsequent years, but that most employers have been employing
the same workers in the SAWP year after year.
Most workers who enter under the SAWP are concentrated in Ontario. In 2009, there were 16,260
such workers in Ontario. The majority of migrant farm workers in Ontario are spread across rural
areas, with the largest concentrations in the counties of Essex (4,047), Niagara (2,631), ChathamKent (1,199), Brant (967), Grey (711) and Simcoe (639), close to the towns of Leamington, Niagaraon-the-Lake, Brantford, Bradford and Simcoe (FARMS 2010). Of all SAWP workers from Mexico, 51
percent are in Ontario, 20 percent in Quebec and 19 percent in British Columbia; the remaining 10
percent are spread across the other provinces.
Table 1: Agriculture workers1 in Canada, by province, 2009
Table 1 shows the distribution of agricultural
Province
n
migrant workers by province.
Newfoundland and Labrador2
Prince Edward Island
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Quebec
Ontario
Manitoba
Saskatchewan
Alberta
British Columbia
Province not stated
Total

–
5
35
40
5,445
16,785
65
140
1,650
2,905
1,075
28,145

As for the LSPP, in 2009, 34 percent of the jobs
under this program were in agri-food sectors,
including agricultural and horticultural workers (5,060); food counter attendants, kitchen
helpers, etc. (4,105); machine operations and
related workers in food, beverage and tobacco
processing (530); and labourers in processing,
manufacturing and utilities.3 In 2009, 1,705 of

Source: Calculations by the author based on data from Citizenship and
Immigration Canada (CIC) (2009).
1
Workers from the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program and Low Skill Pilot Project.
2
Less than 5 workers.

these LSPP agri-food workers were in Ontario,
up from 800 in 2005 (HRSDC 2009). Lowskilled migrant agri-food workers are now a
significant presence in many local Ontario communities because of the SAWP and the LSPP. In
Leamington, Ontario, in 2006, for example, 9 percent of all full-time workers were nonpermanent
residents, primarily migrant farm workers (Thomas 2010).
Most migrant farm workers are from Mexico and Jamaica, and they enter primarily through
the SAWP. Under the LSPP, increasing numbers of agricultural workers are coming from new
source countries, with Guatemala, the Philippines and Thailand being the top three countries
of origin. Figure 3 shows countries of origin for workers in both programs.
Most Filipino and Thai workers are in Ontario; the majority of Guatemalan workers are concentrated in Quebec because of the role of the International Organization for Migration
(IOM), as well as the recent efforts at international recruitment by the Fondation des entreprises en recrutement de main-d’œuvre agricole étrangère (FERME). In 2009, 3,750 participants came to Canada from Guatemala, working with 334 employers, mostly in Quebec (IOM
2008). The IOM has facilitated the migration of Guatemalan workers by providing recruitment, screening and predeparture services. FERME has now opened an office in Guatemala to
directly recruit workers for employers, without the involvement of the IOM.
Although 34 percent of all temporary foreign workers are women, the vast majority of agricultural
migrant workers are male; only about 3 percent of SAWP migrant farm workers and 4 percent of
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Figure 3: Number of temporary foreign workers in agriculture in
Canada, by country of origin and gender, 20091
18,000
Female

Male
16,000
14,000

LSPP migrant farm workers are female. Even
so, there has been an increase in the numbers
of women in the SAWP: only 100 women participated on average throughout the 1990s,
but 815 women did so in 2009 (CIC 2009).

Federal migrant worker programs

12,000

As previously noted, bilateral memoranda of
understanding provide the framework for the
8,000
SAWP. Participants are selected and screened by
6,000
their own governments and work in Canada
for up to eight months a year. Under the LSPP,
4,000
workers are not seasonal; rather, they have
2,000
work permits that are valid for up to 24
0
months, with a maximum of four years.
Consular offices of sending countries play a significant role in the management of the SAWP,
typically liaising with employers and workers,
Source: Calculations by the author based on data from Citizenship and
with the Canadian government and in some
Immigration Canada (CIC) (2009).
Workers from the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program and Low Skill Pilot
cases with provincial health care and insurance
Project.
bodies. This is not the case with the LSPP to the
same degree and sending-country representation varies. Employers are named on both SAWP and
LSPP work permits. In the SAWP, transfers are typically initiated only by employers, whereas in the
LSPP workers are typically left to locate another employer with permission to hire foreign workers.
Typically such changes are made with assistance from FARMS (Foreign Agricultural Resource
Management Services, a conglomerate of growers’ associations) and/or sending-country officials;
Service Canada and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) must also approve the change.
Barbados

St. Lucia

St. Vincent &
the Grenadines

Thailand

Philippines

Trinidad &
Tobago

Guatemala

Jamaica

Mexico

10,000

1

Migrants coming to Canada through either the SAWP or the LSPP do so without their families.
Unlike the Federal Skilled Worker Program, neither of the two programs provides migrants
with eligibility for visitor’s visas for family members or spousal work permits.
In order to meet the requirements of the SAWP, employers must pay the prevailing wage rate negotiated annually, provide transportation for workers to and from countries of origin and arrange
basic medical coverage. SAWP migrant workers also receive supplementary medical insurance while
in Canada; Mexican workers are covered for emergency medical, life, disability and dismemberment, through RBC (Hennebry 2006), and Jamaican workers get this coverage through a package
arranged by their government (McLaughlin 2009). Access to provincial and private health care coverage is mediated by the employer, who must ensure that workers receive health cards and can
have time off work and transportation to health facilities when necessary. The employer must also
provide “adequate” seasonal housing to the workers that must be inspected by a licensed municipal housing inspector (typically prior to the arrival of workers). In most cases, the employer may
recover part of the cost of housing by a deduction of up to 7 percent of workers’ pay to a maximum of $550 per year (in BC, 10 percent of pay to a maximum of $632) (HRSDC 2011a).
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Employers and private sector recruiters play a more significant role in the LSPP, with no formal role
for sending governments. The primary role for the Canadian government, through Human
Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), is to provide labour market opinions (LMOs),
which are intended to determine the impact on the Canadian labour market of hiring foreign workers. A “positive” LMO effectively gives permission for employers to hire foreign workers (HRSDC
2011b). Employers recruit their own workers for the LSPP, typically through private recruiters or
with the help of employer associations that provide a range of services such as advertising, screening, hiring, transportation, negotiation, labour market opinion consultation and work permit applications. Workers, usually assisted by recruiters or immigration consultants, then apply for a work
permit with the named employer, which is subject to approval by CIC. These recruiters are not subject to federal-level regulation, and although there have been strides toward regulation in some
provinces — most notably Manitoba — there are growing concerns that this lack of oversight leaves
most temporary workers coming to Canada vulnerable to exploitation, extortion and abuse.
The Manitoba Worker Recruitment and Protection Act requires employers to register with the
province before they can recruit temporary foreign workers, and it enables the province to
monitor workplaces and penalize employers who fail to comply. It also allows the province to
refuse or revoke a licence and to recover money from employers and recruiters on behalf of
temporary foreign workers. No other province has implemented such a strong monitoring
mechanism, but others have made some attempts at providing increased assistance for workers in difficult situations. In particular, Alberta has implemented the Temporary Foreign
Worker Helpline and the Temporary Foreign Worker Advisory Office (TFWAO), which serve to
connect workers with employment problems to the appropriate department or agency
(Alberta 2011). However, the TFWAO acts merely as a referral service and does not offer direct
advocacy or assistance to workers; its lack of regulatory teeth has been criticized (Alberta
Federation of Labour 2009). A unique and important strength of the helpline is that it is a tollfree number available to people in most countries around the world.4
Compared with SAWP workers, LSPP workers can move slightly more freely within the
labour market (both within and outside of agriculture), since they can apply for a change
of status to their work permit if they manage to locate an alternative employer with permission to hire them. Enforcement of the terms of the employment contract, and typically
of compliance with provincial and federal labour regulations, is complaints-based. Because
workers may fear reprisals from employers, this means that little is done to address problems in the workplace and cases of abuse. A further weakness is that the LSPP explicitly
excludes the federal government from the responsibility of ensuring that contracts meet
federal requirements, of enforcing the terms of the contracts or of otherwise intervening in
the worker-employer relationship (HRSDC 2011c).
Under the LSPP, workers are not eligible for provincial health care on arrival. Rather, for the first
three months, employers must give workers access to a private health insurance plan; they must
also register their temporary workers with the provincial workplace safety board (HRSDC 2011a).
Employers in the LSPP are not required to provide housing for workers, unless they are in the
new agricultural stream of the LSPP, under which employers provide housing to workers for a fee
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Table 2: The Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP) and the Agricultural Stream of the Low Skill Pilot Project
(LSPP)
SAWP

Agricultural Stream of the LSPP

Permit details

Less than 8 months, seasonal, no maximum
number of years; work permit specific to
employer;1 no access to permanent
residency; no spousal/family visas

Less than 24 months, renewable to
maximum 4 years; work permit specific to
employer; potential access to permanent
residency through the Provincial Nominee
Program; no spousal/family visas

Employers’ eligibility

Producers of on-farm primary agriculture
commodities according to the National List
of Commodities (NLC)1

Producers of on-farm primary agriculture
commodities according to the NLC; must
hire workers in low-skilled occupations1

Eligible sending countries

Barbados, Jamaica, Mexico, Trinidad and
Tobago, Organization of Eastern Caribbean
States

Any country

Receiving provinces
participating

British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan,
Any province
Manitoba, Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick,
Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island.

