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beyond the  Convention definition to include all those
reactive migrants—whether their apparent motives are
political or economic—who have come to Canada since
the end of World War , escaping crises in their former
countries. The term reactive migrant is used in contrast to
proactive. The latter are the “voluntary” migrants whose
decisions to move are made within a “rational-choice”
framework. The former are all those whose decisions
have been severely constrained by economic or political
pressures and situations largely beyond their own con-
trol. They include those admitted to Canada under Spe-
cial Measures Programs and Designated Classes, as well
as Convention refugees. In its broadest sense, the term
refugee may include anyone escaping a life-threatening
situation, such as an environmental disaster.

Originally, in both English and French, the term race
simply meant any aggregation (of people or animals)
with common characteristics, whether biological or cul-
tural in origin. The identification of race with hereditary
traits began in the nineteenth century, and was acceler-
ated by the influence of Social Darwinism. In a strictly
biological sense, race is synonymous with species; thus
there is only one human race in this sense, with gene
pools determining the statistical distribution of particu-
lar characteristics. However, the cultural connotation
persisted, particularly in French, as illustrated by the pub-
lication, in , of André Siegfried’s Le Canada: les deux
races: problèmes politique contemporaines, a study of
French Canadians and their relations with the English. It
was published the following year, in English, under the
title The Race Question in Canada.

Racism is a controversial concept whose precise mean-
ing varies according to the writer concerned. In popular
and journalistic language it has assumed a pejorative sig-
nificance, applying to almost any example of prejudice,
discrimination, or disadvantage experienced by individu-
als, or groups, who can be distinguished by physical or
cultural characteristics. The term ethnocentrism would be
more accurate, but the word has not gained currency in
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Résumé
L’article commence par définir les termes « race » et
« racisme » et retrace l’historique de leur utilisation au
Canada depuis la Confédération. Les exemples de « macro-
racisme » et « micro-racisme » sont différenciés. Des cas de
racisme interpersonnel et systémique au Canada sont
examinés dans le contexte des politiques multiculturelles et
la Charte des droits et libertés. Sont aussi passés en revue,
les changements intervenus dans la Loi canadienne sur
l’immigration, ainsi que dans les règlements s’y rapportant,
et leurs implications sur le mouvement de réfugiés. La
conclusion est que des conséquences non intentionnelles ont
découlé des mesures de contrôle plus strictes exercées aux
frontières, ainsi que du traitement « plus vite, plus équita-
ble et plus ferme » des demandeurs d’asile, et que ces
conséquences constituent en soi un racisme institutionnel.

Definitions of Terms

The  Convention definition of a refugee is “owing
to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a par-

ticular social group or political opinion, is outside the
country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that
country.” For purposes of this paper the term refugee goes
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English. In French, the term racisme refers to anti-
Semitism, and to hostility toward immigrants and ethnic
minorities. Neo-Marxist writers either treat racism as an
ideology designed to divide workers against each other,
or as a “relation of production” in cases of unfree labour.
Some scholars argue that the terms race and racism
should be confined to situations where genetically deter-
mined phenotypical characteristics are used as social
markers to define group boundaries. However, to limit
discussion of race relations to those situations where he-
reditary differences are involved, would exclude many
conflict situations when race is perceived to be an issue.
When people are victims of differential treatment and
subordination, in which the characteristic basis of differ-
entiation is not biologically determined, in fact or belief,
it may still warrant description as racist in its conse-
quences.

Racism may take institutional forms and occur inde-
pendently of the attitudes or intentions of those involved,
if the consequences of certain actions are seriously disad-
vantageous for certain groups. For example, in the case of
refugees and asylum applicants, requiring valid passports,
visas, work permits, literacy tests, medical examinations,
 tests, “continuous journey” regulations, “points” sys-
tems of selection, fees for documents, landing fees, secu-
rity checks, the strict application of the Convention
definition of a refugee, and the selective use of interdic-
tion to prevent undocumented persons reaching
Canada’s borders, all may be racist in their consequences
if they create differential opportunities for some nation-
alities, or ethnic groups, to escape from intolerable crises
in their former place of residence.

