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Abstract
In principle, the Charter of Rights and Freedoms grants
equal rights to all persons residing in Canadian territory. In
practice, it is clear that some populations are more “equal”
than others. Difficulties relating to the immigration process,
access to services, and discrimination are but some of the
forms of exclusion often confronted by minority and immi-
grant communities. For unaccompanied minors, their com-
bined status as refugee claimants and as minors creates an
added factor of vulnerability, referred to by one minor as the
“brown paper syndrome.” Drawing on a case study of unac-
companied minors in Quebec, the present article examines
the relationship between status and barriers to integration,
looking more specifically at the difficulties faced by these
youth in the refugee determination process and in accessing
resources in the public, private, and community sectors.

Résumé
La Charte canadienne des droits et libertés confère, en prin-
cipe, des droits égaux à toutes les personnes vivant au Can-
ada. Il est évident cependant que, dans la pratique, certains
groupes sont « plus égaux » que d’autres. Les communautés
d’immigrants et les minorités ont à faire face, entre autres
formes d’exclusion, à toutes sortes de difficultés liées au pro-
cessus de l’immigration, à l’accès aux services et à la dis-
crimination pure et simple. Dans le cas des mineurs
non-accompagnés, leur appartenance aux doubles catégories
de demandeurs d’asile et de mineurs, crée un facteur addi-
tionnel de vulnérabilité—appelé « brown paper syndrome »
(syndrome « papier gris ») par un mineur. Se fondant sur

une étude de cas effectuée au Québec et portant sur
des enfants mineurs non-accompagnés, cet article ex-
amine les liens qui existent entre le statut et les obsta-
cles à l’intégration, en examinant plus particulière
ment les difficultés confrontant ces jeunes dans le pro-
cessus de la détermination du statut de réfugié et dans
l’accès aux ressources qui existent dans les secteurs
public, privé et communautaire.

The Brown Paper Syndrome: “What I don’t like is
when you produce the brown paper. […] It’s not
exactly racism, but then …. Other places when you
produce it, it’s like you’re contaminated. It’s just a
label. Immediately it’s like, ‘Oh, okay, there’s a wall
in front of me. Stay away.’” — Natasha

I
n principle, the Charter of Rights and Freedoms
grants equal rights to all persons residing in Canadian
territory. In practice, it is clear that some populations

are more “equal” than others. Difficulties of access to
services, discrimination, and other barriers to integration
are but some of the forms of exclusion often confronted
by minority and immigrant communities. For refugee
claimants, the uncertainty of their immigration status
increases their vulnerability. It is this added factor of
vulnerability which is referred to above as the “brown
paper syndrome,” in reference to the immigration papers
which identify refugee claimants as being “different”
from Canadian citizens. The situation described above,
however, is not that of an adult asylum seeker, but rather
of an unaccompanied minor; that is, a youth under the age
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of eighteen who has been separated from his or her parents and
who arrives in Canada unaccompanied by a legal guardian.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) estimates the number of unaccompanied minors
to be between 2 and 5 per cent of the international refugee
population, thus representing an approximate 360,000 to
900,000 youth worldwide.1 Although most unaccompanied
minors remain in or near their countries of origin, in recent
years increasing numbers have made their way to countries in
Europe, North America, and Australia.2 In 2000, an estimated
1,088 unaccompanied minors entered Canada, most of them
settling in Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia.3 In Que-
bec, where the present study was undertaken, figures are not
available for the precise number of unaccompanied minors
who arrive each year. However, in early 2001 the Service d’aide
aux réfugiés et aux immigrants de Montréal Métropolitain
(SARIMM), the primary agency responsible for their protec-
tion, had 298 minors on file.4 In 1999, thirty-five countries
were represented in SARIMM’s clientele, the majority from
Africa and the Indian sub-continent (48.2 per cent and 35.3
per cent respectively) and a remaining 16.4 per cent from
South America and Europe. More than two-thirds of these
youth are boys or young men and just under a third are girls
or young women. In terms of age, the majority, 64 per cent,
are over sixteen years of age, followed by 22 per cent be-
tween the ages of thirteen and fifteen, and 14 per cent under
the age of twelve.5

Since the unexpected landing of 134 Chinese youth off the
coast of British Columbia in 1999, there has been increasing
attention given to the situations of unaccompanied minors,
particularly with respect to legislative and policy procedures.
UNHCR Canada recently published a much-needed report on
the asylum process in Canada for separated children.6 In Que-
bec, the Ministry of Relations with Citizens and of Immigra-
tion (MRCI) has drawn up a preliminary discussion paper on
policy issues relating to this population.7 In Ontario a Migrant
Children’s Task Force was set up in 2000 for the same purpose
and, in 1999, British Columbia created a Migrant Services
Team in order to better coordinate services for unaccompa-
nied minors.

All of these initiatives have inspired an essential introspec-
tion with respect to the roles and practices of institutional
actors in working with unaccompanied minors in the refugee
determination process. Meanwhile, relatively little is known
about the way in which unaccompanied minors themselves
experience this process or about the impact of the so-called
“brown paper syndrome” on their establishment in Canada.
A greater understanding of this experience could only be
beneficial to the development of more coherent social policy
and practice regarding this population. Drawing on a case
study of the obstacles faced by unaccompanied minors in

Quebec, the present paper examines the impact of their
status as refugee claimants and as minors on everyday
lived experience.

