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Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
(CIC) has consistently emphasized its 
preference for selecting refugees 
abroad for resettlement as the most 
desirable means of admitting refu- 
gees to Canada. In this manner, the 
Canadian government is assured that 
those refugees who resettle here pos- 
sess the "potential for easier settle- 
ment" (CIC 1994, 48). Refugees - 
abroad are chosen for resettlement by 
immigration officials based, in pan, 
on an assessment of formal educa- 
tion, work histories, knowledge of 
English or French, and marketable 
skills. 

Not surprisingly, women refugees 
do not fare well under this system. 
Although women and children make 
up the majority of those living in 
refugee camps around the world, 
women tend not to meet the admissi- 
bility criteria established by Cana- 
dian Immigration. In many societies, 
women lack the employment and 
educational 0ppoKtunitieS men en- 
joy. Consequently, their language 
skills may be poor. As candidates for 
resettlement, women refugees may 
be regarded as inferior compared to 
their male counterparts. The system- 

atic bias towards male refugees is ap- 
parent in the data: between 1985 and 
1989, Canada allowed for the reset- 
tlement of 156 to 169 adult men for 
every 100 adult women admitted 
(Keely 1992). While many women 
are resettled as part ofa family unit, it 
is single women, particularly those 
with children, who are especially dis- 
advantaged under the Canadian re- - 
settlement system. At the same time, 
immigration and visa officers do not 
always take into account the resources 
refugee women acquire having sur- 
vived persecution, flight, and life in- 
side the camps. 

Refugee women claimants 

Refugee women claimants who ar- 
rive in Canada are subject to a refugee 
determination system that is uncou- 
pled from the economic factors that 
influence Canada's overseas refugee 
policy. A claimant's request for refu- 
gee status is determined in accord- 
ance with the 1951 Convention Re- 
lating to the Status of Refugees defi- 
nition which states that a refugee is - 
any individual who "owing to a well- 
founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside 
the country of his [her] nationality 
and is unable or, owing to such fear, 
is unwilling to avail himself [herself] 
of the protection of that country" 
(Article l [A] [2]). As such, claimants 
are subject only to eligibility criteria. 
In other words, decision-makers de- 
termine if the claimant meets the 
requirements ofthe Convention defi- 
nition thus entitling him or her to 
refugee status. Unlike their counter- 
parts overseas, claimants in Canada 
need not meet admissibility criteria. 

In 1993, the Immigration and 
Refugee Board (IRB) issued the Guidc- 
lines on Women Refigee Claimant~ 
Fearing Genhr-Related Persecution. 

The central concern behind the for- 
mulation of the Guidelines is how 
gender-specific forms of persecution 
can be accommodated by the Con- 
vention refugee definition. A second 
purpose of the Guiailines is to help 
create an environment in which a 
woman's case can be presented and 
where her testimony can be expected 
to receive serious consideration by 
Board members. 

The Women-at-Risk Program 

Unfortunately, relatively few 
women manage to arrive on Cana- 
dian shores. Of the 30,000 refugee 
claimants who arrived in Canada in 
1993, less than one-third were fe- 
male. Unlike most men, women refu- 
gees usually care for children and the 
elderly. Generally, women have less 
access to capital than do men. These 
two factors, alongwith the likelihood 
that it may be culturally inappropri- 
ate to travel without a male escort, 
reduce a woman's mobility, making 
it extremely difficult for her to travel 
to faraway visa offices or embassies. 

The Canadian Women-at-Risk 
(AWR) program was created for women 
refugees who find themselves living 
under particularly dire circumstances 
and who would probably be consid- 
ered ineligible for resettlement under 
existing processing criteria. Most of 
the refbgee women accepted for re- 
settlement under the AWR program 
require a combination ofgovernment- 
assistedsponsorship and private spon- 
sorship. Private sponsors offer serv- 
ices such as job search counselling, 
child care, transportation, and psy- 
chological support. The government, 
in turn, provides health care services, 
general settlement services, and main- 
tenance costs for food and shelter. 

Despite its declared mandate, AWR 

selection criteria still require that can- 
didates "show potential for eventual 
successful establishment in Canada" 
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(CIC 1990). As Boyd (1993) points 
out, the criteria used to determine 
successful settlement in Canada are 
ofa socio-economic nature: exposure 
to western lifestyles, education, job 
skills, and knowledge of English or 
French. Evidence of such potential is 
discerned early in the application 
process. For example, only those able 
to repay transportation loans, given 
that the applicant may travel to the 

country of reset- 
tlement, will re- 

rmrnigration ofleers ceive such loans. 
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even though they 

may have otherwise met the criteria 
set out in the AWR program. 

The small number ofwomen refu- 
gees who have been admitted to 
Canada under the AWR program is 
also disappointing. From 1988 to the 
end of 1993, 247 women refugees 
have been admitted, or an average of 
41 cases annually. (Rehgee women 
usually arrive with family members; 
so the number of people resettled in - - 
Canada under the program during 
the same time totals 655.) Despite 
the presence of the AWR program, 
refugee women and their dependents 
still remain behind in the refugee 
camps while a comparatively greater 
proportion of refugee men continue 
to be resettled in Canada. 