Terms such as institutional racism and systemic racism
recognize that discrimination may occur as an uninten-
tional consequence of particular social policies. When
hiring for employment or when admission to educational
establishments requires minimal or maximal age, gender,
physical, educational, or language criteria, these may be
difficult for certain groups of people to meet. At the same
time, preferential hiring or admission, designed to com-
pensate for past discrimination against minorities, may
in time have a detrimental effect on members of other
communities, including a majority or dominant group.
In some cases, affirmative action, quota systems, and
“positive discrimination” may generate a backlash and in-
crease prejudice against certain groups.

It is useful to differentiate between macro-racism and
micro-racism. The latter may occur in the everyday rela-
tions of people in the workforce or the neighbourhood,

including outbreaks of violence against immigrant and
other ethnic minorities. Stereotypes that stigmatize cer-
tain groups, and the “profiling” of particular crimes and
behaviour patterns, may lead police and immigration of-
ficers to stop, search, or otherwise harass innocent indi-
viduals who appear to fit a certain description. It is the
task of complaints authorities, Human Rights Commis-
sions, Employment Equity Programs, and Multicultural
Directorates to combat such forms of hatred, prejudice,
and discrimination. Macro-racism is institutionalized in
the barriers that states erect when rigidly controlling bor-
ders, refusing entry to particular ethnic or racial groups,
exterminating or expelling minorities, and endeavouring
to reunite diasporic populations. Macro-racism is prac-
tised by political and military leaders who seek to estab-
lish territorial domination by force, in the name of
national pride or purity. In its most extreme form it is
manifest in genocidal policies such as those that occurred
in Nazi Germany, and more recently in Cambodia,
Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia. It is a major source
of refugee movements. Before , Canada’s exclusion-
ary immigration policies could be described as macro-
racist, but since then have exhibited varying degrees of
micro-racism.

Race and Racism in Canada
When the first census of Canada was conducted in ,
attempts were made to distinguish birthplace, citizenship,
and origins. The significance of the last term was not
made clear to enumerators, and confusion arose because
there was already evidence that many people were of
mixed descent, including French-English, French-
Aboriginal, and other combinations. The  and 

censuses retained the term origins, and were mainly con-
cerned with distinguishing the French Canadian popula-
tion, but even then failed to account for Acadians in New
Brunswick and the Métis in the West. It was not until 

that the term racial origin was introduced into the census.
Anyone of mixed European-Aboriginal origins was desig-
nated as such. Others of mixed origin were defined by pa-
ternal ancestry alone. Race in this context referred to
language or geographic region of origin, as well as physi-
cal differences, such as skin colour.

In the  census, an attempt was made to clarify the
concepts being used; the term race was defined as “a sub-
group of the human species related by ties of physical
kinship.” Specific mention was made of physical charac-
teristics such as skin colour, stature, and shape of head as
criteria. However, the census definition of origin continued
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to combine biological, cultural, and geographic charac-
teristics into one classification, largely reflecting conven-
tional perceptions of ethnic divisions within the
community. However, it was later noted that many people
who had reported themselves as of German ethnic origin
in , must have preferred to be enumerated as Dutch
by , presumably to avoid the prejudice created by hos-
tilities in World War . Those conducting and analyzing
the census continued to have difficulty classifying people
of mixed origins, preferring to use paternal ancestry only,
as a proxy marker. In , census respondents were per-
mitted to indicate more than one ethnic origin, but the
emphasis was still on ancestry. By  there were two
census questions, one referring to ancestors in the plural
and another requesting a self-definition as “white,” “Chi-
nese,” or one of nine other categories designed to identify
“visible minorities.”