Boundaries and Barriers: Some Indicators from
Existing Literature
Neither full citizens nor often even welcomed guests,
refugee claimants frequently face difficult living condi-
tions in their early years of establishment.8 The status of
refugee claimant is itself a sort of “status-in-waiting” in
the sense that futures are dependent on the outcome of
the refugee determination process. This period of waiting
can become in itself a very significant barrier to integra-
tion, particularly in terms of access to certain types of
resources.

While limited access to resources has been docu-
mented for adult refugee claimants, the specific situation
of unaccompanied minors has received relatively little
attention in existing literature. For adult claimants, the
consequences of status are particularly prevalent in the
job market, where employers often refuse to hire persons
without a regularized immigration status. In Renaud
and Gingras’s study of 407 claimants in Quebec, 84.7 per
cent acquired employment only after receiving refugee
status, the median time for beginning a first job being
over two and a half years (thirty-two months). Also,
refugee claimants are often excluded from most govern-
ment- sponsored employment and training programs
because of their immigration status. Obstacles exist even
in access to language training courses, generally consid-
ered to be a fundamental element of integration. Al-
though such courses are in theory open to refugee
claimants, Renaud and Gingras’s study indicates that
acceptance into language courses is four times greater for
those who have obtained status than for those who are
still in waiting. In the housing market, landlords often
refuse,  illegally, to  rent to persons who do not hold
Canadian citizenship. Just over ten per cent (10.4 per
cent) of those  involved in the study declared having
encountered a negative reaction from landlords because
of their immigration status.9 Even for those who are able
to rent, they are subject to such discriminatory practices
as having to produce supplementary proof of their iden-
tity or of their capacity to make payments.10

Barriers of access can also be observed in publicly
subsidized service domains, such as medical services,
post-secondary training, and daycare programs. Refugee
claimants are not covered under regular provincial
health programs, but rather under a separate federal plan
known as the Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP).
Through this program, claimants do have access to
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medical services considered as being “essential,” but are not
covered for routine medical, dental, or mental health services.
In the sector of post-secondary education, claimants are al-
lowed access, but are not eligible for regular tuition fees paid
by Canadians students. The obligation to pay foreign student
fees thus becomes a substantial financial barrier to education.
Similarly, claimants with young children are not eligible for
daycare subsidies, a situation which is particularly onerous for
single- parent families.11

The lengthy delays in processing refugee claims only accen-
tuate these obstacles. In 1999-2000, the average waiting period
for obtaining refugee status was 9.6 months for adult claimants
and 7.3 months for minors.12 Altogether, claimants may wait
for close to two years before acquiring regularized immigra-
tion status as permanent residents.13 Such delays maintain
claimants in a state of anxiety, not knowing whether they will
be forced to leave the country and not able to plan for the
future. This anxiety is further heightened in the refugee deter-
mination process itself. An Australian  study,  for  instance,
establishes a statistically significant relationship between the
procedures surrounding the refugee determination process
and the increase of stress and other psychiatric and somatic
symptoms among refugee claimants.14 A study of the refugee
determination system in Canada, undertaken by Rousseau,
Crépeau, Foxen, and Houle, also  reveals significant weak-
nesses in the ways in which claims are processed, including
difficulties in evaluating evidence, assessing credibility, and
conducting hearings; insufficient knowledge of the political
contexts from which the claimants have fled; false repre-
sentations on war; and cultural misunderstandings and insen-
sitivity.15

The Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB) has set up spe-
cial guidelines for processing claims of minors, entitled Child
Refugee Claimants: Procedural and Evidentiary Issues.16 Al-
though not legally binding, the guidelines are meant to set up
a framework which takes into account the special needs of
unaccompanied minors in the determination process.17 De-
spite the well-foundedness of the guidelines, their actual im-
plementation has been the source of concern from
professionals involved both directly and indirectly with the
refugee determination process. Ayotte documents some of the
more serious weaknesses, such as inappropriate forms of ques-
tioning; the uneasiness of some minors in telling their stories;
the lack of facility of some Board members in communicating
with children;  the lack of understanding of the impact of
trauma,  personality, and cultural background on a child’s
testimony; and contradictions between the testimony of the
designated representative and that of the child.18 The weak-
nesses identified in the refugee determination process call into
question the right to a just hearing and thus constitute another

very significant barrier to the establishment of decent life
conditions for refugee claimants, both adults and mi-
nors.

Reflecting on Status: the Interface between the
Juridical and the Sociological
The obstacles noted above can all be linked to a broader
reflection on status. For Weber, status is a question of
belongingness in what he refers to as the Rechtsgemein-
schaft, or community of rights.19 Belongingness has here
two distinct, but interrelated, meanings. The first, a so-
ciological meaning, refers to belongingness in the sense
of being accepted as a member of what Anderson has
termed the “imagined community’; that is, the political
unit in which members “of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or
even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image
of their communion.”20 This meaning is closely associ-
ated with that of identity and poses the delicate question
of who belongs to the nation-image and who is excluded
from it. This image is always based on an insider-outsider
relationship in which privileges are granted to those who
are considered to ”belong" and refused to those consid-
ered as outsiders.21 From this perspective, discriminatory
practices experienced by refugee claimants in the do-
mains of housing, employment,  education, or public
services can be considered as manifestations of a tension
between insiders and outsiders. In the situations de-
scribed previously, a refugee claimant is conceived of as
the outsider, the “Other,” the ‘pariah.’ It is in part this
status as outsider which places refugee claimants in a
situation of “lesser right.”