Canadian International 
Development Agency 

Policies designed for refugee 
women operate independently of the 
role the Canadian International De- 
velopment Agency (CIDA) plays in 
providing assistance to refugees 
around the world. CIDA manages the 
bulk of the Canadian government's 
development assistance programs and 
projects. Assistance provided by CIDA 

on behalf of refugees overseas is ad- 
ministered through its International 

Humanitarian Assistance program. 
CIDA'S policy regarding refugee as- 
sistance is described as "integrative." 
While some funding is targeted spe- 
cifically for refugee women, CID's 
overall approach to refugee assist- 
ance is aimed at refugees in general, 
on the understanding that by virtue 
of constituting the majority of the 
refugee population, women and their 
dependents are assumed to benefit 
most from any CIDA-sponsored ini- 
tiatives. 

Case studies show, however, that 
this is not always so. It is not uncom- 
mon for the power structure of a 
refugee camp to be male-dominated 
and for women refugees, in spite of 
their majority status within most 
camps, to be excluded from the man- 
agement and distribution of even the 
most basic items such as food, cloth- 
ing, or blankets. As a result, women, 
and by extension those who depend 
upon them, are vulnerable to abuses 
in the system, in particular the distri- 
bution ofsupplies. Their food rations 
may fall short of the recommended 
allotment as (male) distributors fa- 
vour themselves, family members, and 
friends. Worse, women may be forced 
to perform sexual favours in exchange 
for basic necessities. 

CIDA dispenses, but does not over- 
see, the funding it allocates to refugee 
programs. Instead, CIDA relies upon 
agency funding, such as the United 
Nations High Commisser for Refu- 
gees (UNHCR), the Red Cross, and 
NGOS, to design and implement gen- 
der-sensitive distribution structures 
inside the camps. T o  its credit, CIDA 

has repeatedly urged these agencies to 
implement programs that solicit and 
incorporate input from refugee 
women. Yet CIDA funding is not con- 
tingent upon such an arrangement. 
In the meantime, aid organizations 
continue to 

respect structures and traditions 
which deny women their hu- 
man rights rather than working 
directly with the female com- 
munity organizerslactivists to 
support a gender-responsive 
agenda. (Davar 8) 

The backash against refugees in 
Canada 

For all the movement toward gen- 
der-sensitive refugee policies, there is 
still a domestic ground swell of anti- 
immigrant and anti-refugee senti- 
ment. Only one seat shy ofconstitut- 
ing the Official Opposition in Parlia- 
ment, the Reform Party often ex- 
presses its views concerning the 
number of rehgees permitted into 
Canada as being too high. Former 
Reform Party Immigration critic Art 
Hanger has also asserted a supposed 
link between immigrants and refu- 
gees, and violent crime. 

The Reform Party has additionally 
suggested that the IRB be abolished 
and that the government cease pay- 
ing for legal aid, medicare, or social 
services for claimants appealing their 
cases. Women claiming gender-re- 
lated persecution have been singled 
out: Canada, proclaimed Hanger, 
should be under no obligation to 
grant refugee status to female victims 
of domestic violence "or other forms 
of gender persecution in their coun- 
try of origin" ("Reform Assails Refu- 
gee Policy"). In other words, while 
the persecution of men in their coun- 
try of origin may be thought intoler- 
able, similar treatment of women 
should not be equally of national 
concern. 

At the same time, the Liberal gov- 
ernment has imposed increasingly 
onerous fees on refugees arriving in 
Canada. In particular, the $975 right- 
of-landing fee places an unconscion- 
able financial burden on refugees, 
especially women who have less ac- 
cess to financial resources than men. 
Such policies are supported by the 
views espoused by the Reform Party 
and are detrimental to newcomers to 
Canada and Canadians. The Ad Hoc 
Working Group on the Status of 
Rehgee Women in Canada makes 
the following recommendations: 

Recommendations for the 
Canadian government 

1. We recommend that refugee 
women who are being considered for 
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resettlement for protection reasons 
not be subjected-to Canadian "ad- 
missibility" (skills) criteria that may 
otherwise disqualify them. 

2. We recommend the Canadian 
overseas selection process be revised 
to better reflect gender proportional- 
ity within the jurisdiction for which 
a visa officer has responsibility. 

3. We recommend that Canadian 
refugee policy include a regional plan 

ensuring that 
women from 
various areas, 

There is still a domestic indudingthOse 
under siege, 

ground swell of have access to 

anti-immigrant and immigration 

anti-refigee sentiment. authorities. 
4. We rec- 

ommend that 
A A A A Canadian in- 

ternational aid 
policy require, as a condition of con- 
tinued funding, that women refugees 
are involved from the outset in the 
design and implementation of train- 
ing, socio-economic development, 
health, and safety needs of those in 
refugee camps. 

5. We recommend that CIDA repre- 
sentatives collaborate with refugee 
women so that the training, socio- 
economic development, health, and 
safety needs ofthose in refugee camps 
are being met in an equitable way. 