In  the census showed that half of the population
was of British origin (by paternal ancestry),  per cent
French, and  per cent of other European origins. Those
of Asian origin made up . per cent. All other groups,
including Aboriginals (labelled “Indian”) and Negroes,
account for the remaining . per cent of the total. All
“coloured” people combined formed slightly under  per
cent. By , census data indicated that “visible minori-
ties” made up . per cent of the population, the propor-
tion rising to almost a third in Toronto and Vancouver. It
is expected that the  census will reveal an even larger
proportion of Asians and other non-Europeans resident
in Canada.

Ironically, as the proportion of immigrants and their
descendants in Canada who were not of British, French,
or other European ancestry increased, the term race crept
back into the vocabulary of political discourse, as part of
the campaign for affirmative action, employment equity,
and non-discrimination. Familiar euphemisms such as
black, visible minority, and persons of colour have been
used almost synonymously with the way that race was
used earlier. Such terms rely on physical markers that ag-
gregate people who may have little in common culturally,
except perhaps their exposure to prejudice and discrimi-
nation. Unfortunately, attempts to rectify the effects of
past discrimination, and eliminate its current practice,
gave misplaced legitimacy to the social constructs that
feed racism. Thus, requiring employers to enumerate
“visible minorities” in the workplace, and using census
questions to enumerate and quantify groups “at risk,”
may have had the unintended consequence of reinforcing
the artificial boundaries that created the victimized cat-

egories in the first place. In Canada, the term racism has
widened its connotation to include hostility between
other ethnic groups, including the English and French, as
well as antagonism between ethnic minorities that were
engaged in civil war, or other conflicts, in their former
country. In this respect, the term has reverted to an ear-
lier, very imprecise, cultural usage.

Domestic Racism and Multiculturalism
Superficially Canada appears to have undergone a trans-
formation from a racist and Anglo-conformist society to
one that embraces ethnic diversity and “multicultural”
policies, but the change is by no means complete. Human
rights legislation, at the federal and provincial levels, in-
cludes the federal Bill of Rights, . Federal and provin-
cial Human Rights Commissions were established, and
programs were instituted at that time to combat dis-
crimination in employment, housing, public accommo-
dations, and government services. The “equality rights”
clause (:) of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms be-
came an entrenched part of the Constitution, when the
amended British North America Act was repatriated in
, although it did not come into force until three years
later, giving federal and provincial governments time to
implement the measures necessary to make the clause ef-
fective. It specifically allowed for the possibility of affir-
mative action based on race, national or ethnic origin,
colour, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical disability.
Subsequently, federal and provincial jurisdictions imple-
mented legislation to promote employment equity and to
strengthen the powers of existing Human Rights Com-
missions. The effectiveness of these measures in combat-
ing discrimination depends upon the interpretation
placed on the Charter provisions by the courts. The
record to date is not consistent, and the federal Human
Rights Commission itself has been criticized for failing to
deal expeditiously with cases brought before it.

Various Liberal and Conservative administrations
have indicated their determination to eradicate manifes-
tations of racism in Canada. In , the House of Com-
mons Report of the Special Committee on Visible
Minorities in Canadian Society made eighty recommen-
dations ranging from increasing the representation of
visible minorities in the public service to strengthening
the law concerning the “promotion of racial hatred.” The
Conservative Minister responsible for multiculturalism
indicated in May  that his department would have a
budget of  million for “new directions in the
multicultural policy of Canada,” and later outlined his
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plan to spend a substantial part of that budget (about 

per cent) on public education and other efforts, such as
support for community advocacy, to improve race rela-
tions in schools, workplaces, the health-care system, the
social services, and the media. A federal statute (Bill -
), passed in July , reiterated Canada’s commitment
to the International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination and to the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Differences re-
main between theory and practice in the implementation
of these statutes and their interpretation by the courts.