The second meaning of belongingness, a juridical one,
refers to the legal status of individuals within the com-
munity. This meaning corresponds to the differential
statuses conferred by immigration categories; that is, the
fact of being a refugee, a permanent resident, or a citizen.
Implicit in each of these categories is a hierarchy of rights
corresponding to what individuals may or may not do
depending on their immigration status in the commu-
nity. The rights to vote and to hold office, for instance,
are rights held only by citizens, whether through birth
or through naturalization. The lower the status, the
fewer the rights. Many of the obstacles cited above are
maintained and reinforced by the fact that refugee claim-
ants do not yet have a regularized immigration status.
Access to regular health services, to government-spon-
sored employment and training programs, to post-sec-
ondary education as regular students, to subsidized
daycare, and to other services in the public domain is
reserved for citizens and, with some restrictions, to per-
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manent residents. In these cases, the sociological dimension of
“lesser right” is reinforced in a legal status.

This interaction between the sociological and the juridical
takes on an added dimension in the specific case of unaccom-
panied minors. They  are  subject  to  vulnerability not only
because of their immigration status as refugee claimants, but
also because of their status as “minors,” that is, the fact of being
under eighteen years of age. This “age of majority,” as we call
it, marks an important socio-juridical boundary, at least in
Western societies. The participation of minors in certain types
of activities is limited because of their age. This is the case, for
instance, for voting, for signing most types of legal documents,
for accessing specialized training or employment programs, or
for being eligible for social welfare transfers. Such limitations
are made even more complex for unaccompanied minors in
Quebec because, unlike youth in general, they do not have
parents or legal guardians who can assume responsibility for
them until they reach the age of majority. Although mecha-
nisms for guardianship have been  put into  place  in some
provinces, such as Ontario and British Columbia, in Quebec
there is an important juridical void surrounding this issue.22

The interface of these different types of status — as outsid-
ers in the “imagined community,” as refugee claimants, as
minors — creates a certain number of barriers for unaccom-
panied minors. One form of status plays off against the others,
thus increasing the vulnerability of this population.

The Quebec Case Study: Some Methodological
Considerations
Given the limited literature available on unaccompanied mi-
nors in Canada, the principal objectives of the study were to
provide a portrait of this population, to document obstacles
encountered in their process of establishment, and to identify
some of the sources of support enabling them to overcome such
obstacles. The study is based on a Quebec sample which was
constructed in two phases, each providing a distinct point of
view on the experiences and needs of unaccompanied minors.
The first phase consisted of a series of ten individual interviews
with social practitioners and administrators working with un-
accompanied minors, and one group interview which brought
together an additional eight practitioners. The respondents are
from four types of agencies and organizations, including the
Service d’aide aux réfugiés et aux immigrants de Montréal
Métropolitain (SARIMM), the YMCA,23 Youth Centres (Cen-
tres jeunesse) and the Ministry of Relations with Citizens and
of Immigration.24 In addition to the individual  and  group
interviews with the eighteen practitioners, the study also drew
on informal meetings with persons working in the field. The
second phase of the  study is based  on a series  of thirteen
interviews with unaccompanied minors. The youth are from
Africa and the Indian sub-continent, which accounted for 84

per cent of the Quebec unaccompanied-minor popula-
tion in 1999. The sample is comprised of seven young
men and six young women. The names used are fictitious
and were chosen by the minors themselves.

The interviews were semi-directive in structure and
were conducted around the following themes: profiles
and migratory trajectories of unaccompanied minors;
obstacles and facilitators encountered in the process of
establishment (particularly events relating to place-
ment, education, immigration proceedings, health and
social services, and help networks); and propositions for
changes to social policy and practice regarding this
population. The findings presented in the following
pages examine the relationship between different forms
of status and barriers to integration, looking more spe-
cifically at difficulties faced in the refugee determination
process and in accessing resources in the public, private,
and community sectors.

The Refugee Determination System: Liberating
or Limiting?

I used to think these people [immigration officials] enjoy

playing God, you know, you can have it, you can’t. Then I

was like no, I can’t think that way cause I just came here.…

I should just be patient and I guess good things come to those

who wait, but I just wished things would like [be faster] and

I would know where my life was going — Tiffany.

The refugee determination process is a highly significant
moment in the trajectories of unaccompanied minors,
both symbolically and materially — symbolically, be-
cause it represents the passage from one world to another,
not only in terms of geographic space, but also, and even
especially, in terms of mental space. In this latter sense, it
represents a form of liberation from the fear of return or
of persecution. The process is of material significance
because it determines the objective conditions by which
the minors are permitted to participate in society. It is a
process by which futures are decided and on which lives
are dependent. The adoption of the IRB’s children’s
guidelines, discussed previously, reflects the explicit ac-
knowledgement of the particular vulnerability of refugee
minors in the asylum process. Despite the meritorious
intentions of such guidelines, however, both practitio-
ners and minors who participated in the study had sig-
nificant reservations as to their efficacy in everyday
practice. While  some commented on obstacles facing
unaccompanied minors in the determination system
more generally, others drew attention more specifically
to limitations in the hearing procedures.

