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The hidden growth 
of Canada’s migrant 
workforce
Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood

Debates arounD international labour mobility in Canada have focused on 

the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (tFWP), which is accused of distorting the 

domestic labour market and permitting the widespread abuse of precarious foreign 

workers. The Harper government has systematically expanded the program to the 

point where entire industries now depend on it, and recent reforms have done lit-

tle to placate opposition.

Although this debate is important, it overlooks a significant aspect of inter-

national labour mobility policy in Canada. The tFWP facilitates the entry of less 

than half of all migrant workers into Canada. The rest enter the country through 

Canada’s International Mobility Programs (iMP), which encompass a wide variety of 

treaty obligations and other lesser-known pathways to the Canadian labour market.

Crucially, whereas the tFWP requires employers to prove (at least superficial-

ly) that a skills shortage exists before they can hire a migrant worker, the iMP al-

lows migrant workers to enter the country on a temporary basis with no regard for 

domestic labour market conditions. Intra-corporate transferees, youth exchange 

workers, and others have sidestepped the migrant worker debate entirely.
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This chapter begins by outlining the structure of Canada’s iMP, followed by a 

brief investigation of their potential social and economic consequences. As a dis-

claimer, the lack of reliable, comprehensive data about the iMP makes it difficult to 

draw firm conclusions about the impact of their associated sub-programs. Never-

theless, the data that are available point to a number of issues that have been un-

deservedly ignored to this point.

The chapter then shines a light on the evolution of the iMP under the leader-

ship of Prime Minister Stephen Harper. It concludes that the Conservative govern-

ment is turning to the iMP to escape the increasingly public pitfalls of the tFWP 

without making any real changes to the underlying logic of the migrant worker re-

gime. Indeed, the deliberate and unprecedented expansion of the iMP under Harp-

er is reason enough to investigate these programs more closely.

What are the International Mobility Programs?1

The International Mobility Programs (iMP) encompass all of Canada’s internation-

al labour mobility initiatives that are not a part of the Temporary Foreign Worker 

Program (tFWP). The iMP label was created in June 2014 as part of an internal re-

organization by Employment and Social Development Canada (esDC), which ad-

ministers the various programs that make up the iMP.

The iMP comprises four sub-programs, alternately referred to as pathways or 

streams: the International Experience Canada program (ieC), the International Stu-

dent Program (isP), the Provincial Nominee Programs (PnP), and Canada’s com-

mitments under international free trade agreements (Ftas). Each of these streams 

facilitates the entry of migrant workers into Canada under certain circumstances 

and for certain purposes. Workers entering the country through these programs can 

only do so on a temporary basis, although in limited cases they are offered path-

ways to apply for permanent residency and, eventually, citizenship.

The International Experience Canada program is an amalgamation of youth 

mobility agreements (YMas) with 32 partner countries. It provides temporary work 

and travel permits to young people (typically 18 to 35) in one of three categories: 

working holiday, young professional, or international co-op. Work permits granted 

through ieC are generally “open,” which means the worker is not tied to any one 

employer, industry, or location. Permits are non-renewable and typically limited 

to 12 months. The ieC is reciprocal, which means Canadian youth receive compar-

able rights to work and travel in partner countries.

The International Student Program is made up of two related initiatives. The 

Off-Campus Work Permit Program provides work permits to international students 
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who are enrolled full time at a Canadian educational institution. The Post-Gradua-

tion Work Permit Program provides similar work permits to international students 

who have recently graduated but wish to stay in Canada. Neither program offers 

a pathway to permanent residency, but work permits granted through the isP are 

open, which means workers are not bound to a single job or location.

The Provincial Nominee Programs are different in each province, but they are 

all designed to “fast track” economic immigrants into the labour force where short- 

and long-term needs are identified by the province. The PnPs provide a pathway 

to permanent residency eventually, but workers are tied to a single employer for 

as long as they are a temporary resident.

The most expansive and complicated aspect of the iMP is the set of commit-

ments Canada has taken under various international treaties and trade agreements. 