Racist Attitudes and Behaviour
There are a number of different levels at which racism
and other forms of ethnic prejudice and discrimination,
however defined, may express themselves toward refugees
and other immigrants. There is a hierarchy of “social dis-
tance,” which places British, French, and other Western
European peoples high, and Jews, blacks, Asians, and
other “visible minorities” low on a preference scale. Cana-
dians appear to reject explicit racism, although physical
differences are important in the perception of groups. Al-
though not synonymous with racism, it is reasonable to
suppose that there is a high correlation between anti-
Semitic sentiments and antipathy towards racial minori-
ties. The term democratic racism has been used to
describe the ambivalence of many people in contempo-
rary societies that simultaneously subscribe to liberal
democratic values, and to implicitly racist attitudes and
practices. There is a “discourse of denial and political cor-
rectness” that contrasts with the everyday experiences of
ethnic minorities who are aware of latent hostility and
subtle discrimination. Studies have shown that in rent-
ing accommodation, applying for jobs, and in the treat-
ment by law enforcement agencies, including immigration
officers, visible minorities are likely to experience subtle
forms of differential treatment, explicit discrimination,
and sometimes outright violence. As in other countries,
the police in Canada are often accused of racism. Visible
minorities are under-represented in the police forces, but
it is not clear whether this is due to discriminatory re-
cruitment or disinclination on the part of blacks and
Asians to join the police. Several dramatic incidents
where police have used firearms, wounding or killing a
black person, have led to special investigations, which
generally exonerate the officer involved.

Ethnic minorities and recent immigrants experience
“structured inequality” due to a combination of factors
that include language difficulties, non-recognition of

qualifications, limited social networks, as well as explicit
discrimination. After experiencing some initial disadvan-
tage during their first few years in the country, immi-
grants from European countries generally recover a good
deal, while still not reaching the Canadian average. Carib-
bean and Asian immigrants have more serious difficul-
ties. A study of metropolitan Toronto, based on 

census data, suggested that recently arrived immigrants
from some European countries suffered economic diffi-
culties, as did the recent arrivals from Africa and Asia.
However, overall, visible minorities experienced much
more severe economic deprivation than others. There
was considerable variation within the non-European im-
migrant groups. For example, the Vietnamese were five
times more likely to be in poverty than the Japanese. The
most severely disadvantaged were the Ethiopians, Ghana-
ians, Somalis, and “other African nations.” Others who
were severely disadvantaged included Tamils, Pakistanis,
Bangladeshis, Sri Lankans, Vietnamese, and a combined
“other Asian group” that included those from Cambodia.
What is notable about those ethnic groups, experiencing
the most severe poverty and disadvantage, was the high
proportion of refugees and asylum applicants among
them. In contrast, “selected” immigrants from Asia and
elsewhere were relatively well off, having brought with
them money to invest, or human capital in the form of
education and English language skills. However, educa-
tion and professional qualifications earned abroad do not
bring the same economic return as similar qualifications
obtained in Canada. A comparison of  and  cen-
sus data showed that “visible minority status” correlated
with the incidence of poverty, and that returns to educa-
tion were significantly lower among recent immigrants,
many of whom were of non-European origin, including
refugees. Various studies have drawn attention to the
barriers that provincial licensing bodies and professional
organizations place in the way of newly arrived immi-
grants. The non-recognition of qualifications obtained
outside Canada, and the need to undertake further stud-
ies and examinations in this country, seriously disadvan-
tages immigrants. Refugees who have lost money and
property as a result of their persecution and displacement
are particularly disadvantaged in these circumstances.

