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New Perspectives on Refugees in Surrey
If you want to learn more
about refugees, here are a
few reading suggestions:
A book:
Refugee Sandwich,
Peter Showler.

Surrey Welcoming
Communities Committee
The Surrey Welcoming Communities Project is administered
and directed by a group of 25 diverse community, business
and government stakeholders forming a broad-based Advisory
Committee. This Committee, has pooled its knowledge,
resources and ideas, and is working together to implement and
oversee its far reaching Welcoming Communities Action Plan.
For further information on other Surrey Welcoming
Communities initiatives visit the project web page at:

WICSURREY.ORG
Meet our Advisory members:
Alexandra Neighbourhood House
City of Surrey (Welcoming Communities Contract Manager)
DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society
Douglas College, The Training Group
Fraser Health Authority
Fraser Region Aboriginal Friendship Centre
Immigrant Services Society of BC
Kwantlen Polytechnic University
Oak Avenue Neighbourhood Hub Society
Options Community Services Society
Pacific Community Resources (PCRS)
Progressive Intercultural Community Services (PICS)
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. Surrey Delta Service Centre
Semiahmoo House Society
Simon Fraser University, Community Education Program
Sources BC
Surrey Libraries
Surrey Museum
Surrey Parks, Recreation & Culture
Surrey RCMP
Surrey Schools District #36
SurreyCares
The Surrey Board of Trade
Umoja Operation Compassion Society
YMCA
Project Coordinators:
PEERs Employment & Education Resources

Crystal Mcfeetors (right) along with Meheret Bisrat from DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society
flip through the curriculum of Living in Canada: Life Skills for Success. Both see the program as a
tremendous success for clients needing exposure to the Canadian work environment.

Refugees gain Canadian workplace experience
through Surrey essential skills course
Refugees in Surrey receive hands-on work
experience through a community services
life and essential skills program aimed at
helping clients build confidence in the
Canadian workplace.
Living in Canada: Life Skills for Success,
part of the Moving Ahead Program
provided by DIVERSEcity Community
Resources Society, is a 12-week course
focusing on goal setting, career
exploration, English for the workplace
language learning and a two-week
volunteer work placement at a local
business or organization.
“There are some language issues and a lack
of experience and knowledge about the
Canadian workplace and culture. We want
to give clients exposure to the workplace
and develop their communication skills,”
said Crystal Mcfeetors Literacy and
Essential Skills Guide for the program.
Currently the Life Skills for Success course
has eight to 10 clients from around the
globe including Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq,
Democratic Republic of the Congo and
Kenya. Clients range from little or no
employment experience to a long work
history in their home countries.
No matter their past experiences,
Mcfeetors said the clients are ready and
willing to work hard through the course.

“I really see a strong desire for success.
They just need a little help and
understanding of what’s needed.”
The first nine weeks of the program is
dedicated to class course work with
weeks 10 and 11 focusing on volunteer
employment placements.
Volunteer Placement Coordinator
Meheret Bisrat works with employers and
clients for the program. Her role, among
others, is to find the most productive fit in
line with the client’s career goals.
“The placements are really tailored to
what the client is both interested in and
needs,” Bisrat said.
During the two-week placements,
employers give volunteers a variety
of job duties and evaluate them on
their performance.
“We get a lot of positive feedback from
the employment placements and the
volunteers are very happy to complete
the tasks,” she said.
During the final week of the program, clients
return to the classroom and share their
experiences and learn from one another.
Once the program wraps up, clients
receive a certificate of completion and an
evaluation from the employer based on
their job performance.
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Showler exposes
the dilemmas
and choices faced
by participants
in the refugee
determination
process in this collection of thirteen
vignettes that focus on the roles
played by the participants - legal
counsel, federal court judges,
interpreters, hearing officers, and
of course, claimants and board
members.
A research report:
Refugee Health Care Cuts in
Canada, Sonal Marwah, Wellesley
Institute, February 2014
The report can be accessed at
http://bit.ly/wellesleyresearch

Web resource:

Tha mie (right) shares her journey
overcoming the obstacles to enter
the workforce in Surrey with her
counselor and translator Rosarina
Saw at DIVERSEcity.