The “Brown Paper Syndrome”
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The determination process is a ritualized event, organized
around a structured set of rules and procedures which are
highly juridical and administrative in nature. Although juridi-
cal-type proceedings do exist in some form or another in most
countries, the practitioners emphasize that unaccompanied
minors are generally unaccustomed to the rules and proce-
dures which make up such decision processes. Consequently,
the process is seen as confusing. The minors do not necessarily
understand all of the stages involved, the roles of the different
institutional actors, or the importance of the official docu-
ments and forms which they are constantly filling out. This
confusion is expressed in the following accounts from minors:

Yeah, it [immigration process] is funny. I don’t understand it, it is

very long. I don’t understand what is the process. I don’t know,

there are too many things […] Because there was some mixing, I

get many letters, I went many places. — Michael

I’ve got an idea of what’s going on, but then I’m not so sure. You

go to the hearing. What happens after that? If they refuse your claim

what goes on after that? […] What happens after the hearing? Say

you get your status, whatever, what happens after that? I don’t even

know. — Tiffany

On a more immediate level, the practitioners commented on
the very subjective nature of the hearing procedures them-
selves. Decisions sometimes appear to be arbitrary, their justi-
fication reflecting more the personalities of the Board members
present during the hearings rather than the facts of the cases
themselves. One practitioner gives the example of a minor in
his caseload whom he considered to have a clearcut case. The
decision of the Board, however, was split, with one member
stating that the story lacked credibility and another, the oppo-
site. Commenting on the case, the practitioner states:

It’s not that simple!. And yet, for having worked with him for

months on these questions, I knew, I mean that youth was an

authentic refugee right down to the tip of his fingernails. But it was

close, it passed really closely.

Other practitioners called for an urgent need to rethink the
entire process of testimony for unaccompanied minors, plac-
ing significant emphasis on the very different ways in which
minors may tell their stories. While they suggest that some
Board members have a tendency to overestimate the capacity
of minors to give testimony, for others this capacity tends to
be underestimated.

The accounts of the minors themselves illustrate some of
the principle difficulties encountered during the hearing pro-
cedures. A first difficulty is the formality of the event itself.
Most of the minors felt intimidated during the hearing proce-

dures. This was the case, for instance, of Ruby, whose
refugee claim  was  rejected in the initial  hearing and
accepted only after her case was later appealed. When
asked about what had happened during the first hearing,
she explained that she had been scared. She believed that
her  case  had  been refused as a form of  punishment
because she talked too much:

Interviewer: Why didn’t they accept you the first time? Do

you know?

Ruby: Yeah, because before, I noticed that I [ask] lots of

questions. I talk lots of things, that’s why they thinking I am

talking too much, so that’s why they don’t accept me.

Goldie was also extremely nervous during his hearing. He
couldn’t understand why he was able to tell his story so
easily to his social workers at SARIMM and yet was scared
that he wouldn’t be able to answer the questions at the
hearing. The tone of questioning used by the lawyer made
him even more nervous, as he explains:

Everything was right, but the problem is, I don’t know why

I was so nervous. I don’t know. Because they [social work-

ers] were asking me questions of my life before: what hap-

pened at this time, why it was like this, and this. […] I think

the guy from, you know, the lawyer from immigration, from

the government, the question he is asking me, he is making

me very deeply. That is why I got scared. That is the only

reason I got nervous. I was thinking, if they ask me anything

I could not answer them. — Goldie

Goldie’s comment also reveals a second difficulty
mentioned by several minors in the study relating to the
strategies used for questioning. Some were surprised by
questions which they did not consider to be relevant to
their individual stories. Although refugee hearings are
meant to be non-adversarial in nature, the minors de-
scribed what they considered to be a confrontational
environment. Tone of voice and repetitiveness of certain
types of questions were interpreted as signs that their
stories were not believed. Michael, for instance, de-
scribes the type of taunting, or “teasing” as he says, used
by one of the Board members: “I answered good what
they asked me. They were teasing also. They were asking
one time one question ten times, very like, they are
compressing. The first question was, they said that there
were some difficulties in my story, some wrongs.”

Language barriers are another significant difficulty
encountered by minors in the hearing process. Of those
who participated in the study, all spoke either English or
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French. However, the degree of language proficiency varied
greatly from one youth to another. Despite a basic ability to
communicate in one or another of the two languages, more
than half were accompanied by an interpreter during the
hearing process. Although the presence of the interpreters was
generally appreciated, problems of translation heightened the
insecurity of some minors. Vange, for instance, had a Portu-
guese-speaking interpreter from Brazil, although he is from a
country in Africa where the Portuguese dialect is quite differ-
ent. The differences in dialect between the interpreter and
Vange led to some confusion during the hearing, so much so
that he sometimes resorted to hand gestures in order to ensure
that there were no misunderstandings:

[There was] a bit of confusion, because they [the Board members]

did not understand Portuguese. There were certain words, because

Brazilian Portuguese and the Portuguese [in my country], there are

certain differences, you see. And there were certain parts that I

spoke in a Portuguese that only those from my country know and

that he [interpreter] didn’t understand. He explained things in a

certain way that the jury members didn’t understand either, but

after that, I tried to explain some things by gestures and they

understood. – Vange.

In other instances, problems of translation were more criti-
cal because of mistakes which weakened the credibility of the
stories in the eyes of the Board members. Michael, for instance,
had worked with a translator when he put together his written
testimony. While he dictated in his mother tongue, the trans-
lator transcribed directly into English on the computer. Ac-
cording to Michael, the translation was done too rapidly
because the translator was very busy during that period. As a
result, there were some mistakes concerning names and ad-
dresses in the transcription which aroused the suspicion of the
Board members.