6. We recommend that in addi- 
tion to using the Canadian Guide- 
lines on Women Reficge Claimants 
Fearing Gendcr-Related Pmenrtion in 
the resettlement selection process, 
overseas officials also provide writ- 
ten reasons for not referring to the 
guidelines. 

7. We recommend that all Cana- 
dian immigration officers who are 
conducting port of entry interviews 
receive gender-sensitivity training and 
be familiar with the Canadian Guide- 
lines on Women R@gee Claimants 
Fearing Genh-Related P m t i o n .  

8. We recommend that women 
who are in Canada because they have 
been sponsored by a relative or spouse 
be given information and education 
regarding their citizenship eligibility 
and rights. 

9. We recommend that the post- 
determination refugee claimant in 
Canada class (PDRCC) decisions be 
monitored by the existing advisory 
committee, to ensure that gender- 
related concerns and reference to the 
gender guidelines are an integral part 
of this last stage of the refugee deter- 
mination process. 

10. We recommend that since the 
PDRCC program is based on an assess- 
ment of risk rather than whether a 
person is a Convention refugee, that 
wider concepts of protection of 
women and gender-specific risks, such 
as those identified in international 
instruments, be part of every evalua- 
tion of a case where gender-risk is a 
factor. 

1 1. We recommend that the Cana- 
dian government increase funding to 
settlement agencies so that they can 
provide culturally-appropriate men- 
tal and physical health services, lan- 
guage, employment placement, and 
skills training to various refugee eth- 
nic groups. 

12. We recommend that the De- 
partment of Citizenship and Immi- 
gration Canada implement a public 
awareness campaign to counter a do- 
mestic backlash against women refu- 
gee claimants fearing gender-related 
persecution. 

13. We recommend that the right- 
of-landing fee, as it applies to all 
refugees to Canada, be removed. - 
Women in general have less access to 
financial resources and would there- 
fore be disproportionately affected 
by such a high fee. According to the 
195 1 Geneva Convention Relating 
to the Status of Refugees, Article 34, 

The contracting States shall as 
far as possible facilitate the as- 
similation and naturalization of 
refugees. They shall in particular 
make every effort to expedite 
naturalization proceedings and 
to reduce as far as possible the 
charges and costs of such pro- 
ceedings. 

14. We recommend that the De- 
partment of Citizenship and Immi- 
gration Canada undertake a thor- 

ough and meaningful review of Ca- 
nadian Women-at-Risk Program ad- 
dressing both the 1994 ~ ~ H C ~ r e v i e w  
of this program, as well as the 1993 
and 1994 Canadian Council for Refu- 
gees' recommendations. 

Recommendations for the 
international community 

15. We recommend that anycoun- 
try that is a party to the 1951 Con- 
vention and the related 1967 proto- 
col shall take the necessary steps to 
incorporate the word "gender" into 
the definition of Convention refugee 
incorporated into its national law. 

16. We recommend that the suc- 
cess of mental and physical health 
services, language, employment place- 
ment, and skills training programs 
for refugee women be monitored. 

17. We recommend that interna- 
tional documentation centres be es- 
tablished and supported for the pur- 
pose of gathering and disseminating 
evidence of the level of state protec- 
tion available in all countries recog- 
nizing, in particular, the protection 
needs of women. These centres may 
be developed through the coopera- 
tive efforts of national and interna- 
tional bodies. 

18. We recommend that the gen- 
der guidelines, such as those adopted 
in Canada (1993) and the United 

We recommend that wider 
concepts ofprotection of 

women and gender-specijc 
risks be part o f  every 

evaluation of a cuse where 
gender-risk is a factor. 

States (1995), serve as an example for 
other refugee receiving countries to 
follow, a move thatwould be strongly 
endorsed by the UNHCR. 

19. We recommend that the UNHCR 

maintain the profile and scope with 
which the position of special coordi- 
nator on refugee women was origi- 
nally endowed. 
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& c q t c d ~ o m  "RCI;gee Women and 
C a d i a n  Policy: Gaining Ground? 
An Executive Summary" (Ad Hoc 
Working Group on the Statw of Refi - 
gee Women in C a d ,  August 1995). 
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Unit at the Centre for Refigre Studies; 
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Women i Health Centre; Flora Liebich, 
Member of the Immigration and Refi- 
gee Board, C a d ,  and Chairperson 
of the Working Group on Women, IRE, 
Toronto; Elra Tesfay Musa, Rcfirgee/ 
Emergency Coordinator, Anglican 
Church of C a d ;  Dianr Pad, Pro- 

fcsor of Law, University of Girlgay; 
Sharmini Prries, ficcutive Director of 
the Ontario Council ofAgrncies Sew- 
inglmmigrants; Jd i th  Ramirez, M m -  
ber of the Immigration and Refirgee 
Board Can&, and Co-chairperson of 
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Victoria Foote compkted her MA in 
Environment Studies at York Univer- 
sity. This report was written in prepa- 
ration for the 1995 United Nations 
Conference on Womcn in Beijing. 
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