Workers from countries with which Canada has signed a bilateral, plurilateral, or 

multilateral agreement often receive mobility rights that go beyond those offered 

through the tFWP and the rest of the iMP.

Although there is a large degree of variability, these agreements tend to cov-

er four categories of workers: business visitors, investors and traders, profession-

als and contractors, and intra-corporate transferees. In all cases, these workers 

are not offered a pathway to permanent residency and, in almost all cases, their 

work permits are tied to a single employer. Under some agreements, the spouses 

of these workers also receive mobility rights. Like the ieC, Canada’s commitments 

under international agreements are reciprocal.

Social and economic consequences of the 
International Mobility Programs

The tFWP has been a breeding ground for migrant worker exploitation and labour 

market distortion (as explored in this section), and its social consequences have not 

gone unnoticed. In 2014, backlash to the program from across the political spec-

trum reached such a fever pitch that Jason Kenney, the minister responsible for 

the program at the time, was forced to significantly reduce the scope of the tFWP 

with a plan to phase out its most contentious aspects entirely.

Despite the ongoing controversy surrounding Canada’s international labour 

mobility regime, however, little attention has been paid to the iMP, which are es-

sentially a set of sister programs to the tFWP. In terms of potential labour market 

distortion, the iMP provide just as much cause for concern as the tFWP, although, 

as we shall see, they are not nearly as open to the exploitation and abuse of indi-

vidual migrant workers.
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The most important difference between the various streams of the iMP and those 

of the tFWP is the lack of a Labour Market Impact Assessment (lMia). An lMia is 

a labour market test administered by Employment and Social Development Can-

ada (esDC). An employer who wishes to hire a migrant worker through the tFWP 

must first receive a positive lMia from esDC.

As part of their application, the employer is required to provide a variety of in-

formation, including “the number of Canadians that applied for their available job, 

the number of Canadians the employer interviewed, and [the reasons] why those 

Canadians were not hired.”2 The lMia replaced the esDC Labour Market Opinion 

(lMo), a comparable but less rigorous assessment process, in June 2014 as part of 

broader tFWP reforms. Fees for employers were also raised in 2014.

Taken together, the new lMia process and associated fees are meant to dis-

courage employers from hiring abroad when suitable workers are available local-

ly. Unfortunately, the revamped process has done little to dissuade unscrupulous 

employers from recruiting as many cheap, exploitable migrant workers as the pro-

gram allows.3

Nevertheless, for all its flaws, the lMia process is at least intended to mini-

mize the potential labour market impact of the tFWP. The International Mobility 

Programs, on the other hand, have no such requirement. All streams of the iMP 

are lMia-exempt, which means migrant workers entering Canada through these 

programs can work anywhere and in any industry, regardless of local labour mar-

ket conditions.

This lack of foresight has troubling consequences for the domestic labour mar-

ket. Whereas the tFWP is designed to address short-term labour shortages in re-

gions and industries where there is genuine need — keeping in mind that this has 

not always been the case in practice — the iMP opens the doors completely to for-

eign competition. Migrant workers entering Canada through most streams of the 

iMP can compete for work anywhere, even if unemployment is high or wages are 

artificially low. Indeed, the influx of migrant workers to Canada has had a demon-

strably negative effect on unemployment in certain areas,4 while suppressing wages 

in certain industries.5

Youth employment is one area in particular where the iMP has worrying impli-

cations. Young Canadians already suffer from an unemployment rate nearly twice 

the national average, yet in 2012 almost 60,000 young migrant workers entered the 

Canadian labour market through ieC.6

Because their work permits are open, esDC cannot collect useful data on these 

workers so we cannot say definitively where and in which occupations they work. 

Anecdotally, we know that young migrant workers are concentrated in low-skill 

service occupations like retail, fast food, and tourism. Indeed, ieC is marketed dir-
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ectly to employers in these industries.7 Unfortunately, these are also areas where 

young Canadians are looking for work in growing numbers.8

In theory, Canadian youth working abroad should offset any migrant workers 

entering Canada, since all of our youth mobility agreements are reciprocal. Unfortu-

nately, in practice, young people leaving Canada to find work are vastly outnum-

bered by young people coming here from countries like Ireland and Spain where 

youth unemployment is even higher.