In addition to problems of translation from one language
to another, another type of communication barrier was also
mentioned in the minors’ accounts: the use of juridical or
technical jargon used during the proceedings. In a somewhat
comic situation, Vange described how he did not understand
right away when the Board pronounced its decision, a positive
one, because the person had used a technical word that he did
not know. It was only after seeing the expression on his social
worker’s face that he knew that something important had just
taken place. That “something important,” of course, was the
granting of refugee status.

Outside of the difficulties encountered in the hearing proc-
ess itself, both practitioners and minors also commented on
the long delays before status is determined. Not all of the
minors  had obtained status at the time  of the study. The
national average for processing claims of minors is 7.3 months,

although for some of the minors in the study, the waiting
period was over a year. Also, while the children’s guide-
lines emphasize the importance of prioritizing minors’
claims, the practitioners suggested that this practice is
not observed systematically and that delays can in fact be
quite long in some cases. The long waiting period con-
stitutes a significant source of anxiety for these youth and
its effects should not be underestimated. Some com-
plained  of difficulties sleeping during this  period, of
headaches, of problems concentrating in school, of epi-
sodes of crying, and of various physical discomforts
likely caused by stress. Goldie, who had not yet received
the decision of his hearing at the time of the interview,
describes the impact of the wait on his health.

It is not good for the health, you know. Sometimes I get sad.

I don’t know what is going to happen to me. I was thinking,

and I don’t feel like to eat. I don’t feel to do something. I

don’t feel like go to school. I was scared, you know. I am still

scared because if they want to, whatever they want, in little

time, five, six months, the time I am going through, it is a

long time. — Goldie

Still others just wanted to put this period behind them
in order not to be constantly reminded of the situations
which forced them to leave their countries and, also, to
be able to plan for the future. For Komar, the happiest
moment since arriving in Quebec was the day he learnt
that he would be able to stay in Canada: “Yes, that’s a
very nice gift”. For Michael, the day his case was accepted
was the day he “started living.” Vange, too, just wanted
to get on with his life: “I already wanted to enter into this
society like everybody else”.

Thus, the immigration process, and in particular the
determination of refugee status, constitute significant
moments in the process of establishment of unaccom-
panied minors. As both practitioners and minors sug-
gest, however, this process is riddled with obstacles.
Confused understandings of the different stages in the
process, confrontational types of questioning judged in-
appropriate for minors, communication barriers relat-
ing both to a lack of knowledge of English or French and
to the use of technical and juridical terminology, anxiety
and psychosomatic symptoms provoked by the long
delays: these difficulties all contribute to the vulnerabil-
ity of unaccompanied minors. While the IRB’s children’s
guidelines constitute a potentially valuable tool for im-
proving the conditions of establishment for unaccompa-
nied minors, the lack of systematization in their
implantation would appear in fact to add to this vulner-
ability.

The “Brown Paper Syndrome”
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Status Barriers and Access to Resources
Like adult claimants, unaccompanied minors also find that the
wait for refugee status becomes an obstacle to accessing certain
types of resources considered essential to social integration in
the host society, whether in public, private, or community
domains of activity.

Access to Public Sector Services: Health and Education
Access to health care forms part of what most Canadians
consider a basic right. Like adult refugee claimants, however,
unaccompanied minors who do not yet have refugee status are
not covered by provincial health programs, but rather by the
Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP) administered by the
federal government. While this program ensures all essential
services, it is based on a curative approach to health care rather
than  a  preventive one. Thus, unaccompanied minors  have
access to medical, dental, or mental health services only if the
consultation is considered essential and, even then, their papers
are not easily accepted in all health centres and clinics.25

The difficult access to health services is best described in the
accounts of the minors themselves. Komar, for instance, had
a medical condition resulting from an operation he had had
several years earlier and, in his country of origin, the condition
was followed up in regular medical consultations. Prior to
obtaining his refugee status in Canada, however, he was not
able to seek medical aid because he was not yet covered by the
Quebec health regime and  the  condition was not covered
under the federal program. Although he did not suffer any
adverse effects from his condition in the early period of estab-
lishment, the curative logic of the IFHP implies that he would
have had to wait for his condition to worsen before being able
to seek treatment. Such a logic places unaccompanied minors
in a very delicate position which could potentially increase
health risks. In a situation described by another minor, access
to services was almost refused because the health professionals
in the clinic where he sought help were not sure that they
would be paid for the consultation. After pleading with one of
the doctors, he was finally able to receive medical attention,
but the doctor insisted that a letter be written in order to
ensure payment. In the following comment, Vange describes
the situation:

It was complicated, because the doctor didn’t know. He doesn’t

work with immigration. I don’t know if I understood well, but he

wasn’t sure who was going to pay the consultation fees. I explained

to him that I was at SARIMM. He almost refused me, but since I

was the last client I said ‘Monsieur, I really need to know my state

of health, because I don’t feel very good’. He did it and they wrote

a letter. I don’t know if they sent it to SARIMM… It was because I

wasn’t a permanent resident yet, I wasn’t a resident at that time. –

Vange.