Refugee Policies and Legislation
Historical evidence is conclusive in its demonstration of
racism in the administration of Canada’s immigration
laws in the nineteenth century and the first half of the
twentieth. Anti-Semitism was rife, and there were systematic
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efforts to exclude blacks from the  and elsewhere.
Chinese, Japanese, and East Indians were all victims of
systemic discrimination, instigated and supported at all
levels of the bureaucracy. Until , Canada pursued a
“white Canada” policy at least as racist as its Australian
counterpart. At the end of World War , Canada’s immi-
gration policies were still governed by an Act of ,
which included clauses dating back to the practices of the
nineteenth century. Largely due to the economic depres-
sion of the inter-war period, immigration to Canada had
been severely restricted before and during the war. There
was a growing recognition that more people would be
needed once the war was over, but there was a strong
preference for British immigrants and a reluctance to ac-
cept a large number of “displaced persons” from Europe.
Notwithstanding Nazi pogroms and the Holocaust, anti-
Semitism was still evident among politicians, officials,
and the general public, so that the response to the needs
of Jewish refugees was limited. Canadian immigration of-
ficials were encouraged to issue visas to Protestant and
Catholic refugees but to limit the number of Jews admit-
ted, largely by insisting that those accepted should have
“agricultural experience,” or be prepared to work as do-
mestic servants. International Refugee Organization
records confirm the anti-Jewish bias in Canada’s “bulk
labour” schemes for domestics, woodworkers, mining,
and railroad maintenance in . In fact, approximately
, Jewish refugees were admitted in the first three
years after the war, representing about  per cent of the
intake at that time, when an estimated  per cent of the
refugees in Europe were of Jewish origin. In the following
decade (–) less than , Jews, out of nearly a
quarter million refugees, displaced and stateless persons,
were admitted as immigrants. Between  and ,
only . per cent of all immigrants to Canada were of Jew-
ish ethnic origin.

A new Immigration Act came into force in  (,
R.S.C. ). It listed the “prohibited classes” and further
provided that the Governor in Council might make regu-
lations “prohibiting or limiting of admission of persons
by reasons of:

(i) nationality, citizenship, ethnic group, occupation,
class or geographic area of origin,

(ii) peculiar customs, habits, modes of life or meth-
ods of holding property,

(iii) unsuitability having regard to the climatic, eco-
nomic, social, industrial, educational, labour,
health or other conditions or requirements exist-
ing temporarily or otherwise, in Canada or in an-

other country from or through which such per-
sons come to Canada, or

 (iv) probable inability to become readily assimilable
or to assume the duties and responsibilities of Ca-
nadian citizenship within a reasonable time after
their admission.

There was no explicit provision for the admission of
refugees, and Canada did not subscribe to the  Con-
vention of . Refugees were subject to the same selec-
tion criteria applied to all immigrants. The regulations
introduced at this time remained in force until .
These gave explicit preference to immigrants from the
British Isles, France, and the , followed by those from
northern and Western European countries, Eastern and
southern Europe, and the rest of the world, in that order.
In the case of non-European countries, sponsorship by a
Canadian citizen was generally required, effectively ex-
cluding almost anyone from Africa, Asia, the Caribbean,
or Latin America. There were token “quotas” for immi-
grants from Commonwealth countries such as India, Pa-
kistan, and Sri Lanka, but the requirements were so
stringent that the numbers (less than  from each
country) were rarely achieved. A scheme for admitting
Caribbean women as domestic workers was instituted in
the mid-s and began a chain migration that contin-
ues to this day.

Without introducing a new Immigration Act, an Order
in Council (tabled in ) abolished the explicit racial
discrimination in the regulations, although it left poten-
tial immigrants to Canada from Third World countries at
a disadvantage, at least in part because there were numer-
ous offices in Britain, the , and Western Europe ca-
pable of handling visa applications, but very few in
Africa, Asia, or Latin America. This is still true today.
Refugee movements originating from traditional sources
in Europe included Hungary (–) and Czechoslova-
kia (). By  a “points system” of selection had been
adopted, emphasizing education and occupational quali-
fications and eliminating ethnic preferences. This opened
the way for Canada to respond to the crisis in Uganda in
, when Idi Amin expelled large numbers of Asians,
many of whom had a good education and business expe-
rience. The evidence suggests that Canada tended to se-
lect the “cream,” leaving less well-qualified Uganda Asians
to find asylum in Britain or elsewhere. A small number
of Tibetans were admitted in .