Another concern unique to the International Mobility Programs is their legal 

basis in international treaties (excluding the International Student Program and 

the Provincial Nominee Programs). The tFWP is a domestic labour mobility pro-

gram, which means it is controlled and operated entirely by the government of 

Canada. As needs change or public pressure mounts, esDC is able to modify the 

program like it did in 2014. Free trade agreements, on the other hand, cannot be 

changed unilaterally.

For example, both the North American Free Trade Agreement (naFta) and the 

recently-concluded Canada–European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade 

Agreement (Ceta) prevent Canada from imposing a numerical quota on migrant 

workers from those countries, provided they meet all eligibility criteria. Even if it 

wanted to, the government of Canada cannot change those terms. The youth mo-

bility agreements that are the basis of the International Experience Canada pro-

gram are similarly restrictive, although they can be terminated unilaterally with 

only a few months’ notice.

Taken together, the International Mobility Programs facilitate the entry into 

Canada of a wide variety of migrant workers without regard for their social and 

economic impact. Unfortunately, without better data, it is difficult to say precisely 

what that impact is. Yet given the high-profile problems with the tFWP, which has 

led to public outcry and government back-pedalling, the potential labour market 

impact of the iMP undoubtedly deserves greater attention.

There is one crucial caveat to this discussion. Although the iMP is more un-

wieldy and, as we shall see, much bigger than the tFWP, migrant workers entering 

Canada through the International Mobility Programs are at far lower risk of abuse. 

In particular, the lack of an lMia is extremely beneficial to migrant workers.

A worker who enters Canada through the tFWP is bound to their employer, 

which means they must leave the country if their contract is terminated. Employers 

are granted an inordinate amount of power by this arrangement, which has been 

the source of significant abuse. Under the iMP, on the other hand, a worker with 

an open work permit who loses their job can simply apply elsewhere. The capacity 

to switch employers greatly increases individual bargaining power.
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Moreover, the kinds of workers who enter Canada through the iMP are typical-

ly well off to begin with, which further insulates them from abuse. An American 

computer services professional working in Canada under the naFta provisions is 

far less vulnerable than a precarious Mexican farm worker who entered the coun-

try through the tFWP.

Growth of the International Mobility Programs

Stephen Harper’s Conservative government did not create all of the various streams 

of the International Mobility Programs. However, under its purview, the iMP has 

been deliberately and systematically expanded. The number of new pathways for 

migrant workers to enter Canada has increased dramatically over the past decade, 

while existing pathways have been widened. According to the government, these 

“transformational reforms” have been necessary to ensure a migration regime that 

makes sense “economically.”9

The proliferation of new international treaties under the Harper government 

has been staggering. Canada has had youth mobility agreements in place since at 

least 1956, when the government of Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent first complet-

ed a deal with France. Over the next half-century, Canadian governments signed 

ten more YMas, bringing the total number of partner countries to 11 by the time 

Stephen Harper came to power. Since 2006, however, Canada has signed 21 YMas 

and renegotiated a handful of existing deals, effectively tripling the scope of the 

International Experience Canada program (see Table 1).

Table 1 Labour Mobility Agreements Signed Before and Under Harper

Before Harper (Before 2006) Under Harper (2006 to Present)

Youth Mobility Agreements 
(International Experience 
Canada program)

11: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, 

Korea, Netherlands, New Zealand, 
United Kingdom

21: Australia, Chile, Costa Rica, 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Greece, Hong Kong, Italy, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Mexico, Norway, Poland, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 

Switzerland, Taiwan, Ukraine 

Free Trade Agreements 
(with temporary entry 
provisions)