Videos of Vancouver based health
care and community workers
debunking myths around refugees’
health care coverage.
http://bit.ly/vanhealthcarecommunity

“They come out of the program with
a strong sense of accomplishment,”
Mcfeetors said.
The Moving Ahead Program’s Life Skills
for Success course is currently in its
second session at DIVERSEcity in Surrey.
For more information about the program
visit www.dcrs.ca or email the program
manager at jgodfrey@dcrs.ca

Refugees determined to build new lives in Surrey
Blueberry picker, fish packer, general
labourer, delivery driver and cashier—
these are the jobs Khadar has taken
since arriving in Canada in 2012.
Khadar is a refugee born in Somalia,
Africa. After fleeing his homeland at the
age of five with his family, he spent 17
years in refugee camps in Africa before
finally being accepted as a Government
Assisted Refugee (GAR) in Canada.

Only 25 years of age, Khadar has
overcome much of what life has
thrown at him which makes him even
more determined to work hard to
support himself and his young family
in their new home in Surrey.
“When I first came here, it was really
difficult to find work. There were
a lot of problems as I didn’t have
Canadian experience,” he said during
a telephone interview.

It’s a story all too familiar in Surrey.
Refugees from all over the world
resettle here to build new lives for
themselves only to find language
barriers, a lack of education and no
Canadian experience as roadblocks to
entering the workforce.
However, for Khadar and many refugees
like him, it means going the extra mile
to find opportunities and working
hard to gain the needed skills and
Cont’d on next page
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But Khadar didn’t stop there. His is
also determined to give something
back. In his spare time between work
and helping raise his three children,
he volunteers assisting other young
refugees to land on their feet through
an organization he helped found
called Somali Youth of BC.
The organization offers free assistance
such as looking for accommodation
and employment opportunities.

While she said she still struggles with
English, she is very grateful to have the
opportunity to work in Canada.
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However, despite Tha mie’s hard work
ethic, misconceptions about refugees and
their willingness to join the job market still
exist and Surrey is no exception.
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While Tha mie faced language barriers
and a lack of formal education, that
didn’t stop her from achieving her goal
of finding employment.
“I don’t give up easily. For me as long
as I put my passion in there, I can work,”
she said through her counselor and
translator Rosarina Saw at DIVERSEcity
Community Resources Society in Surrey.
Through DIVERSEcity employment
programs, networking and job

Regardless of the difficulties, Tha mie is
truly grateful to be in Canada where it’s
safe and secure for her family.
She hopes by sharing her story,
people in Surrey can gain a better
understanding of the challenges
refugees face and their determination
to work hard to build a better life here.

In December 2012, the Canadian
government introduced a new refugee
claim process meant to significantly
accelerate the claims’ processing
times. The reform also created two
systems based on the country of
origin of the claimant and different
timelines depending on whether

the claim was done at a border or in
Canada. At the end of 2013, a list of 37
Designated Countries of Origin (DCO)
had been released by Citizenship and
Immigration Canada (CIC). DCO are
considered “safe countries” and their
nationals have shorter timelines for their
claim and are not allowed to appeal a
negative decision of the IRB. The DCO
list is comprised of countries such as
Mexico, the USA and most countries
of EU – including Hungary and Czech
Republic (the two countries of origin of
most Roma refugee claimants). The DCO
designation also determines matters
such as health care coverage (see the
side box on IFH cuts) and the possibility
to apply for a work permit.
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Since the introduction of the new
refugee claim process, referrals to
the IRB have drastically dropped,
from 20,000 in 2012 to 9,700 in 2013.
1
Refugee claims referred to the IRB have
varied between 20,000 and 34,000
in the past decade and numbers in
2013 are the lowest by far since 1989,
the first year of the IRB. According to
CIC, claims from DCO have declined
by 87 percent in 2013. This is a very
significant change and it is still too early
for service providers to understand all
the implications of the new system,
particularly on populations such as
Hungarians and Mexicans who were
making most of the claims at the time
the new system was introduced.
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Combined with the cuts in the Interim Federal Health Program (see side box) and the cessation of settlement services as of April
2014, 2 the reform to the refugee claim process has contributed to drastically reshape the situation of refugee claimants in Canada.
Numbers of claims are down and the federal support to refugee claimants (through health coverage and settlement services) has
been cut to the extent that some provinces are stepping in to cover the costs 3.
1

Refugee claim related data provided in this paragraph derives from the IRB and CIC websites and is rounded.

2

Effective April 1, 2014, CIC will be repatriating the funding of settlement services in BC. As a result, refugee claimants will not have access to services they currently use.

In January 2014, Ontario’s Health Minster introduced the Ontario Temporary Health Program that provides health care coverage for refugee claimants who do not access
coverage under the new IFH rules. http://refugee.cleo.on.ca/en/health-care-refugee-claimants . Manitoba, Quebec and Saskatchewan have also stepped into cover medical
costs for refugees since the cuts to the IFHP were announced.