In , the government published a green paper on
immigration policy, instituted research, and instigated a
public debate on immigration issues as a first step toward
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formulating new legislation. The green paper was fol-
lowed by a Joint Parliamentary Committee which made
further recommendations. The debate over the green pa-
per in  is typical of the veiled forms that racism can
take. There were references to the demographic conse-
quences of increased immigration, urban overcrowding,
environmental pollution, and threats to the conservation
of resources, as well as the need to be cautious about
making fundamental changes in “national identity.” The
subtext of these themes was clear enough and warranted
their description as racist in the wider sense of that term.
After the new Immigration Act came into force, the use of
temporary employment permits increased, and the “en-
forcement branch” of the department grew substantially
in personnel and resources, ensuring that the majority of
visitors and short-term workers coming to Canada from
Third World countries left again when their visas expired.
There was also a growing concern, among bureaucrats
and politicians, about the alleged scale of “illegal” (i.e.,
undocumented) immigration and persons travelling on
forged documents. That problem appears to have become
even more serious in the last decade. From time to time
there are allegations of differential treatment of black and
Asian persons by immigration officials at airports and
border crossings, where they may be more likely to undergo
searches for drugs or to have their documents questioned.

A new Immigration Act was passed in  and came
into force in . Like its predecessors, it gave consider-
able discretionary power to the Minister through Orders
in Council and Minister’s Permits, but the new Act care-
fully avoided any suggestion of ethnic preference. For the
first time, Canada’s commitment to the  Convention
and Protocol on Refugees (as amended in ) was con-
firmed in the legislation and special procedures instituted
for refugee status determination, including an appeal
mechanism for those who applied for asylum in Canada.
Special refugee movements admitted abroad, and arriv-
ing in Canada as “landed immigrants,” included Viet-
namese, Cambodians (–). and Indochinese, the last
numbering over , in –. The decade since
Canada’s new refugee policy was introduced, in , was
a critical one globally. The number of refugees rose to an
estimated – million. Access to air and sea transporta-
tion, together with the movement from Central and
South America, through the United States, to Canada,
brought more and more refugees across Canadian bor-
ders, whereas traditionally there had always been the
luxury of careful selection abroad to protect Canada from
becoming a country of “first asylum.”

The administrative machinery established under the
 legislation to deal with refugee status determination
proved inadequate. A backlog of applications and appeals
built up. The sympathetic reception at first accorded to
the Vietnamese “boat people” faded in the face of eco-
nomic difficulties, including inflation and unemploy-
ment. Annual immigration “targets” declined steadily,
while the use of temporary employment visas replaced
reliance on the economically motivated “independent”
migrant scheme to a large degree. The government be-
came increasingly concerned with the security aspects of
immigration control as global terrorism, organized
crime, and drug dealing became more widespread. The
unexpected arrival on the Atlantic coast of “boat people”
from Sri Lanka via Germany in , followed by a similar
ship carrying Sikhs in , was exploited by the media in
ways much less sympathetic than in the case of the Viet-
namese. Government reaction was at first ambivalent and
later, when public opinion was clearly negative, led to the
introduction of two new Immigration Bills in Parliament,
each designed to give more power to officials to turn away
potential immigrants and refugee claimants.

Bill -, which redefined the concept of refugee and
established new machinery for determining refugee sta-
tus, received its first reading in May  and, after much
criticism at the Committee stage and in the Senate, re-
ceived royal assent July , . A further piece of legisla-
tion, even more controversial because of its potential
criminalization of church workers and others involved in
“sanctuary” type movements, was Bill -, tabled in Au-
gust . It was also amended before receiving royal as-
sent at the same time as Bill -. Both statutes were
proclaimed and fully implemented in January . A list
of “safe countries” to which those found ineligible for
refugee status may be deported has yet to be drawn up.
Neither piece of legislation is explicitly “racist” in the way
that the  law governing immigration clearly was. In
fact, Bill - refers specifically to the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms, which is a constitutional docu-
ment. However, the relevant clause [(f)] is amended to
read “to ensure that any person who seeks admission to
Canada on either a permanent or temporary basis is sub-
ject to standards of admission that do not discriminate in
a manner inconsistent with the Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms.” At first sight this formulation ap-
pears broader than in the previous () Act, which pro-
hibited discrimination on grounds of “race, national or
ethnic origin, colour, religion or sex.” However, it could
also be interpreted as permitting discrimination if, under
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the Charter, such action could be “demonstrably justified
in a free and democratic society,” or is subject to clause 

of the Charter subsection () which permits a provincial
legislature to override certain provisions of the Charter.