Program structure

Bilateral agreements between Canada and
the sending countries; contracts and wages
negotiated annually

Federal government does not liaise with
sending countries and is not responsible for
setting or enforcing the terms of employerworker contracts

Worker recruitment

Sending countries recruit workers to fill
requests as communicated by private sector
organizations sanctioned by the Canadian
government (e.g., Foreign Agricultural
Resource Management Services [FARMS])

Employers contact workers directly; can use
either sanctioned private agents
(e.g., FARMS) or unregulated private agents
who recruit workers in their home
communities or through officials in the
sending countries

Health care

Workers have access to provincial health
care upon entry (except in British Columbia,
where there is a three-month waiting period);
access to insurance and care is typically
though employers

Workers have to wait 3 months to get
provincial health care, during which time
access to private health care insurance is
through employers

Housing

Employers have to provide adequate
accommodation on site (inspected by
provincial/municipal body); workers have to
live on-site; employers may recover some
housing costs (between 7-10 percent)2

Employers have to provide suitable
accommodations (approved by the
appropriate provincial/municipal body or
private inspection service) for $30 per week
(subject to 1% annual increase)3

1
On-farm primary agriculture commodity sectors on the National List of Commodities (NLC) include fruits, vegetables, greenhouses, nurseries, apiary products, tobacco, sod, flowers, Christmas trees and certain animal commodities (in Quebec only). To hire agricultural workers for an occupation or in a commodity that is not part of
the NLC, employers may apply through the regular stream of the LSPP. According to the National Occupational Classification (NOC) coding system, low-skilled occupations usually require, at most, secondary school education and/or on-the-job training (NOC skill level C and D).
2
In most cases employers may recover housing costs through deduction of up to 7% of workers’ pay, to a maximum of $550/year, except in BC, where employers
can deduct 10%, to a maximum of $632 from Mexican workers’ pay and $505 from Jamaican workers’ pay. (HRSDC 2011a, 2012b)
3
While SAWP workers are required to live in employer-provided housing, LSPP workers may choose to leave their employer-provided housing in favour of private
accommodations (HRSDC 2012a).

of $30 per week (subject to 1 percent annual increase). The housing does not have to be on farm
sites (as does housing for SAWP workers). Table 2 summarizes the features of the two programs.
There is significant provincial variation in the administration of the SAWP and the LSPP, with
varying degrees of involvement of different industry representatives, organizations and employers. For example, FARMS (the conglomerate of growers’ associations) plays an integral role in the
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everyday management of the SAWP in Ontario (facilitating employers’ requests for workers, providing transportation for workers, etc.), while sending countries recruit workers into the program. In Quebec, FERME has expanded its role and become particularly active in bringing in
workers through the LSPP, largely from its international recruitment efforts in Guatemala.
Employment contracts for the SAWP also vary somewhat across provinces. The most notable differences are in British Columbia, where, for example, employers do not recover any transportation costs from workers and are permitted to pay a piecework rate (with a guaranteed minimum
of $9.28 per hour). There is a three-month waiting period for access to the BC Medical Services
Plan, and workers must have a work permit issued for a minimum of six months to be eligible for
coverage. SAWP workers in Ontario are entitled upon arrival to health protections, such as
Ontario Health Insurance Plan and Workplace Safety Insurance Board (WSIB) coverage, similar to
those of other Ontarians. HRSDC requires health inspections of SAWP workers’ housing; in
Ontario these are typically carried out by municipal authorities before employers receive permission to hire foreign workers, but in BC they are usually done by private contractors. There are also
provincial differences with respect to rights and protections for migrant workers. For example,
though the majority of temporary migrant workers are in Ontario, it is Manitoba that has begun
to regulate recruitment practices, provide access to immigrant support services and give limited
access to permanent residency through the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP) (Manitoba 2008).

Concepts of Integration

T

he long history of labour migration in Canadian agriculture might be read as an indicator
that migrant workers have been significantly integrated into the agricultural labour market, yet
research has shown that these workers’ lives are characterized by inequality and lack of freedoms
when compared with those of their Canadian counterparts. In fact, early research on Mexican and
Caribbean farm labour in Canada that focused on labour relations and structural inequalities demonstrated the uneven ways in which migrant labour is incorporated into the labour market (Satzewich
1991; Wall 1994). Since then, research has expanded to focus on agricultural migrant workers’ living
and working conditions (Basok 2002; Binford 2002; Hennebry 2006, 2009; McLaughlin 2009;
Preibisch 2004; Weston 2000), migrant workers’ limited rights (Basok 2002, 2003; Hennebry 2006;
McLaughlin 2009; Preibisch 2004; Smart 1997; Verma 2003), impacts for sending countries (Basok
2000, 2002; Becerril Quintana 2011; Colby 1997; Verduzco and Lozano 2003), and globalization and
changes in the agricultural industry (Colby 1997; Preibisch 2004, 2007). Generally, this research indicates that migrant farm workers are exposed to health risks through inconsistent and often substandard housing and face heightened workplace risks; they encounter barriers in accessing health care
and compensation; and they are not sufficiently protected from rights violations.
Although research on the integration of migrant farm workers into Canadian communities is
not extensive, two studies have looked at social inclusion and community relations. Preibisch
(2003), in a report for the North-South Institute, explores the relationships between migrant
workers, their employers and the rural communities in which they live. She finds that the
majority of migrant farm workers remain invisible to most Canadians, in part because they
work long hours in order to send more money to their families and in part as a result of their
limited mobility. She concludes that this limited social interaction between migrant workers
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and the rural community gives rise to cultural misunderstandings, racialized stereotypes and, at
its most severe, overt racism. Bauder et al. (2003) examine impacts of migrant agricultural
labour on two small communities in Ontario: Delhi and Simcoe. They find that the impacts of
foreign farm workers are profound, with grocery stores, banks, hardware stores, building material suppliers and restaurants benefiting from the seasonal presence of the foreign workers.
In a 2010 IRPP study, Nakache and Kinoshita assess the TFWP, ask whether economic considerations trump human rights concerns and examine government policies aimed at protecting
these migrants. They argue that the short-term focus of Canada’s temporary labour migration
policy is not going to help meet its long-term labour needs and is also unfair to labour
migrants, who are unable to contribute to Canadian society even though they spend many
years in Canada. They conclude that, while Canada does encourage the integration of highly
skilled workers, it is largely indifferent to the needs of lower-skilled temporary workers.
As noted previously, the concept of integration has not been applied directly to the case of migrant
farm workers in Canada. In order to do so, it is important to clarify what is meant by “integration.”
Early theorizations of integration in Canada tended to adopt what Li (2003) considers a conformity
model, whereby integration was assessed based on the extent to which immigrants conform with
the culture and norms of the host society. Other conceptualizations of integration consider the parity (or otherwise) between immigrants and the Canadian-born population with respect to socioeconomic indicators. More nuanced theorizations recognize the economic, social, cultural, political
and identity aspects of the concept, and view these as interrelated (Frideres 2008).
Recent research on integration in the European context is relevant for developing conceptualizations of integration for all newcomers, both temporary and permanent. Of particular value is the
conceptualization of immigrant integration as a process through which “newcomers become
capable of participating in the economic, social and political/civic life of the host country.
Acquiring these capacities is not only the responsibility of newcomers: the host society and its
governments must provide instruments and resources that will allow immigrants (and their families) to do so” (Joppke and Seidle forthcoming). Two aspects of this conceptualization relate to
temporary migrants. First, integration is a process, though not one that inevitably leads to naturalization or citizenship; nor should citizenship be thought of as the principal tool for immigrant
integration. Second, the integration process is a two-way street, with governments providing
instruments and resources that assist immigrants in their efforts to integrate into economic,
social and political life.
Integration of temporary migrants can indeed be understood as a process whereby these newcomers (like permanent migrants) participate in the economic, social, cultural and political
aspects of Canadian society, yet with some important distinctions due to their “temporary” status. First, as already noted, integration of temporary migrants will not necessarily culminate in
permanent residency or citizenship (although this may occur for some). Second, this process
may not move forward consistently, and must straddle countries of origin and host countries,
particularly seasonal migrants or workers who are subject to forced-return policies and must go
back home for a minimum period in order to be eligible for more work permits. Third, some
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specific indicators of integration are arguably unique to temporary migrant workers — or at the
very least are more important for them — such as whether they enjoy the same access to health
care and social benefits and the same freedom of employment and residence as residents.
Another measure of integration is the extent to which labour force structures and workplace
regimes for foreign workers are comparable to those for domestic workers (Werner 1994). Other
indicators may be similar to those used to measure integration for newcomers more generally
(such as community participation), but may be operationalized differently for this group. For
example, membership in community organizations or clubs would not be an appropriate measure of social integration for temporary migrants; community engagement and outreach from
community organizations might provide indicators.
Clearly, integration and inclusion can be experienced in very different ways in the everyday lives of
temporary migrants in their workplaces and communities. Important to the examination of integration for migrant farm workers specifically is an approach that considers both the everyday experiences
of inclusion and exclusion, and the structural factors that so significantly affect the integration of this
group: namely, the legal frameworks and parameters of their work permits under the SAWP and the
LSPP. The following section will draw on more than a decade of the author’s empirical research on
Canada’s temporary migration programs operating in agriculture, with an emphasis on Ontario. This
research includes qualitative interviews and ethnographic study with migrant farm workers in Ontario
and in Mexico, nearly 600 standardized questionnaires with agricultural workers in Ontario,5 qualitative interviews with SAWP and LSPP workers and immigrant service providers and community groups
in Ontario,6 as well as around 25 interviews with employers, representatives of private sector organizations and the IOM, and government officials from Canada and certain source countries.7
The analysis will concentrate on two main areas: how migrant farm workers’ status as temporary workers and the structures of the SAWP and the LSPP affect their rights and their integration into workplaces, institutions and society generally; and how migrant farm workers
engage with the communities in which they live and work, with particular attention to community organizations that have emerged to support them.

Being Permanently Temporary
It is like half of my life is here and the other half is there.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Alliston, 2005)
We think that when we are separated, in this way, during eight months, from our family,
well...in reality we are living our lives in halves. This is how I see it, because we can’t live completely when we don’t have either place.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Bradford, 2003)

T

he life of a temporary agricultural migrant, particularly in the SAWP, can be characterized
as a state of permanent temporariness — a transnational life of going back and forth,
largely beyond the control of the worker, belonging neither here nor there. This section will
examine how the structural frameworks of immigration and citizenship policy (the TFWP in
particular) and the everyday realities of being permanently temporary influence migrant agricultural workers’ integration into Canadian society.
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As noted previously, most SAWP workers from Mexico return to Canada to work year after
year, and the vast majority of employers have been employing workers in the SAWP for many
years. According to data from the Secretaria del Trabajo y Previsión Social (STPS), a Mexican
government agency, 75 percent of all workers participating in the SAWP in 2010 had been participating in the program for 4 years or more, with 57 percent of workers participating for 6
years or more, and 22 percent participating for more than 10 years (STPS 2010). Among the
nearly 600 migrant farm workers surveyed in Ontario, workers participated in the SAWP for an
average of 7 to 9 years; many returned to Canada for upwards of 25 years (Hennebry,
Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010). Though the majority of SAWP workers from Mexico are in
the prime working age range of 18 to 45, over 3,000 workers participating in 2010 were over
45. Nearly 300 were over 55, and 119 were over 60. Many of the older workers have been coming to Canada since their 20s (STPS 2010). This means that many migrant workers have spent
the better part of their lives in Canada, working on Canadian farms, shopping in local stores,
going to local church services and so on.
These data clearly illustrate that the SAWP is a circular migration system, not merely a temporary
migration program. It is important to make this distinction, since in Canada, highly skilled temporary workers will remain “temporary” for only a few years before gaining access to permanent
residency or returning to countries of origin having gained Canadian work experience. Workers
in the LSPP enter on work permits for up to 24 months and can stay in Canada to work only for
a maximum of four consecutive years, after which they must return to their countries of origin
for at least four years. The SAWP, by comparison, places no limit on the number of seasons that
migrants may work in Canada, but they must return between seasons to their countries of origin. Therefore, the characterization of the SAWP as a “circular” migration system more accurately reflects the migrants’ cyclical and repeated presence in Canada over the long term, in contrast
to the short, temporary periods in Canada allowed under other programs.
It is not surprising to find, then, that as workers spend years coming to Canada to work, many
wish to have the opportunity to stay in Canada permanently. In the survey of migrant farm
workers in Ontario, workers were asked whether they would be interested in applying for permanent residency if they had the chance. Over half of the workers surveyed from Mexico and
Jamaica (60 percent) indicated that they were interested in permanent residency (Hennebry,
Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010).