3

Refugee Claim Process in Canada (after Refugee Claim Reform, 15 December 2012)

Drastic changes in services to refugee claimants in Canada
Refugee claimants are people who
claim asylum when they arrive at a
Canadian border or once in Canada.
Their claim is assessed by the
Immigration Refugee Board (IRB), an
independent administrative tribunal
responsible for hearing asylum seekers
and determining whether they should
be accepted as refugees in Canada.
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“Many people don’t understand our
situation. We have been through so
much. I want to encourage people to
not judge appearances. As long as I am
healthy I want to work,” she said.
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After fleeing her homeland to escape
killings and torture by the Burmese
military regime and enduring 15 years
in a refugee camp in Thailand, Tha mie
resettled in Surrey in 2009 with her
husband and five children.
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“It took me 12 months of applying to
every employer but I finally got an
interview and got the job,” he said.

Tha mie, a Karen refugee from Burma
has faced similar difficulties and agrees
refugees must act in order to enter the
workforce and have a better life.

Top 5 non DCO and 5 DCO for Refugee
claims referred to the IRB Western Region
from Dec 2012 to Aug 2013
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Khadar has worked at
numerous places from
blueberry farms to
fish plants. In addition, he has spent
countless hours networking and
handing out resumes. Finally after a
year of searching, Khadar landed a job
as a cashier at a gas station in Surrey.

searching, Tha mie also spent countless
hours determined to find work. Finally
after networking within the Karen
community she was offered a position
at a fish processing plant in Surrey.
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experience no matter
what the job entails.
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The best advice Khadar gives to other
refugees looking for employment;
“don’t wait for work to come to your
home. If you get a job, your life will be
much better.”
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Building new lives... cont’d

Refugee Claim made at a Canadian border or a Citizenship and Immigration
Canada (CIC) office in Canada. Timelines will be different for each.

13,432 refugee claimants
and their dependents
landed in Canada in 2012.

Claim Accepted

Minister may appeal
at any decision level
Claim Accepted

Hearing at the IRB. Decision can be given during
the hearing or sent by mail
Claim Rejected

Not eligible for appeal

Appeal at the IRB. Claimants have 15 days after
receiving a negative decision to file an appeal.
Claim Rejected
Removal

The Interim Federal Health is a federally administered
program originally introduced to provide health care
coverage for all refugees, particularly those who were
not covered by a provincial health insurance program.
Until June 2012, the IFH covered all categories of
refugees, including refugee claimants. On June 30,
2012, the federal government introduced amendments
to the IFH program resulting in tiered and unequal
health care coverage for refugees. The revised IFH
program created three different streams of health
coverage. Each stream caters to different refugee
categories and the level of coverage varies accordingly.
The Expanded Health Care stream covers GARs, the
Health Care stream provides support for accepted
refugee claimants and privately sponsored refugees
and the Public Health and Safety Health Care coverage
is for refugee claimants from Designated Countries of
Origin (DCO) list and rejected claimants4.
Refugee Health Care Cuts in Canada, Sonal Marwah, Wellesley Institute,
February 2014, http://bit.ly/wellesleyresearch
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Streams of Health Care Coverage after Amendments to IFHP

Refugee claimants have 15 or 30 days to submit their BoC and have
to submit all supporting documents (medical assessments, official
documents, articles, etc.) 10 days prior to their hearing date.

CIC/CBSA officer determines if claim is eligible and sets a date for hearing
at the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (IRB) 30 or 60 days later.

June 2012 Amendments to the
Interim Federal Health Program
(IFHP)

Expanded
Health Care
government
assisted refugees
covered

privately sponsored
refugees and
accepted refugee
claimants
covered

covered

covered

Laboratory

covered

covered

Ambulance

covered

Prescribed
medication &
vaccines
Limited vision
and dental care

covered

BoC: Basis of Claim.
Document in which
Refugee Claimants tell
their story and their
reasons for applying
to refugee status.
Removal

Health Care

Hospital
Services
Doctor and
nurse services

Public Health and
Safety Health
refugee claimants from
DCO list and rejected
claimants
covered only if there is a
risk to public health
covered only if there is a
risk to public health
covered only if there is a
risk to public health

covered
covered only if there is covered only if there is a
risk to public health
a risk to public health

covered

Notice: Some refugee claimants have the right to
appeal IRB’s negative decision and some do not
have that right, mostly depending on their
country of origin.
This project is made possible through funding from the
Government of Canada and the Province of British Columbia.

Adapted from CCR document – December 2012