Natasha describes her own experience of refusal be-
cause a health professional would not accept her immi-
gration papers. Following a medical examination, her
doctor told her that she could fill out her prescription at
a local pharmacy and that all she had to do was present
her immigration papers and there would be no cost for
the medication. When she arrived at the pharmacy, how-
ever, she felt at once frustrated and humiliated by the
way in which the pharmacist reacted when he saw her
papers:

So I had to go to the pharmacy and they didn’t accept my

brown papers, my immigration papers […] I wish someone

had told me before, cause I don’t like making a fool out of

myself […] The doctor said go to the pharmacy downstairs,

show them your papers, then they’ll give you the medication.

— Natasha

These situations illustrate both the difficulty of access
to health care and also the confusion surrounding what
services are covered and what the modalities of payment
are. This confusion is felt not only by health profession-
als who are unfamiliar with this population, but also by
the minors themselves who are not necessarily aware of
what their rights entail in matters relating to health care.

Access to health services is even more complex for
unaccompanied minors under the age of fourteen. Ac-
cording to Quebec laws, youth over this age are able to
give authorized consent for medical interventions.
Youth under this age, however, need the consent of a
parent or of a legal guardian. Unlike some other prov-
inces, such as Ontario and British Columbia, there is no
designated legal guardian for unaccompanied minors in
Quebec. While there have been no serious cases involv-
ing medical consent yet, this juridical void does none-
theless pose some serious ethical considerations with
respect to the protection and care of unaccompanied
minors. Vaccination and other health programs in the
schools, although relatively routine occurrences, illus-
trate the potential consequences of this void. Students
under fourteen need parental consent for such interven-
tions at school. For unaccompanied minors, consent
forms are sometimes signed by foster families or social
workers, although, strictly speaking, they do not have the
authority to do so. As one practitioner suggests, such
practices are not without risk: “If something goes wrong
afterwards? We put a signature somewhere. Imagine that
something happens to the child; that he has a major
infection and dies [e.g. following a vaccination]. Who is
responsible?” The stakes are potentially even higher for
interventions such as surgery or other serious forms of
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treatment. Thus, the juridical void in these cases is amplified
by the status of these youth as minors.

The educational sector is also one of the more important
domains in which the impact of status can be observed. Access
to education is to unaccompanied minors what employment
is to adult claimants. It represents an essential stage in their
establishment, not only by preparing minors for the future
roles they will play in society, but also by introducing them to
key values, symbols, and even language skills which will enable
them to fulfil these roles with ease. Generally speaking, uni-
versal access to education is taken for granted in Canada. For
youth such as unaccompanied minors, however, this access is
not always unproblematical.

School attendance does not always begin immediately.
Among those who participated in the study, the delays in
registration ranged from one to five months following their
arrival in Quebec, largely the result of communication diffi-
culties between immigration and education authorities. As
with the determination process, the waiting period is often a
difficult one. Without some form of activity to keep them
busy, many have too much time to dwell on the events which
led to their departures from their homelands. Michael, for
instance, describes the way in which he spent the days before
he was able to attend school:

I was thinking about my family. That was very boring days, think-

ing, thinking, I was so weak, my eyes were very black from this.

Everybody was saying: are you eating well? But I was not eating well,

I was not going outside. Really it was difficult. It was a difficult life.

— Michael

He started feeling better only after his registration was accepted.
School thus provides an excellent means by which minors can
establish some kind of normal routine, helping them at the
same time to think of things other than their losses. Conse-
quently, both practitioners and minors alike call for better
communication between immigration and education authori-
ties in order to shorten the administrative barriers to entering
the educational system.

Outside of the long delays, unaccompanied minors face
other types of resistance in the school system, resulting from
their status both as refugee claimants and as minors. As refugee
claimants, these youth have the right to attend regular public
schools in Quebec. Some schools, however, are reluctant to
accept them. In a period of important cutbacks in the educa-
tional sector, special-needs groups such as unaccompanied
minors are often perceived as burdens on an already over-
loaded system. Among practitioners, there is a generalized
concern that the lack of resources has led to a standardization
of educational practices, which tends to push those with spe-
cial needs towards the periphery of the school system. Thus,

the  unaccompanied  minors  do not always have  the
support needed to encourage their progress in school.
This was the case, for instance, of Goldie. He had enor-
mous difficulties concentrating during the first few
months in school. Sometimes he would place his head
on his desk and start crying. The teacher, who believed
he was trying to test her, would get angry and send him
to the principal’s office.

Because I have so many problems I couldn’t do study. […]

The teacher, she get mad, and she was very, like telling me

that: ‘You are the only one doing this and that.’ I mean, she

was right, I was wrong. But she didn’t understand my prob-

lem, I didn’t tell her what happened to me. It might happen

to anyone what happened to me. Everybody going to be in

my situation maybe, because I lose everything in a couple of

months. […] Yeah, if she knows that I was having that much

problems maybe she wouldn’t do that to me. I mean, she is

always say: ‘You not doing good.’ And I don’t like to hear

that because when I was in my country I was doing my

studies, I was always good. I never heard that from teacher:

You are not doing this, I don’t like to hear that, but I couldn’t

do. I tried to do studies but all my mind goes there, I start

crying in class sometimes, I was going that like on the table,

and the teacher think that I am tired or I want to sleep, and

they go to the director: ‘He was sleeping in class, this and

that.’ —Goldie

Furthermore, schools have no legal responsibility to keep
students in the regular system after the age of sixteen.
There has thus been an increasing tendency to wait out
the period until unaccompanied minors reach this age,
so that they can then be ushered out of the regular system
and be  placed  instead in the adult-sector schools for
continuing education. The adult sector, however, is con-
sidered by practitioners as being inappropriate for unac-
companied minors. Offering even less support than the
regular school sector, the adult sector requires a greater
degree of maturity and discipline on the part of students.
The lack of support was a great source of anxiety for Chef,
one of the minors in the study, who was to be transferred
to the adult sector the following September: “[I] found
out I had to go to adult school. So, I was really afraid, but
they told me, ‘You don’t have to be afraid.’ But I find that
even like that there is nobody that will push you. I know
you have to push yourself, but you need a little help too.”
Also, the adult sector does not have the same legal respon-
sibility to accept minors whose immigration status has
not yet been regularized, nor does it receive financial
compensation from the school boards for these youth.
There is thus a reluctance on the part of the adult sector

The “Brown Paper Syndrome”





to accept unaccompanied minors who have been squeezed out
of the regular sector. As one practitioner explains, the educa-
tional placement of unaccompanied minors sometimes resem-
bles a ping-pong match, because the youth are volleyed back
and forth between institutions which have excluded them on
the basis of either age or immigration status:

When the school board saw a sixteen- to seventeen-year-old, they

would say: “The age difference is too big, we’ll send him to the adult

system”. Except that adult schools have received rules and direc-

tives which say that they cannot accept them. For the financing,

they need people who have already been accepted as refugees. Even

if it is a minor, they don’t receive anything, so they don’t want to

take them. Thus, the board would send them there and the school

would say “No, you can’t do that”. They played ping pong with a

lot of my minors […] Now, I always refer them with a letter saying

“don’t send them to the adult sector. These are your schools and

you should know that they don’t have the right. Send them to the

regular system, because they have the right there”.

Access to Private Sector Domains: Employment, Housing,
and Commercial Institutions
Since their basic needs in terms of placement, food, and cloth-
ing are provided for by the government, unaccompanied mi-
nors do not face the same urgency in finding employment and
housing as do adult refugee claimants. However, for “older”
minors, particularly those between sixteen and eighteen, access
to these domains may nonetheless be problematical.

The principal daily activity of unaccompanied minors is
undoubtedly school attendance. Some older youth, however,
may also look for part-time jobs which can give them a little
bit of pocket money for buying such items as clothes or music.
Like adult claimants, however, they find that access to the job
market is not always easy. Not only are employers reluctant to
hire them because of their immigration status, but the working
conditions are less than ideal in places where employment is
more accessible. Natasha, who comes from a former British
colony in Africa, was educated in English and has a British-
sounding accent. When she applied by telephone for a job in
a telemarketing firm, she was told right away to come in for
an interview.  When she arrived at  the firm, however, she
noticed that the employer seemed to react negatively towards
her. She suggests that he was surprised by the colour of her
skin and that he showed even further resistance when she
presented her immigration papers. Commenting on the expe-
rience, she just shrugged her shoulders and said, “You see that
funny look in their faces. You’re like, I’ve got no job.” In
another type of situation, Vange found himself working ille-
gally in a manufacturing company because other employers
wouldn’t accept his immigration papers. He described the
working conditions there as being difficult and waited with

anticipation the acceptance of his refugee status so he
could find something more appropriate:

The status was very useful to me, because I wanted to par-

ticipate in this society. I wanted to work in places with good

conditions, because the place where I have been working up

to now, most of the time the people who work there don’t

have their status or even the insurance card […] It is not a

job that I love, not at all. I found it difficult. I didn’t have

documents. I worked like mad. Since I have good qualities

I could work in better places. – Vange.

Similar experiences may occur to those who try to rent
apartments. However, since most unaccompanied mi-
nors are in structured placement situations, such as
foster and host families, group homes, or supervised
apartments, obstacles in the rental housing market are
much less frequent than for adult refugee claimants.
Only minors over sixteen, the age at which Quebec laws
authorize them to sign leases, are allowed to live in
independent apartments. Despite the right to sign
leases, however, discriminatory practices based on age
and immigration status persist, as one practitioner sug-
gests:

It’s true. [Immigration status] creates a credibility problem

for the tenant. I am thinking about one of my youths. It took

several weeks before he could obtain an apartment – because

he was a minor, because he didn’t have any income, because

he was a new [immigrant].

Of the minors who participated in the study, only
Goldie had experienced this type of difficulty, since most
of the others were in placement situations. In fact, Goldie
was still living with a family at the time of interview, but
he had just begun an apartment search with a friend who
was over eighteen years of age. Of the few apartments he
had seen so far, he described most as being “dirty” and
“smelly.” When they did finally see a place that suited
them both, Goldie said that the landlady responded by
saying, “We don’t give apartments to young people.”

Even such administrative activities as opening a bank
account or cashing a cheque can become bureaucratic
ordeals for unaccompanied minors. Although SARIMM

tries to direct the youth to banks which are more toler-
ant, there is nonetheless a reluctance to serve this clien-
tele. Not only do they have too little money to be of any
real interest to these commercial institutions, but their
status as minors and as refugee claimants tends to arouse
the suspicion of bank employees, as one practitioner
suggests: “They [the minors] have three photos, with

Volume 20 Refuge Number 2





immigration papers, but the banks consider them to be sus-
pect”.