Program features
In addition to the lack of access to permanent residency, the SAWP has a number of structural
particularities that affect workers’ ability to integrate. To start, recruitment practices and regulations mean that workers tend to be married with families that they cannot bring to Canada.
Historically, recruitment patterns have favoured applicants with dependants over singles, and
men over women; they have favoured small-scale farmers or farm workers, and applicants
from rural and farming communities (Preibisch 2007). This is particularly the case in Mexico,
where the selection criteria emphasize small-scale farmers with little or no education who are
married with families (STPS 2006). These rules have a twofold advantage for the Mexican
state: they target the poorest farmers, who have been displaced by NAFTA and other agricul-
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tural policies and economic changes in Mexico; and they ensure that remittances will be sent
to families in Mexico, bolstering the economy (Hennebry 2006). For the Canadian state, the
advantage is simple: migrants will have motivation to return home to countries of origin and
will be less likely to overstay their visas or seek permanent immigration status. The fact that
workers migrate without their families, moreover, means that they are more willing than
Canadian workers to accede to employer requests to work longer hours and on weekends, and
that they can live on farm sites in bunkhouses with other workers and are a readily available
workforce (Basok 2002; Colby 1997; Hennebry 2006; Preibisch 2007; Smart 1997).
Interestingly, as noted earlier, the majority of migrant workers from Mexico participating in
the SAWP are “nominated” workers, meaning that they are returning employees who have
been selected by their employers. In 2010, there were 12,339 nominated return workers from
Mexico, 78 percent of the total for the Mexico program (STPS 2010). This aspect of the program acts as a strong incentive for workers to aim for a good evaluation by employers, since
renewal of employment (with this employer) is conditional on employers’ requests of workers
by name; but because workers fear the loss of future employment, they are less likely to complain or report accidents or injuries.
Also, without any job security or independent appeals process, workers know that they can be
fired and repatriated at their employer’s discretion, and this threat exerts effective control. As
one SAWP worker explains, “We are always afraid of repatriation. The employers try to keep us
intimidated, afraid of being sent home” (Mexican SAWP worker, Simcoe, 2008).

Language knowledge
Language knowledge is commonly used as an indicator of integration, and for migrants it
can be a first tangible step toward inclusion. Migrant farm workers who come predominantly from non-English- and non-French-speaking countries, such as Mexico, come to
Canada with minimal capacities in either of those languages. For many, the language barrier can be isolating and can serve a segregating or excluding function in the workplace. It
can also limit workers’ ability to advocate for their rights and prevent them from accessing
health care and participating in the community. In some situations, the lack of English can
prove quite dangerous, since employers and supervisors typically give instructions or training (such as on pesticide use) in English. As one Mexican worker puts it, “Symbols and
body language is our English and this is very dangerous” (Mexican SAWP worker,
Leamington, 2008). Migrant farm workers cannot enrol in formal language training while
in Canada, nor are they typically eligible to take language training services offered to newcomers, but many would like to. Of the Mexican workers surveyed in Ontario, 71 percent
indicated that they would like to learn English while in Canada. This is not surprising
since, for many migrant workers, greater safety, autonomy and responsibility at work and
the ability to interact with the larger community are related to their fluency in English. For
example, workers gave these perspectives:
The problem that I have is that I can’t communicate with them [Canadian workers], because
they don’t understand me…and I don’t understand them either.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Everett, 2005)
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Sometimes…you can’t express an opinion about work…I don’t know, like how it could be faster
or better or safer, but it is difficult without English.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Bradford, 2004)
An accident I had — that supervisor that injured me with a forklift, he scraped my leg until it started to bleed through my pants…I never said anything to him because I could not speak English.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Shomberg, 2005)
If you disagree with the boss or he says something or does something that you don’t like, what
can you do? Personally I think that you can’t do anything. Because I can’t speak English, and
probably if I do understand something that I don’t like, I don’t know how to respond to him and
if I tell him in Spanish he’ll say “I don’t understand.” So we are left feeling uneasy…and they
think I am not conforming.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Bradford, 2003)
I want to learn English. In case I want to ask for something (if I want to get something like even
a coffee), I don’t know how you would say that. Now I realize that I need English to…speak. If
I don’t talk, I’m going to become a mute.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Everett, 2003)

On many farms, workers are segregated by country of origin or language, working only with
others from the same country or those who speak the same language. Language knowledge is
often used in the formation of workplace hierarchy: those who speak English are often trusted
more and given greater responsibility or freedoms (such as supervising other workers or operating specialized equipment).
They tend to form their own little hierarchy system of, you know, who’s been there longer and
who’s in charge [and] that kinda stuff. And language is basically the key, if you speak English,
obviously, because I don’t speak Spanish.
(SAWP employer, Alliston, 2003)
One guy — the guy we had last year — he is sort of the lead hand in that way because his
English is the most fluid. He has become the in-between person, we give him the instructions
and then he tells the guys what to do.
(SAWP employer, Shomberg, 2005)

In addition, migrant workers are often separated from Canadian workers. In Ontario, the majority of
migrant farm workers surveyed indicated that they typically worked alongside other migrant workers, with less than 0.2 percent working alongside Canadian workers. In effect, the only role in which
most migrant workers interact with Canadians is as subordinates; 75 percent said they had a
Canadian boss (Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010). Moreover, employers often use country of origin and gender as a basis for selecting workers. Since employers are not provided with
resumés or the skill profiles of workers, they know nothing of the workers’ skills or experience when
the migrants arrive; often the employers base initial decisions on which workers to employ on
stereotypes or advice from other employers or workers. Employers often articulate their hiring preferences, their perception of workers’ capacities and the organization of the workplace in terms of
race and nationality. In interviews, employers spoke of differences between the work of Mexicans
and Jamaicans, or reasons for the selection of Mexican versus Jamaican workers, with reference to
racial differences or stereotypes.
We had the option of going either Mexicans, Jamaicans or St. Lucians. I think we sorta picked
Mexicans because…umm, I mean not that we were thinking of, you know, sort of a race thing,
I think I was looking more for, umm, the fact that if you’re, if you’re from Jamaica and you’ve
IRPP Study, no. 26, February 2012
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got family or friends in Canada, which there are a lot of, then the tendency is they’re gonna
want to say, “Hey I wanna go and visit these people.” So yeah, the guys I know that have had
Jamaicans, they’ve had problems.
(SAWP employer, Bradford, 2004)
With the Mexicans, you don’t get the problems with the women and stuff, um, that you get with
others, like with the Jamaicans…but with the Mexican program, you get some drunks.
(SAWP employer, Alliston, 2004)

What has emerged over the last 45 years of these hiring practices in the SAWP is a highly
racialized system of employment. These racialization processes, demonstrated by Preibisch
and Binford (2007) (who documented the replacement of black Caribbean workers by
Mexicans over the SAWP’s history because of racial stereotypes and the perceived controllability of the Mexican workforce), have been extended to the LSPP, where workers are threatened with replacement by workers from other source countries. Now that the LSPP includes
workers from all countries, there are increasing levels of competition between different ethnic workforces, which further enhances the feeling among workers that they are disposable
and interchangeable. An LSPP worker says: “Stop the threats from supervisors — physical
and mental. Supervisors threaten to replace us with Cambodians if we don’t work hard
enough. Employees are repatriated for reporting abusive supervisors” (Guatemalan LSPP
worker, St. Thomas, 2008).
As Satzewich (1991, 51) notes, racialization can be understood as a mechanism that excludes
people from full entry and participation in society. The structures of the SAWP and the LSPP
serve this function by allocating migrant workers to jobs Canadians generally do not want,
while creating structures that control migrant workers and separate them from domestic workers, and most fundamentally, by denying access to permanent residency and citizenship.
Further, since these two programs operate in the same sector, in the same commodities, the
heightened competition between them further fractionalizes the workplace by country of origin and perpetuates racial recruitment and replacement practices of employers.