Bill - amended the Immigration Act, , and the
Criminal Code. One of its objectives was to “control the
widespread abuse of the procedures for determining
refugee claims, particularly in the light of organized inci-
dents involving large-scale introduction of persons into
Canada to take advantage of these procedures.” It was also
designed to “deter the smuggling of persons into Canada”
and “to respond to security concerns.” Clause  originally
empowered the Minister to direct a ship believed to have
“illegal immigrants” on board to leave, or not to enter,
Canadian waters. Although an amendment now requires
ships suspected of carrying illegal immigrants to be es-
corted into port, rather than being forced to leave Cana-
dian waters, there is no guarantee that asylum will be
granted to any of the passengers on such a ship. Clause 
made it an offence to “organize, aid, or abet” the coming
to Canada of a group of ten or more persons not in pos-
session of valid or subsisting visas, passports, etc. Clause
 gave increased powers of search, seizure, and forfeiture
of vehicles or premises where undocumented immigrants
may be found. It is not necessary to attribute explicit rac-
ist motives to policy makers and administrators in order
to recognize the potentially negative consequences of the
restrictive measures that have been adopted to deal with
organized crime and “people smuggling.” The list of
countries whose nationals now require a visitor’s or tran-
sit visa includes virtually all Third World countries
known to have generated reactive migration flows in re-
cent years. It excludes all Western European countries, ex-
cept Portugal from where a number of Jehovah’s
Witnesses have sought refugee status in Canada. When
Roma from central and Eastern Europe began to seek asy-
lum in Canada, visas were also required from their coun-
tries of origin.

These two pieces of legislation (Bills - and ) were
widely regarded as having threatened the civil liberties of
Canadians and potential refugees alike. The rise of politi-
cally influential Islamic fundamentalism, Sikh militancy,
and other nationalist or ethno-religious political move-
ments not only introduced a new element into the Canadian
“multicultural mosaic” but also generated a perceived secu-
rity threat, as well as complicating Canada’s external rela-
tions with other countries. At the time of writing, yet
another piece of legislation, Bill -, is pending. This is a
revised version of Bill -, which died on the Order Table
when Parliament was dissolved before the election in

. The Bill has been criticized by human rights advo-
cates, and by the Canadian Refugee Council, because it
will make it harder for asylum applicants to reach this
country and receive a fair hearing. Following the prece-
dents set in Britain and the European Union, new laws
and regulations are intended to be “fairer, faster, and
firmer” in dealing with asylum applicants and undocu-
mented migrants. In practice they are part of a concerted
effort by developed countries to harmonize immigration
policies and to discourage migration from the Third
World. In fact, the legislation may breach Canada’s obli-
gations under the  Convention on Refugees, as well as
the Rights of the Child. Against those who criticize gov-
ernment plans for failing to live up to humanitarian obli-
gations are those who believe that Canada is not
controlling its borders strictly enough and that Canada’s
border “is a sieve.” There are those who believe that the
Charter of Rights should apply only to citizens and per-
manent residents and that “the refugee program is facing
widespread abuse.”