Natasha’s experience with banks also confirms this type of
reaction:

[W]hen I got there I had to make an appointment to open an

account and she looks at me funny. She told me to sit down.

Immediately, I saw like the barrier, kind of thing, then she serves

everybody else. I got there like first.…They talk nicely to you when

you’re talking like this, [but] when you produce the [immigration]

paper, then Oh! My goodness!

Access to Other Domains of Daily Life: The Community
Sector
Even outside of more structured sectors of activity, such as
those mentioned above, unaccompanied minors may also en-
counter obstacles in other, more informal, spheres of daily life,
such as public libraries and leisure activities. One of the minors
in the study, DC, is an avid reader. Although he has free access
to the school library, he prefers to use the public library which
is located near his foster family’s home. At this library, however,
he is not allowed to borrow books because of his immigration
status. Instead, he sometimes spends a half a day there reading
a book which has been put aside for him. At the time of the
interview, he was deep into the works of Shakespeare. Although
DC did not complain about not being able to borrow books –
he mentioned that the library is quieter than the home where
he lives – the example nonetheless demonstrates the limits
imposed by status.

Participation in leisure programs may also be limited by
immigration status. A practitioner gives the example of a
community organization which pairs new immigrants with
individuals and families already residing in Quebec, the objec-
tive being to create support networks during the first few years
of establishment. Believing that such an activity could be a
valuable source of support for several unaccompanied minors
in her caseload, she called the organization in order to register
them. Due to limited resources, however, the organization had
been obliged to adopt strict criteria for accepting new mem-
bers into the program. Excluded by the criteria were those
whose immigration status was not yet regularized:

I find that it would be very important. I have youth at the moment

who would gain a lot from going to a family from time to time,

even if they aren’t accepted as refugees yet. Or going with an adult

who would take them to an activity once a month. But that doesn’t

exist for refugee claimants.

Conclusion
The findings of the study reveal several types of obstacles
encountered by unaccompanied minors in the early phase of

their establishment in Canada. Whether in terms of
weaknesses in the refugee determination system or lim-
ited accessibility to various types of resources within the
community, such status barriers identify these youth
from the outset as being outsiders in the Rechtsgemein-
schaft, or community of rights. Such barriers are situated
in a logic which reproduces the sovereignty of the nation-
state as a political unit in which privileges are granted on
the basis of status in the community. As refugee claimants
and as minors,  these  youth  are characterized  by two
forms of lesser status, thus limiting their opportunities
for full participation in the host society. Yet, the situations
of unaccompanied minors cannot be limited strictly to a
national framework. Instead, they necessarily extend to
the international sphere of rights protection, as inscribed
in the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees and
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, both of which
have been ratified by Canada. The humanitarian values
which inspire these instruments, however, seem to be
contradicted in national instruments which maintain
status differences and in the everyday lived experiences of
these youth. This contradiction introduces a paradox by
which, to paraphrase Renaud and Gingras, “Persons ad-
mitted to Canada for humanitarian reasons experience
such difficulties in the process of establishment that there
is something inhumane about it.”26

Although both statuses are short-term, in the sense
that these youth will not always be refugee claimants or
minors, it is generally acknowledged that the first three
years of establishment are crucial in determining decent
living conditions in the long term.27 From this point of
view, it is in the best interests of this population that
more coherent policies and measures be developed in
order to minimize some of the more adverse conse-
quences of status differences. Practically speaking, such
measures would need to address two basic types of is-
sues. The first, more administrative, concerns the refu-
gee determination process itself, in particular the delays
in processing claims and the sometimes arbitrary appli-
cation of the  children’s guidelines in this  process. A
greater systematization of this process would not only
reduce the anxiety and barriers provoked by the long
waiting periods, but would also ensure more just and
equitable hearings, which would better correspond to
the humanitarian ideals that they are meant to embody.
The second issue, more global, touches on the question
of access to diverse resources. While many of the obsta-
cles faced by unaccompanied minors in the public, pri-
vate, and community sectors could be resolved simply
by more rapid obtaining of refugee status, others could
be minimized through the promotion of a greater aware-
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ness of the special needs and rights of this population. Al-
though the private sector remains a difficult target for promot-
ing change, the development of informational tools and
training programs among the various institutional actors
brought into interaction with unaccompanied minors would
enable an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of
these youth, their rights, and the resources available to them.
Such an understanding is not only of academic interest, but is
also crucial to the development of social intervention policies
and practices which are better tailored to their needs.

Since the late 1980s we have been witnessing a severe back-
lash in opinion with respect to the plight of refugee popula-
tions. The economic recession of the late 1980s and the 1990s,
which led to drastic cutbacks in social services and programs,
has also had a dampening effect on the public’s perception of
Canadian humanitarian aid programs considered by many to
be a drain on already scarce resources. Consequently, there is
growing misunderstanding of the very essential and important
role that we can play in helping innocent persons whose lives
have been torn apart by events beyond their control. A greater
awareness of the life situations and barriers faced by unaccom-
panied minors would help in dispelling the myth that these
youth are burdens for society. Faced with ordeals which are
unimaginable for most Canadians, these youth demonstrate
an enormous capacity for adaptation. Our role as a society is
to minimize barriers which hinder these capacities, thus fa-
cilitating their process of establishment and making of them
full status members of the Rechtsgemeinschaft, both juridically
and sociologically.
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