Workplace health and safety
Another important aspect of integration is workplace health and safety, and related access to
Canadian health care and compensation systems. In a workplace well connected to its community, workers are healthy, do not face high levels of health risks and have access to health
care. If particular minority groups or migrants have higher levels of risks and barriers to care,
this may be a very important indicator of weak integration.
Farm work is dirty, difficult and often dangerous. All agricultural workers, both Canadian and
non-Canadian, work long hours, doing physically challenging work in harsh environments.
Both have access to provincial health care and insurance systems when workplace-related
injuries or illnesses occur. However, mounting evidence indicates that migrant farm workers
face greater risks than their Canadian counterparts, and face particular barriers to accessing
health care and compensation — most notably fear of repatriation.
Research demonstrates that migrant farm workers face elevated health risks from factors such as
exposure to dangerous pesticides and fertilizers without protective equipment, information or
16
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training (Basok 2002, 60; Bolaria and Bolaria 1994; Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010;
McLaughlin 2009; Otero and Preibisch 2009; Verduzco and Lozano 2003); long hours of work
without adequate rest (McLaughlin 2009; Otero and Preibisch 2009; Russell 2003; Smart 1997);
exposure to heat and sun, airborne dust and animal-borne diseases (Basok 2002, 60); depression,
stress, anxiety and other mental health concerns due to isolation and family separation (Basok
2002, 60,122; Binford et al. 2004; McLaughlin 2009; Mysyk, England, and Galleos 2008; Preibisch
2004); exposure to hazardous conditions causing work-related injuries (Hennebry, Preibisch, and
McLaughlin 2010; McLaughlin 2009; Otero and Preibisch 2009; Verduzco and Lozano 2003);
inadequate hand-washing and food preparation facilities (for example, running water) (Basok
2002, xv; Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010; McLaughlin 2009; Otero and Preibisch
2009); unsafe transportation and/or lack of training and valid permits for vehicle operation
(Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010); a lack of knowledge or understanding about safe
work practices, rights and entitlements; and fear of reporting accidents and injuries (Basok 2002;
Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010; McLaughlin 2009; Verduzco and Lozano 2003).
Additional risks arise from on-site living conditions, another factor unique to migrant farm workers, particularly in the SAWP. Features of their housing include lack of access to clean drinking
water, lack of safe food storage (e.g., refrigeration), insufficient food preparation and cleaning
amenities, proximity to pesticides and fertilizers, inadequate bathroom facilities, and improper
management of food, household and human waste (Hennebry 2007; Hennebry, Preibisch, and
McLaughlin 2010; McLaughlin 2009; Otero and Preibisch 2009; UFCW 2002, 2005, 2006).
These deficiencies in housing and working conditions combine to create very specific vulnerabilities
for migrant farm workers. Studies of Mexican workers (Binford et al. 2004) and Jamaican workers
(Russell 2003, 82) found illness and injury rates of around 25 percent among migrant farm workers.
Roughly 32 percent of workers in the Jamaican study reported a long-term illness as a result of illness
or injury experienced while in Canada (Russell 2003). Despite these high rates of illness and injury,
they appear to be underreported. Among migrant farm workers surveyed in BC, nearly half of the
Mexican workers reported feeling that their employer never or almost never ensured their health and
safety (Otero and Preibisch 2009). Preibisch (2004) found that many workers do not report a health
problem for fear of repatriation, and when they do report it, it is not quickly addressed.
Since 2006, agricultural workers (including migrant workers) in Ontario have been covered by
Ontario’s Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA). It is not clear, however, what changes to
farm management and labour practices have been implemented, what regulatory measures
will ensure compliance and to what extent the OHSA will have an impact on the health and
safety of migrant agricultural workers, and on workers’ access to health care services. For
example, a recent HRSDC-CIC compliance review of 241 employers in the LSPP found 30 were
in breach of employment standards, despite the OHSA (Treasury Board of Canada 2010).
Numerous researchers and worker advocates conclude that migrant workers do not always
know how to access health care and compensation systems and may not receive adequate treatment (McLaughlin 2007, 2008, 2009; McLaughlin and Hennebry 2010; UFCW 2005). Some
researchers have also argued that migrant farm workers have less access to health and social
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services than Canadian permanent resident workers (Basok 2002, 2003). For example, unlike
permanent immigrants, migrant farm workers do not have access to immunization and vaccination programs. Among the numerous barriers to health care access that make it difficult for
workers to communicate problems or seek medical treatment are fear of loss of employment or
pay and communication and transportation problems, including language barriers, poor telephone access and lack of safe and independent transportation (Hennebry 2009; Hennebry,
Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010; McLaughlin 2009; McLaughlin and Hennebry 2010; Otero
and Preibisch 2009; Preibisch 2003, 2007; Preibisch and Hennebry, 2011; Pysklywec et al. 2011;
Verma 2003). Furthermore, unsafe transportation or lack of training or appropriate licensing
poses heightened risks for migrant farm workers. Of the migrant farm workers surveyed in
Ontario, nearly 60 percent had to be transported to work sites, nearly 50 percent said they were
transported in vans, and more than 50 percent said there were not enough seatbelts for all of
the passengers (Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010).
Employers’ mediation of access to health care and insurance represents a significant barrier for
migrant workers. Almost 20 percent of nearly 600 Ontario migrant farm workers surveyed did
not have a health card; 45 percent reported that their colleagues work despite illness or injury,
for fear of telling their employers, and 55 percent reported working in these conditions themselves to avoid losing paid hours (Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010). In addition,
there are transnational health implications of these barriers, such that when workers become
ill or injured, they often do not receive adequate treatment. They have limited visas and
depend on employers for housing, so they lack the support necessary to stay in Canada to
receive care, investigations into their conditions and reassessment of their employment capabilities. Thus, they return home with their condition not fully diagnosed or managed
(Hennebry 2007, 2009; McLaughlin 2007, 2009; Preibisch and Hennebry 2011). The experience of one Mexican worker while getting treatment demonstrates employers’ attempts to
control, and the lack of support available for this worker from consular officials:
The doctor told me that the surgery was very delicate and that I have to take great care of myself.
But since I already had problems with my employer, he didn’t allow any visits. He didn’t want
anyone to visit me. He just wanted to have all the information about me for himself…Later on,
the consulate called me, saying that they will send a paper with the employer so I could sign it.
They said it was for the insurance, but I didn’t believe them since I witnessed how a girlfriend
of mine was sent back to Mexico as soon as she left the hospital. I thought that I was going to
get support from the consulate and it wasn’t true. As I said to the consul, you should let other
organizations help you help migrant workers; it is a benefit for all of us involved. But the consul doesn’t want to let any other organizations talk to me, they want to do it all themselves and
in reality, they cannot do it…I don’t want any other worker to experience what I experienced.
(Mexican SAWP Worker, Cobourg, 2010)

In addition, the same barriers that migrant farm workers face to receiving health care, they also
encounter when accessing provincial health insurance and compensation systems (such as limited literacy, awareness of rights, fear of reporting accidents or injuries). For example, a
Worksafe BC study found that the claims rate among temporary foreign workers was 2 per 100
in 2006, compared to 3 per 100 among BC workers overall. Among SAWP workers in 2006, the
rate was 2.2 per 100, compared with 3.6 per 100 in the industry as a whole (Bogyo 2009).
McLaughlin’s research (2007, 2009) suggests that migrant farm workers face additional difficulties and complications related to the compensation system, even though workers, employers
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and physicians are all legally obliged to file a claim with the WSIB in the event of a workplace
accident. Of the nearly 600 migrant farm workers surveyed in Ontario, the vast majority reported not knowing how to make a workers’ compensation claim (93 percent), make a health insurance claim (85 percent), or fill out hospital forms (92 percent) (Hennebry, Preibisch, and
McLaughlin 2010). Research also shows cases of Caribbean workers who say their employer
would not allow them to report an injury or illness (Downes and Odle-Worrell 2003, 96), while
in BC, Fairey et al. found that farm workers “experience considerable pressure to not report
injuries and lack understanding about their rights to workers’ compensation” (2008, 29).
Injured workers who are repatriated find that their difficulties continue at home, since communication between workers, government agents, medical practitioners and the WSIB can be complex
and difficult, and the systems in place vary widely between countries (McLaughlin 2007, 2009).
When the next season approaches, SAWP workers who go home injured cannot count on being
nominated by an employer for a guaranteed return to Canada. Medical screening procedures in
Mexico and Jamaica may also contribute to the exclusion of people from those countries from
future employment opportunities. As they are unable to return to Canada, they cannot access the
employment retraining opportunities that Canadian injured workers would have.
In sum, research reveals migrant farm workers have many specific vulnerabilities. If they are
indeed encountering greater barriers to accessing health care and compensation than are their
Canadian counterparts, then they are clearly not integrating with respect to access to the
Canadian health care system or Ontario’s occupational health and insurance systems. Though
the majority of research thus far has focused on SAWP migrant workers, it is likely that workers’ experiences in the LSPP are similar. In some cases, barriers may be greater for LSPP workers
than for those in the more carefully managed SAWP, since LSPP workers must depend on
employers for private health insurance during the first three months of their work permit. As
both program streams continue to grow, access to health care and compensation will likely
continue to be important indicators of migrant farm workers’ integration.

Social isolation and lack of transportation
Social isolation and lack of transportation impact migrant workers’ sense of belonging and
inclusion in Canadian communities. Many migrant farm workers have little involvement with
Canadians within or outside the workplace and may be isolated even from friends and relatives who are also in Canada. Migrant farm workers typically live on farm sites (which is
required by the SAWP), distant from population centres, and cannot visit others because they
have no transportation or communication or because their work schedules are heavy. As one
worker explains, “I do not go out to socialize often…I would like to see my cousin, but it is
too hard…I don’t have a ‘ride,’ I mean I don’t have transportation. Also, I have not much free
time. If I did, then I would go to church too” (Mexican SAWP worker, Schomberg, 2005).
In addition, SAWP workers do not always know in advance where they will be working while
in Canada, and while here they have no means to contact or visit others. Said one worker,
“Every year…the same...not knowing…come back, leave and go who knows where” (Mexican
SAWP worker, Alliston, 2005). Another said, “I have a brother here, but I don’t know where he
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is…I have the phone number, I think. He is here in Ontario, but I really don’t know where. I
called but no one answers” (Mexican SAWP worker, Cookstown, 2005).
For many workers, the separation from their families serves as a sharp reminder of their permanent state of temporariness and their outsider status. Together with their lack of access to
permanent residency, it severely limits their integration into the communities in which they
have lived and worked for many seasons.
What I lived there in Canada was very strong and hard for me. It was a sad period of my life
because being away from my family, in a country that I don’t know, I don’t know the language.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Cobourg, 2010)
Would like to have visitor’s visa to visit family and friends in Canada, even to stay an extra
week when work is done…Why can’t we get visitor’s visa or permanent visas when we have
proved how hard-working and dedicated after so many years of working for an employer — can
we not earn points towards a visa?
(Jamaican SAWP worker, Niagara-on-the-Lake, 2008)

When SAWP workers were asked about staying in Canada or feeling a sense of connection to
Canada, most responded that they saw their relationships as temporary while in Canada.
Workers generally indicated a lack of attachment to and integration in Canada. Many indicated they had few or no relationships with other Canadians, had no knowledge of Canadian
culture and felt generally apart from society.
I do not know any Canadians, well, except you…
(Mexican SAWP worker, Bradford, 2005)
Question: Do you feel close to Canadians? “Ah…no, not close, but I’ve worked with some
coworkers…and we got along not very well but acceptable.” Question: Do you think that
Canada has a special place in your heart? “With Canada…I don’t think so. In the States I
worked for many years, and I did have something similar to what you are talking about…but I
lived there all the time….Here, no not yet.”
(Mexican SAWP worker, Everett, 2003)
I don’t want to stay here permanently because I do not know anything about Canada. We do
not participate in the Canadian culture, all we do is work. I think that they live differently, but
I am not sure how.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Alliston, 2005)