Trends in Refugee Movements to Canada
In the first two decades after World War  the principal
flow of refugees was of persons displaced in Europe. and
the  Convention was intended to apply only to European
refugees. The Convention was not amended to cover
non-European until . In the decade ‒ Canada
admitted approximately , refugees, including over
, Uganda Asians, and over , Vietnamese, Indo-
Chinese, and Cambodians. In the following decade, ‒,
a total of , refugees were admitted, the principal
source countries being “Iron Curtain” countries such as
Poland, together with Latin America. From  to  a to-
tal of , refugees were admitted. In this period the lead-
ing source of refugees and asylum applicants was the former
Yugoslavia, including Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Croatia.
The following table shows the leading source countries
for refugees admitted, ‒. In this period Bosnia and
Croatia ranked high, while Sri Lanka, Iran, and Afghani-
stan followed close in the numbers admitted. The num-
bers from central and southern African countries were
much smaller, despite the crises on that continent, re-
flecting the difficulties faced by refugees in that region in
obtaining visas and other necessary documentation and
qualifications for selection abroad or asylum in Canada.

Conclusion
There are obvious contradictions between the humani-
tarian and egalitarian ideologies Canada espouses and
the institutional practice of micro-racism in immigration
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Refugees by Source Area
Leading Source Countries 1996–99

Country 1996 1997 1998 1999

Bosnia Herz. 4,960 3,677 3,590 2,692

Sri Lanka 3,603 2,564 2,130 2,606

Iran 1,724 1,665 1,472 1,440

Afghanistan 1,787 1,674 1,278 1,814

Croatia — 996 1,285 1,187

Somalia 800 729 1,195 1,376

Iraq 1,337 1,346 947 915

India 1,223 770 829 694

Pakistan 652 752 723 1,088

Sudan — 678 614 399

Algeria 675 558 564 743

Bangladesh 825 795 566 387

Total

(top 12 only) 17, 586 16,204 15,193 15,341

Total

(others) 10,762 7,926 7,507 9,026

T  , , , ,

Source: cic, Facts and Figures 1999: Immigration Overview (adapted)

(Numbers include principal applicants and dependants)

policy, including the treatment of immigrant minorities.
Refugees and asylum-seekers in some parts of the world
are victims of these contradictions because of the ob-
stacles in the way of their selection abroad, or their in-
ability to reach Canadian shores with appropriate
documentation, including evidence of their actual or po-
tential persecution in their home countries. At the same
time, those who are deemed admissible to Canada are ex-
posed to the prospect of further systemic discrimination,
personal prejudice, and structured inequality when they
attempt to settle in their new country. The contradiction
between the provisions of the  Constitutional Charter
of Human Rights and Freedoms and these micro-racist
practices constitutes a genuine Canadian dilemma. The
closing of borders, by the more advanced industrial
countries of the world, has been described as a form of
global apartheid, designed to preserve the wealth and
power of Western societies and to segregate their people
from the crises in the Third World. Although Canada’s re-
sponse to the growing numbers of asylum-seekers in the
last decade has been more generous than some other

countries’, attempts to eliminate racism from this
country’s immigration and refugee policies remains a
“work in progress.” There is a danger that concerns
about security, and the attempts to deter undocumented
migration, prevent human smuggling, and combat ter-
rorism may seriously disadvantage those who genuinely
need protection from persecution.

Canada’s immigration policies and its treatment of
refugees cannot be considered in isolation from the glo-
bal context and actions of other countries and agencies.
The economically advanced countries of the world have
welcomed temporary and permanent migrants (includ-
ing refugees) when their own economies were in need of
labour and skills, and imposed restrictions when eco-
nomic and political conditions changed. Furthermore,
the involvement of the super-powers in Third World con-
flicts, the global arms trade, together with the actions of
multinational companies, banks, and international agen-
cies (such as the World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund) through “structural adjustment programs”
have contributed to the economic hardship, social prob-
lems, and civil unrest, that precipitate refugee crises. The
fact that a large majority of the estimated  million refu-
gees in the world today are of non-European ethnic ori-
gin and are still located in Africa, Asia, and the Middle
East, raises the question of racism, when compared with
the more sympathetic response to refugee crises in Yugo-
slavia. A “non-exodus” approach to global migration
from developing countries, and the use of deterrents by
Canada and other wealthy countries, to protect their bor-
ders, are forms of institutional racism, despite the num-
bers of refugees actually admitted from the Third World.
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