Contract restrictions
Adding to the sense of isolation and lack of autonomy is the nomination process and the
restrictive nature of their permits, which make transfers difficult and largely beyond
their control. SAWP workers are not allowed to be transferred without obtaining
approval from the liaison and/or the consulate, and the Simcoe Service Canada centre.
Farmers can request particular SAWP workers by name and request workers through
transfers from another farm, but the workers cannot choose employers or obtain a transfer at their discretion (FARMS 2012).
In addition, both SAWP and LSPP workers have little recourse when faced with poor treatment
or contractual conflicts. The fear of repatriation or of loss of future employment is a strong
motivator. Furthermore, migrant farm workers find their stay in Canada contingent on
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employers, with the constraints on their mobility and lack of access to permanent residency
particularly frustrating.
The more recent LSPP migrant workers have similar complaints, sometimes aggravated by the
fact that they leave behind families for longer periods of time than the SAWP workers, without the ability to leave between seasons and return (since they are not given multiple-entry
visas) or to bring families to visit while in Canada. They may build relationships while in
Canada for two to four years but then have to go back to their countries of origin for four
years before they are permitted to return to Canada. The SAWP and LSPP workers interviewed
expressed their consternation.
We have no rights — not allowed visits, even prisoners get visitors. We are always afraid of repatriation. The employers try to keep us intimidated, afraid of being sent home.
(Jamaican SAWP worker, Niagara-on-the-Lake, 2008)
The worst bosses think that they are hiring slaves, but that’s not the case. When one breaks a contract, it is because one does not agree with the boss’s treatment towards us. But we never break a
contract for no reason, and the consulate reminds us that we came here with a signed contract. They
ask us if we know that we have a written contract and yes, I am aware of it, but I also know that
we are human beings. If I don’t agree with the way I’m being treated, then I should be able to leave,
I am not a piece of property. I think that I should be able to return to my country if I want to.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Sutton, 2009)
The worst. I didn’t expect this. No protection (for workers). And we don’t understand why they
wouldn’t give us status (i.e., permanent residency). They treat us like disposables. They can get
rid of you when they want. We pay taxes, EI and CPP but then we are not entitled to all the
benefits. I don’t understand why.
(Thai LSPP worker, Leamington, 2011)

If integration into the labour market and into the workplace can be shown by equal labour
force structures and workplace regimes for domestic and foreign workers (Werner 1994), then
the racialized and gendered selection of migrant workers, the segregation of migrant farm
workers from domestic workers in the workplace, and the structures of the SAWP and LSPP that
place particular constraints on the autonomy and working conditions of foreign workers are
clearly indicative of unequal labour market and workplace integration. In addition, as argued
by Nakache and Kinoshita (2010), the TFWP puts up significant barriers to providing the same
employment rights to foreign workers as to domestic workers, most notably the restrictive
nature of the work permit and the weak enforceability of the employment contract (since the
federal government has no authority to intervene as it is not a party to the contract). Without
the right to vote or act collectively across all provinces, migrant workers are largely unable to
challenge these realities or to advocate for their rights while in Canada (Sharma 2001; UFCW
2005). Moreover, migrant farm workers in the SAWP do not have access to employment benefits on par with Canadian residents. In particular, though these workers pay into the employment insurance system, they are eligible only for parental benefits, not unemployment
coverage, since they are deemed ineligible once they return to their countries of origin.
Research on precarious employment and migration in Canada (Goldring, Berinstein, and
Bernhard 2009; Vosko 2006; Vosko, Zukewich, and Cranford 2003) is relevant to this analysis.
The term “precarious” has been used to analyze both migration status (Goldring, Berinstein,
IRPP Study, no. 26, February 2012

21

Permanently Temporary? Agricultural Migrant Workers and Their Integration in Canada

and Bernhard 2009) and employment status (Vosko 2006). The application of the concept to
migrant farm workers is certainly appropriate, since both their migration status and their
employment status are contingent and temporary — and, most importantly, they are tied
together (McLaughlin and Hennebry 2010). Goldring, Berinstein, and Bernhard (2009) define
precarious migration status as the absence of any of the following components typically
ascribed to permanent residents (and citizens) of Canada: (1) work authorization; (2) residence
permit (the right to remain permanently in Canada); (3) not depending on another person
(e.g., an employer) to remain in the country; (4) access to social rights and services such as
education and health care; and (5) being able to sponsor family. Migrant farm workers have
access only to work authorizations, but even the work contract and their temporary residency
are tenuous and depend on relationships with employers. Both SAWP and LSPP workers are
typically unable to access permanent residency and have only limited and temporary access to
health and social services. They are unable to sponsor family members and normally cannot
even visit with family members during their stay in Canada because of logistical and visa
restrictions (McLaughlin and Hennebry 2010).
Additionally, LSPP workers are now subject to the “four/four” rule. Recent amendments to the
regulations of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act came into force on April 1, 2011, setting a maximum cumulative duration of four years of work in Canada, followed by a period of
at least four years not in Canada before they can return. This move is specifically designed to
keep low-skilled temporary migrant workers temporary, and “to signal clearly to both workers
and employers that the purpose of the TFWP is to address temporary labour shortages”
(Canada 2010). Evidently, Canada’s foreign worker programs are structured to ensure that lowskilled migrant workers, and agricultural migrant workers in particular, remain both precarious and permanently temporary.

Community Involvement and Inclusion in Small-Town Canada

D

espite their temporary status, migrant farm workers have become a permanent presence
in small-town Canada over the last 40 years. Every year, thousands of migrant farm
workers arrive, filling the streets with bicycles, extending grocery store lineups and crowding
around telephone booths waiting for their turn to call home. The majority of temporary
migrant workers in Ontario are concentrated outside of urban centres. Each year, Ontario’s
rural areas and small towns such as Bradford, Leamington and Simcoe receive about 30,000
temporary migrants.
Though temporary migration is indeed changing the visible landscape, it is unclear whether
more meaningful changes have taken place that would indicate the integration of this circular
and transitory population into the fabric of these communities. Ontario towns such as
Bradford, Leamington, Niagara-on-the-Lake, Chatham and Simcoe have certainly experienced
significant changes to their demographic makeup, particularly from April to November, as the
migrant workers from non-European ethnic groups (in particular, Mexican, Jamaican and Thai
workers) bring a new multicultural reality. Their long-term presence in these communities has
also been stimulating the growth of businesses that cater to their needs, such as restaurants
and bars like Tony’s Tacos in Leamington and Amigas in Simcoe; stores selling Mexican and
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Caribbean goods; Western Union outlets; and Spanish-speaking lawyers and other service
providers. In Leamington, for example, there are about 14 Western Union agents, mostly
located on the main streets where migrant workers shop on weekends (Hennebry 2008).
In this section, some of the integration initiatives that have emerged in communities in
response to the growing presence of migrant farm workers will be profiled. Over the last
decade, such projects have grown significantly, and have had a great impact on the experiences of many migrants. They demonstrate some of the positive actions aimed at encouraging
the social integration of migrant farm workers in Canadian communities, despite the significant challenges and limitations they may encounter, ranging from lack of funding to racism.
Over the last decade, nongovernment organizations, churches, many businesses and service
providers have begun numerous integration initiatives, which can be understood as initiatives or
programs that serve to empower migrant farm workers or to encourage their active participation
within or communication with a community. Their purposes range from human rights advocacy, health care and labour protection awareness to educational and cultural projects. For example, the United Food and Commercial Workers Canada (UFCW) union operates Canada’s largest
association for agriculture workers, the Agriculture Workers Alliance (AWA), with a network of
help centres across Canada in areas with high numbers of agricultural workers including
Abbotsford, Kelowna and Surrey, BC; Portage la Prairie, Manitoba; Saint-Remi and SaintEustache, Quebec; and Bradford, Simcoe and Virgil, Ontario. Since opening the first centre in
1992, the UFCW and the AWA have assisted tens of thousands of farm workers with abusive
employers, unsafe workplace and housing conditions, medical treatment and workers’ compensation claims, parental leave benefits, health and safety training, and accessing translation at
hospitals, as well as supporting the rights of agricultural workers to form a union (UFCW 2011).
In 2010, the UFCW started the Migrant Workers Scholarship program, offering 20 scholarships
for the children, grandchildren, sisters, brothers, nieces and nephews of migrant workers.
Other groups directly address migrant agricultural workers and their rights. Most notably, Justicia
for Migrant Workers (J4MW) has worked to assist workers in having a voice politically. J4MW is a
community organizing collective that has worked with migrant farm workers in Ontario for more
than 10 years (Justicia 2008). During this time it has been providing front-line emergency support
to workers in crisis, lobbying governments and local communities and service providers to respond
to the needs of workers in the local context, conducting workshops for workers on all issues pertaining to their rights and work in Canada, and assisting workers with human rights complaints.
The bulk of J4MW’S work is to promote the voices, agency and leadership of workers in their own
movement for the rights of temporary foreign workers in the country as well as for those of their
families left behind. For example, on Thanksgiving 2010, a protest march from Leamington to
Windsor was organized by J4MW to demand access to permanent residency and better rights.
Other organizations, though not created specifically to support migrant workers, have either
expanded their reach to include this group or developed specific programs or initiatives to target it, often in collaboration with local communities. For example, Frontier College works
with community groups to help them set up literacy programs in small towns such as
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Leamington. Frontier College offers informal literacy classes to migrant farm workers and new
immigrants to the Leamington area for two hours a week. Over the last 110 years, Frontier
College has recruited, trained and sent labourer-teachers to work and teach across Canada.
They have worked on rail gangs, in lumber and mining camps, in prisons, in urban factories
and in remote communities — and now they work with migrant workers in many of the same
rural areas across southwestern and central Ontario. The labourer-teachers are placed in agricultural settings, on farms and in processing plants, and do the same heavy labour jobs as the
other workers. In addition to the physical work, labourer-teachers volunteer their time to provide educational and recreational opportunities for their coworkers. These activities are determined by the interests of people in their workplace. For example, a labourer-teacher might
help workers upgrade their English skills, instruct workers on the use of the computer or
organize special events: a movie night, a sporting event, an outing to a tourist site. They give
out information about workplace safety and procedures or provide peer counselling, mediation and contact with outside agencies such as doctors, dentists, hospitals and banks.
Other community groups have focused on particular groups of migrant workers in a given
region, such as the Chatham-Kent Thai Outreach which is specifically aimed at supporting
LSPP agricultural migrant workers from Thailand in that region. Enlace Community Link
extend their support to Spanish-speaking Mexican migrant workers across southern Ontario
through maintaining a calendar of events for migrant farm workers in southern Ontario and
hosting events such as Migrant Worker Appreciation Day, held annually in Bradford in June;
the Welcome to Migrant Workers event at the St. Mary Church in Simcoe; a bicycle rodeo at
the arena in Virgil, a suburb of Niagara-on-the-Lake; and soccer tournaments in the
Bradford/Newmarket area and Niagara-on-the-Lake.
Community churches and religious organizations have also been vital to the efforts to integrate farm workers into local communities. Most notable has been the work of KAIROS,
Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives, an association of 11 churches and religious organizations, which champions various human rights causes, including the rights of migrant workers
in Canada. KAIROS focuses its education and advocacy work on improving legislation (both
federal and provincial) so that workers have improved access to permanent residency and
social services, improved labour rights, access to family reunification, and the ratification and
implementation by the federal government of the Convention on the Protection of Rights of
All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. They have hosted large meetings across
Canada of community organizations and advocacy groups that work with migrant workers.
The community church El Sembrador brings together English- and Spanish-speaking parishioners from St. Elizabeth Seton, St. John Chrysostom and Holy Martyrs of Japan parishes. Its
mission is to provide both spiritual and social support to the Mexican migrant farm workers
who come to the Holland Marsh area each year. Parishioners visit farms in Bradford, East
Gwillimbury and King Township, hold social events, help people find support for practical
needs and assist with a weekly Spanish-language liturgy at local churches. El Sembrador’s
mandate is one of social inclusion, calling on community residents to get involved: “With
your involvement, we can do a better job of including our Mexican brothers and sisters in our
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parish and community” (El Sembrador 2011). The Diocese of London also provides outreach
to migrant workers in the area of Leamington, Kingsville, Oxley, Pelee Island, Exeter,
Bothwell/Thamesville, Blenheim and Ingersoll Deanery. Masses in Spanish are held in eight
locations, as are socials and cultural gatherings such as celebrations of Mexican Independence
Day. Though their outreach has been predominantly rural, they have also started to assist
workers employed in urban, nonagricultural work. They have also begun outreach with Thai
and Filipino migrant workers through community partnerships.
In some cases, community organizations have come together with an agenda to support
migrant workers in their area. For example, the Community Legal Services of Niagara South
has recently formed a partnership with members of the recently formed Niagara Migrant
Workers Interest Group (NMWIG), which is made up of representatives of community organizations, health providers and volunteers in the region. The network aims to improve accessibility to services in Niagara and to assist workers who are pursuing legal challenges in order to
ensure that workers are treated equally under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.
Other examples include the formation of a subcommittee bringing together community
groups known as the Chatham-Kent Committee for Migrant Workers (CKCMW), whose mandate is to create a welcoming, supportive community for all migrant workers in ChathamKent. In other cases, there are less formalized outreach programs and initiatives aimed at
supporting migrant workers in local communities. A notable example is the Caribbean
Workers Outreach Program, a group of residents in the Niagara region — largely driven by the
work of one very passionate person — who organize welcome events, social events and music
concerts as well as giving health and safety information and support to workers in need.
The various nonprofit organizations and church groups have taken immense strides toward
integrating migrant farm workers into their communities, but the ad hoc ways in which they
have developed leave the support infrastructure in small-town Canada looking more like a
patchwork of good intentions that may disappear from one year to the next due to lack of
funding or political will.

Innovation in Manitoba
The experiences of Brandon, Manitoba, could prove instructive for other small cities, towns
and rural areas. From 2003 to 2007, the number of temporary foreign workers migrating to
Manitoba doubled, from 1,426 to 2,878, and nearly half went to communities other than
Winnipeg (Manitoba 2008). Responding to this influx, Brandon has developed an approach to
settlement and integration that encourages collaboration and communication across sectors
and bridging the community to employers, to plan for challenges and needs. For example, six
employees from the largest employer of migrant workers in Brandon, Maple Leaf Foods, were
assigned roles as Community Steering Committee liaison officers, to serve as a bridge between
the company and the community (Moss, Bucklaschuk, and Annis 2010). In the early stages of
this influx, service providers encountered significant challenges related to policy and program
regulations based on status and immigrant category, which effectively denied services to temporary migrants. However, provincial policy adjustments have since enabled local immigrant
service providers to increase support for migrant workers (Moss, Bucklaschuk, and Annis 2010).
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Manitoba assumed control over settlement services not long after it launched its Provincial
Nominee Program, allowing it to design and deliver services that more effectively serve the
needs of recent immigrants, including temporary foreign workers (Carter, Pandey, and
Townsend 2010). This unique approach has enabled Manitoba to better attract and retain
immigrants, and to include temporary labour migrants across a variety of sectors and skill levels
in this pool of potential immigrants — creating the conditions for better integration.
Interestingly, Manitoba also provided a pathway to permanent residency through the PNP for
roughly 500 temporary foreign workers at the Maple Leaf Foods plant in Brandon. Though the
numbers are relatively small by national comparison, they represent a significant proportion of
the approximately 3,000 temporary workers coming to Manitoba annually. More importantly,
this move demonstrates the potential for such programs when applied to specific labour needs.
Surprisingly, Ontario has not adopted such an approach — to either its immigrant services or
its use of the PNP — despite the large numbers of temporary labour migrants entering the
province annually. In Ontario, most immigrant service providers are still not funded to provide support to temporary migrants.

Obstacles and challenges
Although integration initiatives such as those referred to above are encouraging social inclusion, they are not without their obstacles: most notably, lack of government funding. In the
case of the UFCW, for example, its initiatives, which have certainly been the most wide-reaching in scope, have been entirely funded by membership dues. Further, difficulties in securing
longer-term funding or in finding a government agency willing to sponsor an initiative often
mean that projects cannot get off the ground or are cancelled shortly after they start.
The Canadian Minister of Health has refused to provide translation services in Spanish, arguing that if the ministry does so, then it has to provide translation services in all languages of
migrant workers.
(sending-country representative, 2010)
There were a workshop on bicycle repair and other cultural activities financed by the Leamington
Arts Centre, but not anymore because they do not have more money for this.
(AWA representative, Leamington, 2010)

A Frontier College representative said, “We do health and safety classes for migrant workers…There is a big problem and that is translation services. I know of a church group here in
Leamington, the St. Michael’s Catholic Church, that has tried to have translation services provided and it has taken a lot of years, and it is just getting operational. There are insufficient
funds” (Frontier College representative, Leamington, 2010).
In addition, many nongovernmental groups and even church representatives have indicated
that they have encountered many practical difficulties in reaching and providing assistance or
services to migrant workers. These difficulties range from the isolation of workers without
transportation, workers’ schedules and lack of language knowledge to employer control over
workers. Few workers or employers were aware of Frontier College or the AWA Support
Centres. Many employers also do not appear to be interested in the use of these services for
their workers and feel that their involvement could distract migrant workers from their work.
26
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No, I have never heard of that. Who runs these centres?
(employer, Bradford, 2004)
We have donated books in Spanish to the local library, but workers do not go there.
(Mexican Consulate representative, Leamington, 2010)
Migrant Support Centre? No, where is it? We could not get to it anyway. It is far from here, I think.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Alliston, 2004)
We have worked on translating all of the forms for workers so that they can fill out their taxes
and also, just know their rights. They receive no official information when they come to Canada.
Very few know English, and some are illiterate and we have difficulty teaching them, since they
work such long hours.
(AWA representative, Bradford, 2005)
Well, no, I have not heard of Frontier College, or the, what do you call it, the Labourer-Teacher
Program. Sounds like a nice idea in principle, to have someone teach them English, but it would
distract them from their work.
(employer, Everett, 2003)
One of the major obstacles in providing any kind of services to migrant workers, for example
labour-related, translation, cultural activities, etc., is the desire of the employer to be always in control of the worker. The employer sees any of these services as cracks in their ability to control them.
(AWA representative, Bradford, 2010)
I have no problem going into the farm to provide ministry services. I go and talk to the employer, I explain what my work consists of at the church and they let me in. Some farmers don’t like
people coming into the farm or a lot of traffic late at night.
(Caribbean ministry pastor, Leamington, 2010)

In addition, many migrant farm workers face racism or exclusion. In largely white rural
Canada, residents’ perceptions of migrant workers often conform to racial stereotypes about
the migrants’ ability to work or their level of religiosity (Bauder et al. 2003; Hennebry 2006;
Preibisch 2004). In some instances, these stereotypes are manifested in fear or frustration
directed at migrant workers. For example, locals have expressed distress at the “hordes of
Mexicans taking over our town” (resident, Alliston, 2004), and store owners have expressed
frustration at the workers “crowding their stores so that local customers stay away” (store
owner, Alliston, 2004). In worse cases, migrant farm workers have experienced verbal harassment, disrespect or violence from community members or other workers. Many experience
social exclusion when they go into communities, and feel a general sense that Canada is not
protecting them as Canadians are protected.
One day, I had a headache and went to the hospital. I was there waiting from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m.
I experienced racism and discrimination from hospital workers. I was never offered translation
services.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Leamington, 2008)
I was in town and these kids started yelling at us near the grocery store. I understood them, but
I did not want any problems. So I just kept walking and did not answer. I think they thought I
could not understand English.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Alliston, 2004)
The Canadian government should provide more support to us, to look at us not only as exported migrant workers, that Canadian laws also apply to us.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Dorchester, 2008)
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Many also feel that their own governments are not doing enough to protect them. In some
cases workers have experienced pressure from consular officials to ignore problems or not
report injuries. Consular officials do propose to offer support, yet class differences and
political interests may at times weaken this support from sending countries. Interviews
with workers, AWA centre staff and sending-country representatives illustrate some of
these problems.
The Mexican government should be vigilant with the rights and necessities Mexican workers
have in Canada and improve the conditions so we don’t experience more racism.
(Mexican SAWP worker, Leamington, 2008)
Many workers are fearful of saying anything negative about their employers (including when
abuse happens) because they believe that the consulate will just send them back to Mexico and
they will be removed from the program.
(AWA representative, Bradford, 2005).
The main objective of our consulate is that workers wake up and realize that they have to generate their own spaces…It is the responsibility of these workers to go to the doctor themselves
and make themselves explained even if that involves basic signs and body language…Ignorance
is voluntary or is convenient; workers lack initiative and sense of responsibility, they don’t know
what are their obligations unless there is a benefit in play.
(sending-country representative, 2010)

A unique challenge in providing support for SAWP migrants stems from the fact that they are
in Canadian communities for only up to eight months at a time. This makes it difficult for
both migrants and service providers to make connections and maintain continuity of support
from year to year. Getting medical care and going through the lengthy workplace safety insurance claims process, which necessitate follow-up, are especially problematic. The workers’
transnationalism also poses particular challenges with respect to political participation, such
as labour organizing. Workers may leave Canada before they can form unions or lodges and
follow the procedures for a labour complaint or legal challenge.
The UFCW has pioneered some innovative approaches to reaching and supporting the growing migrant workforce in Canadian agriculture. For example, the UFCW provides access to
services for Mexican migrant farm workers once they return home, through a UFCW representative based in Mexico and a 1-800 number for information and assistance. The organization has formed partnerships with governments and organizations in sending countries, such
as an agreement signed recently (January 16, 2012) between the Instituto Oaxaqueño de
Atención a Migrantes and UFCW Canada to protect and assist Oaxacan migrants working
temporarily in Canada. The Mexican state governments of Michoacan, Tlaxcala and Distrito
Federal have signed similar cooperation agreements since 2009. These agreements represent a
unique step toward political integration by addressing issues of human rights, labour rights
and social security through a framework for transnational cooperation — an initiative that,
interestingly, does not originate from either a host or sending-country government.

Achieving Integration for Temporary Migrants?

F
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rideres (2008) explicitly defines three forms of immigrant integration. Social integration
relates to immigrants’ participation in host country institutions. Cultural integration
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refers to the process of learning the values and beliefs of the receiving country. Identity integration refers to an immigrant’s subjective feelings of belonging to a group. The interactions
between immigrants and the host country determine the extent to which these forms of integration take place. Immigrants must view themselves as responsible members of the community who abide by its laws and respect the rights of others. In turn, receiving countries must
have programs and services in place to promote equality of rights and opportunities for everyone, which leads to successful social, cultural and identity integration.
For temporary migrants, social integration is limited by the difficulties outlined in this study, including isolation on farms, communication barriers, workplace regime and work schedules that limit
interaction with Canadians and contact with Canadian institutions (such as the health care system).
There are few opportunities for cultural exchange and learning between migrant farm workers and
the communities where they work in Canada, making the internalization of values and beliefs an
unrealistic expectation for this group. It is particularly difficult for migrant farm workers to develop
a sense of belonging to Canada with no pathway to permanent residency and no ability to bring
families to visit, even for those who have worked in Canada for decades. These restrictions, coupled
with the migrant workers’ experiences of differential workplace treatment, poor access to health and
support services, and racism, have sent the clear message that, in fact, they don’t belong.
Other indicators of integration are the quality of housing for immigrants, the host countries’
social attitudes toward immigrants and outreach services to immigrant communities (Frideres
2008). Though not all of these areas have been explored in detail in this study, it is evident
that migrant workers experience structural barriers to integration (e.g., lack of access to permanent residency, restrictions on mobility, forced-return policies); their labour mobility is truncated as they are bound to employers and to low-skilled jobs; and with respect to the quality
of housing and available outreach services to migrant communities, temporary migrants fare
worse than Canadians as well as many other immigrant groups. Evidence indicates that many
migrant farm workers have unique experiences of social exclusion and unequal treatment.
Another common indicator employed by both researchers and policy-makers to measure integration is language knowledge: in particular, proficiency in English or French. For migrant
workers, language training is not typically available or funded, restrictions on work permits do
not allow migrant workers to take formal classes or enrol in education programs, and in most
cases language training would not be feasible due to work schedules and transportation limitations. In addition, since these workers have lower levels of education than the majority of
Canadian immigrants, they face even greater challenges to learning English or French on the
job. However, workers surveyed in Ontario certainly have the desire to learn English
(Hennebry, Preibisch, and McLaughlin 2010).
Temporary migrants may require the development of specialized or targeted integration policies.
This is primarily because the TFWP is a complex myriad of streams and policies, and responsibility for management is spread across federal departments and provincial governments, making
it at times like a match of “interjurisdictional fútbol” (Hennebry 2010). For example, civil rights,
including employment rights and health care, are conferred provincially, but policies on
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employment insurance are determined federally. One implication is that when workers have
grievances, they may not know where they should be going to address them. Further, even if
temporary migrant workers are granted equal rights on paper, they still face practical barriers
because of inadequate language skills, imperfect or misleading information given by employers,
lack of access to permanent residency, restrictions on work permits, and so on (Nakache and
Kinoshita 2010). With respect to family unity, there is evident discrimination against low-skilled
workers, whose spouses can apply only for very restrictive work permits or visitor’s permits,
which are not typically granted; spouses of high-skilled workers can apply for open work permits, which give them greater flexibility to move between employers in the labour market.

Rethinking the concept of integration
It will likely become increasingly important to theoretically redefine and practically implement new approaches to integration that reflect the realities of growing numbers of temporary
migrants in Canada. This goal has growing relevance with the expansion of “two-step” migration processes, whereby immigrants gain permanent residency by effectively demonstrating
their integration capacities through programs such as the Canadian Experience Class and the
Provincial Nominee Programs.
By way of rethinking and operationalizing the concept of integration for temporary foreign workers, Table 3 lists potential indicators of integration that could be applied to temporary labour
migrants. Because integration is a process that does not necessarily follow a linear trajectory, with
citizenship as the final outcome, these indicators have been calibrated into a cumulative measurement scale, developed by the author for this study. The Labour Migrant Integration Scale is
intended to capture the practical and policy-level processes that are important to economic, social
and political aspects of integration. If no steps toward an integration indicator have been taken,
either in policy or in practice, its score is 0. If an indicator is only initially or partly realized — for
instance, it is stipulated in policy or through a legal framework, but is not in practice — or it has
yet to be recognized officially but steps have been taken in practice, it gets 1 point. If important
steps toward realizing an indicator have occurred and it has also been officially recognized
through legal or policy frameworks, but it is still not fully and completely realized, it gets 2
points. If the indicator has been fully realized in policy and in practice, its score is 3 points.
The scale can be applied to specific categories of temporary migrants and could also be applied
to other countries with comparable temporary migration programs.
Table 3 applies the Labour Migrant Integration Scale to Canada’s migrant farm workers. An
important first indicator of integration is the extent to which migrant farm workers have their
human rights protected under national rights frameworks. In Canada, fully realizing the protection of migrant workers under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and provincial
human rights codes (or the equivalent) would mean a number of changes to the current practices in the management of the SAWP. For example, it would involve the cessation of hiring
practices that allow selection of workers on the basis of gender and country of origin or race.
Also, uniquely important for this group is the protection of their human rights with respect to
exploitation, trafficking and abuse by unscrupulous recruiters and employers. As previously dis-
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Table 3: Labour Migrant Integration Scale: Evaluating
Canada’s Migrant Farm Workers

Indicators

Points
(0-3)

cussed, Canada does not currently have a
federal-level policy framework that addresses
this need specifically.8

Labour rights and workplace regimes consistent with those of Canadian residents would
mean workplaces are not segregated by race
or migration status; accessible health and
safety protections and training are provided
to workers; workers cannot lose their
employment and be removed from the
country without recourse; and migrant farm
workers are not exempt from the right to
Total LMIS Score /24
6.5/24
form a union, for example. Further, though
Source: Author.
migrant workers have access to provincial
health care and insurance systems, numerous barriers have been identified to fully realizing a
level of access comparable to that of Canadian residents. Lack of funding to settlement service
providers, health care providers and other community services that would support temporary
migrants (such as translation services and language training) further limits access for this group.
Human rights consistent with human rights codes
and frameworks
1
Labour rights, workplace regimes consistent with
those of resident workers
1
Full access to health care, social services and benefits
comparable to those of residents
2
Mobility rights comparable to those of residents
0
Freedom of employment and residence, etc.
0
Access to permanent residency
0
Social/community engagement and belonging
1.5
Political participation and enfranchisement
1

Improving mobility rights — that is, securing the freedom to enter and exit Canada, and the right
to move across provinces while in Canada — would be an important step toward integration for
all temporary migrants. Restrictive work permits typically prohibit them from returning home to
visit family while working in Canada, as well as from visiting friends or relatives or seeking work
in other provinces. Migrant farm workers lack freedom of employment since the validity of their
work permit is tied to one employer and refusal to work can mean repatriation (particularly for
SAWP migrants). Migrant farm workers in the SAWP also lack freedom of residence because they
are required to live on employers’ premises and are therefore at risk of homelessness if their
employment is terminated. In addition, lack of access to permanent residency for these migrants
is by its very nature a clear indicator of the low level of integration of migrant farm workers.
Another important indicator of integration is the extent to which migrant farm workers are
engaged with Canadian society and the communities in which they live and work. Measures
of this involvement include the frequency and quality of community interactions and the
relationships that migrants have with residents, both within the workplace and outside of
work. Migrant farm workers in Canada work long hours and face communication and transportation barriers, so their interaction with Canadian communities is typically limited to
weekly shopping excursions. But many important integration initiatives aimed at building
sustained connections have begun, particularly through churches and community groups.
Migrant farm workers still experience social exclusion and discrimination, and there remains
much more that can be done to make communities more welcoming to migrant farm workers.
With respect to political enfranchisement and participation, there are obvious barriers to
full integration — most notably, that migrant farm workers do not have the right to vote.
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Box 1: Barriers to Migrant Farm Worker Integration
• No direct path to permanent residency
• Migration status, work permit and health care access are
tied to employers
• Racism/discrimination, particularly in hiring practices and
workplace segregation
• Social isolation, poor access to transportation, or unsafe
transportation
• Language and literacy barriers
• Forced-return policies (eight-month rule for SAWP,
four/four rule for LSPP)
• Lack of funding and government support for integration
initiatives and services
• Concentration in occupation with high rates of accidents
and injuries and history of poor health and safety standards and protections1
• Inadequate rights and protections to enable fair labour
representation2
• Complaints-based system and weak enforcement of contracts, no independent and confidential reporting mechanism for health violations or abuse
• No appeals process for firings/deportations or future
exclusions from the program
Although both Canadian and migrant farm workers experience these risks,
migrant farm workers are often expected to work longer hours, under more difficult conditions, and they are more likely to fear refusing dangerous work.
2
All farm workers in Ontario and Alberta are excluded from collective bargaining
rights, while in other provinces workers face pressures not to join unions. Migrant
farm workers are at greater risk if they engage in labour activities because they
do not have the freedom to change employers or secure future employment on
their own.
1

In recent years, some migrant farm workers have become more politically active
(bolstered by the efforts of activist and
labour groups), but they continue to face
barriers to political engagement, such as
work schedules, communication and
transportation constraints and precarious
employment and migration status.
Moreover, farm workers do not have the
right to collective bargaining in all
provinces; farm workers in Ontario and
Alberta are excluded from these rights,
and in other provinces workers sometimes face pressures not to join unions.
In summary, Canada does not score particularly high (6.5 out of 24) on the Labour
Migrant Integration Scale for its migrant

farm workers. Though in many cases the
legal or policy framework exists to protect
these workers’ rights or encourage inclusion,
numerous barriers to integration remain.
Armony, Barriga, and Schugurensky (2004) find that impediments to integration for permanent
immigrants include language, time, resources and cultural gaps, as well as systemic discrimination in a host country. For all temporary migrant workers, these impediments clearly exist, but
they are almost secondary considerations when compared with the greater challenges faced by
lower-skilled migrant workers, and by migrant farm workers in particular. Precarious employment and migration status, illegal practices by private recruiters, inadequate living conditions,
lack of access to health care and/or fear of accessing such services, abusive employers, lack of
representation and isolation are just some of these challenges. Box 1 summarizes some of the
most significant factors that impede integration for migrant farm workers in Canada.

Conclusion
The lofty goals of integration and social cohesion (Jeannotte 2008; Soroka, Johnston, and Banting
2007) have long been cornerstones of Canadian multiculturalism policy, from which numerous
laudable integration initiatives and settlement programs have emerged. The majority of these programs, however, have been aimed at Canada’s largest urban areas. This is not surprising since
nearly two-thirds of all immigrants and over three-quarters of recent permanent immigrants live
in Canada’s three largest cities, Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal (Frideres 2006, 3). But the pattern for temporary migrants is quite different, as was shown previously; about half of temporary
migrant workers (and the majority of farm workers) head to areas outside large urban centres.
Smaller cities certainly face challenges in responding to this burgeoning circular population,
particularly since their settlement infrastructure and other institutions or services, such as
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health clinics, were not designed for migrant workers and have not typically been funded to
provide services to them. Yet there may be an opportunity for these communities to develop
more tailored services and initiatives in response to the distinct needs of temporary or circular
migrants, more so than is feasible in large urban centres.
There is much to learn from the initiatives discussed earlier in this study, particularly with
respect to rethinking the scope and provision models of integration initiatives and other services. Canada has yet to develop a comprehensive integration policy directed at temporary
migrant workers that recognizes the transnational nuances of contemporary migration systems, particularly for circular and two-step migrants whose relationship to Canada is far from
temporary. For Canada, the impacts of temporary migration are also likely to be far more permanent than expected. If growing numbers of temporary migrants in Canada continue to lack
full social inclusion and equality, both factors that are considered essential to social cohesion
(Jeannotte 2008), are we not undermining Canadian multiculturalism?
Although the SAWP is touted as a “best practice” model for the management of temporary labour
migration in international policy circles (Hennebry and Preibisch 2010), there remains significant
room for improvement in this program stream and others. In fact, with the introduction of the
LSPP, many of these so-called best practices were not carried over to the LSPP (such as sendingcountry involvement), arguably a step backward for the rights and freedoms of lower-skilled
migrants. Concerns over the regulation of the TFWP have been widespread, as evidenced by the
2009 report of the House of Commons Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration and
the Auditor General’s 2009 report, both of which noted problems with ensuring compliance with
program regulations and contracts. The Auditor General’s report expressed concern regarding lack
of oversight from CIC and HRSDC: “There is no systematic follow-up by either department to verify that in their previous and current employment of temporary foreign workers, employers have
complied with the terms and conditions (such as wages and accommodations) under which the
work permits were issued. This creates risks to program integrity and could leave many foreign
workers in a vulnerable position, particularly those who are physically or linguistically isolated
from the general community or are unaware of their rights” (Auditor General 2009, 3).
Partly in response to these concerns, changes to the Immigration and Refugee Protection
Regulations that came into effect on April 1, 2011, make some steps toward improving the regulatory framework of the TFWP. Specifically, employers can be deemed ineligible to hire more
workers under the program for two years if an assessment finds that in the previous two years,
they have not provided wages, working conditions or occupations to workers that were “substantially the same (STS) as the terms and conditions of the job offer, and for which a reasonable justification has not been provided” (HRSDC 2011d, 1). Unfortunately, not all employers
will undergo a compliance review, and the system is still largely complaints-based.
Regulatory improvements are often slow to come at the federal level, but a number of policy and
program changes (both small- and large-scale) can be implemented at different levels of government to make significant progress toward integration. Box 2 provides a short list of recommendations for policy and practices that could improve the integration of workers in both the SAWP
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and the agricultural stream of the LSPP, and to the TFWP in general. Clearly, not all of these
changes can come at once, nor can they be shouldered by any one level of government.
At the federal level, one important step
that would protect the human rights of
these migrants would be to end hiring on
• Worker selection and hiring processes based on skill level
the basis of country of origin and gender.
and experience
• Greater autonomy for workers re type of work, housing,
In practice, this would involve changing
geographical area
the worker selection system in conjunc• Multiple-entry visas
• Access to permanent residency
tion with sending countries (an arrange• Open or sectoral work permits not tied to specific
ment that could be negotiated at annual
employers
• Access to visitor’s visas or work permits for family members
meetings where wages and contracts are
• Increased job security (e.g., appeals process for disdetermined) to provide employers with
missals, etc.)
• Improved communication and transportation access
information on the work histories and
• Increased monitoring and compliance of housing and
skills of individual applicants, rather than
workplace safety
• Full access to EI benefits, health insurance and compens i m p l y a r o s t e r o f i n t e rc h a n g e a b l e
sation systems
Mexican or Jamaican workers in the
• Information sessions and packages on rights, health and
safety, benefits, etc.
SAWP, for example. These negotiations
• Provision of settlement and other services for temporary
should involve participation from all relemigrants (e.g., translation)
vant parties — including workers. Ideally,
hiring should not be carried out unilaterally by sending countries, since the lack of oversight or transparency could lead to corruption or preferential selection. Additionally, for a
federal-level regulatory mechanism to address the human rights of temporary migrants, it
must also address recruitment practices; the licensing model introduced by Manitoba
should be considered.
Box 2: Policy and program recommendations for migrant
farm worker integration

Also important to enhancing integration for this group are greater mobility rights and greater
control over work assignments. Migrant workers, particularly in the SAWP, could be given more
information about their potential employers and could have greater autonomy to apply to
work with particular employers or in specific geographic areas and types of agricultural employment. In addition, workers could be given multiple-entry visas, which would allow them to
return home to visit families, particularly when there are medical or other family emergencies.
Access to visitor’s visas and work permits for family members, similar to the opportunities provided to highly skilled migrant workers, would help reduce the stress of family separation.
These provisions would also need to be coupled with job-security mechanisms (such as an independent appeals process) that ensure that workers would not lose their current or future
employment for wanting their families to visit or for choosing to return home at any point in
the contract for a maximum vacation period (e.g., two weeks unless there is a medical emergency). In order to further remove employer control over temporary migrants, it is particularly
important that work permits not be tied to specific employers and that mechanisms be in place
to allow migrants to refuse work and find alternative employment without risking repatriation.
One option would be open or sectoral work permits, without forced-return policies such as the
four/four rule, that would provide a framework to considerably strengthen mobility rights,
while strengthening both their civil rights and the protection of their human rights.
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Providing a pathway to access permanent residency, though certainly not a panacea for integration, would also strengthen migrant workers’ capacity to assert their rights and make
efforts toward integration. Following the model used with the Live-in Caregiver Program, for
example, migrant farm workers could be eligible for residency upon completion of a set number of hours of work in agriculture roughly equivalent to 24 months, which would not have to
be in succession or with the same employer. These work hours could be checked through tax
records and would not require employer verification.
Workers would better understand and assert their rights, and access their benefits, if they
received comprehensive rights information packages and information sessions upon arrival in
Canada or before leaving home. The costs could be partly covered by employers through the
LMO application process, with a designated fee for each worker position, and matched with
federal funding. Similarly, cultural sensitivity training and information packages pertaining to
migrant workers can be provided to employers as well, by provincial agencies such as the
Ontario Ministry of Labour or the Workplace Safety Insurance Board.
Temporary migrants should have full access to social and medical services and benefits,
including EI benefits. Recently, the Mowat Centre released its report on EI reform after nearly
two years of research and deliberations. It recommends: “Temporary foreign workers should
either be eligible for the full range of EI benefits or should not have to pay premiums for benefits that they cannot access. Given that many temporary foreign workers are staying in
Canada for longer periods of time, the full inclusion and equal treatment of temporary foreign
workers is likely the best route forward” (Mowat Centre 2011, 50). Workers should be granted
access to provincial health care and insurance systems upon arrival, and steps must be taken
to limit employer mediation. To this end, a neutral mediator or “health ombudsperson,” as
well as access to translation services, should be made available to temporary migrants through
Health Canada, provincial health ministries and/or community health centres, particularly for
cases of serious injury or illness. In addition, health services, hospitals and particularly community health centres must aim to address the unique needs of this population, beginning
with information sessions on health and safety issues and the health care and compensation
systems directed at health care practitioners, employers and workers.
Improved communication and transportation is especially important to this group of migrants,
since they typically live and work in rural areas, without easy access to telephones or transportation. Employers can make small changes that will heighten workers’ sense of belonging while in
Canada. The simple provision of telephones in migrant workers’ housing and access to transportation (such as making a vehicle available to those with a valid driver’s licence) would significantly reduce their social isolation and enable better engagement with local communities. These
provisions could be put in place with minimal cost, and partial reimbursement could be applied
for through HRSDC or industry groups. Further, vehicle safety and appropriate licensing must be
ensured through more rigorous inspection and regulation — something that could have aided in
the prevention of the deaths of migrant farm workers in BC in March 2007, and the recent
deaths of 10 migrant farm workers near Hampstead, Ontario, among others.
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Moreover, in migrant farm workers’ housing and workplace safety, improved monitoring is needed. Requirements for more frequent inspections while workers are on site (not solely before their
arrival), as well as more specific and robust regulation including federal guidelines and provincial
standards that must be met and maintained by employers, could be built into LMO requirements.
Finally, if integration of migrant farm workers is to be achieved in local communities across
Canada, it is vital that they be eligible for immigrant and settlement services, in particular language training and translation services, and that these services be funded through existing structures for newcomers in Canada (e.g., Local Immigrant Partnerships). Permanent supports need
to be provided for these temporary and circular migrants while in Canada, or communities will
suffer greater inequality and conflict, seriously challenging social cohesion. Building on the
existing regional or municipal integration initiatives (such as those in Bradford, Ontario) aimed
at outreach to this group and raising awareness in the community (particularly in small towns
and rural areas) will significantly reduce conflict and promote cultural exchange.
Given the growing presence of temporary migrant workers in communities across Canada and
the reality that there is nothing temporary about these migrants, who play an essential role in
Canada’s economy, it is certainly time to make improvements. Policy and program changes such
as those proposed above, which involve all levels of government, as well as civil society, can be
implemented over time. What we need first is a shared commitment to take significant steps
toward improved integration of migrant farm workers and to helping make Canada’s communities truly welcoming. In order to do this, however, the game of “jurisdictional fútbol”
(Hennebry, 2010), which seems to prevent any tangible reform, must be stopped and the buck
has to finally stop somewhere, with someone. It is time for permanent improvements to this
program, or the consequences for migrant workers and for Canadian communities will be far
from temporary.
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