3: North America (Mexico, United 
States), Chile, Costa Rica

8: European Free Trade 
Association (Iceland, Norway, 

Liechtenstein, Switzerland), 
Peru, Colombia, Jordan, Panama, 

Honduras, Korea, European Union*  
(28 member states)

Total 14 29

* The Canada-European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) was concluded in September 2014, but it 
has not yet been signed or ratified.
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The story for free trade agreements is similar. With the exception of the multi-

lateral General Agreement on Trade in Services (Gats), which has a broad mem-

bership but limited application to mobility, Canada only had three labour-relat-

ed free trade agreements in place (covering four countries) when Harper came to 

power. Since then, his government has signed or concluded eight new agreements 

covering workers from 37 countries.

Not only has the number of labour mobility agreements grown significantly 

under this government, but the scope of those agreements has evolved as well. 

For example, the temporary entry provisions in naFta, which came into force in 

1994, only cover professionals in 63 specific occupations. The 2008 Canada–Co-

lombia Fta, on the other hand, covers professionals in all occupations with only 

a handful of exceptions.

Most of the Ftas completed by the Harper government also include provisions 

covering spouses, which means migrant workers in some categories can bring their 

families with them. Unlike most workers entering Canada through these Ftas, 

spouses are typically eligible for open work permits that allow them to seek em-

ployment in any industry regardless of local labour market conditions.

At the domestic level, the Harper government has made significant changes to 

every aspect of the iMP regime. In 2008, it increased the duration of work permits re-

ceived under the Post-Graduation Work Permit Program from one to three years. The 

Provincial Nominee Programs have also undergone systematic reforms under this gov-

ernment with the express purpose of expanding economic immigration to Canada.

Altogether, the changes made to the International Mobility Programs through 

reform and expansion indicate a deliberate strategy of increasing international 

labour mobility into Canada. The Harper government has been forthcoming about 

this strategy of “economic immigration” (a misnomer, since migrant workers are 

by definition temporary). Statistically speaking, it has been a huge success.

Since Harper came to power, the number of migrant workers entering Canada 

every year has swelled from 65,000 to 85,000. The total number of migrant workers 

in the Canadian workforce has increased at an even faster pace in the same time 

period — from 160,000 to 386,000 — due in part to workers staying in Canada for 

longer periods at a time. When Harper was first elected, migrant workers made up 

approximately 1% of the Canadian workforce; today the figure is about 2%.

More revealing is the breakdown between the iMP and the tFWP (see Chart 1). 

Although it receives the majority of the public’s attention, the tFWP facilitates the 

entry of a minority of migrant workers into Canada. In 2006, only 47% of the mi-

grant workforce in Canada had entered the country through the tFWP, with the 

rest made up of workers who entered Canada through the iMP. Over the course of 
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Harper’s administration, that gap has steadily widened. The tFWP now makes up 

only a third of the Canadian migrant workforce; the iMP contributes two-thirds.

In fact, almost all of the growth in the migrant workforce under the Harper gov-

ernment can be attributed to the expansion of the International Mobility Programs. 

Since 2006, the iMP has more than tripled, from 86,000 to 260,000 workers. Mean-

while the tFWP has grown from 75,000 to 127,000 workers. The total number of mi-

grant workers in Canada as part of the Temporary Foreign Worker Program has ac-

tually been in slight decline since 2009, when it peaked at 142,000.

Growth within the International Mobility Programs, on the other hand, has 

been significant across the board. The number of workers entering Canada through 

free trade agreements, such as naFta, has increased 148% since 2006. “Recipro-

cal employment,” which includes most of International Experience Canada, is up 

121%. Most notably, “research and studies related” employment, which includes 

the International Student Program, is up a whopping 504%.

Compared to this massive growth in so-called “economic immigration,” immigra-

tion in other categories has paled. For example, entries to Canada in the “humanitar-

ian” category, which is predominantly made up of refugees, are down 43% since 2006.

CharT 1 Growth of Canada’s Migrant Workforce Under Harper Government
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Conclusion

The Conservatives in power have clung to a narrative of robust job creation and 

“sound economic stewardship” for close to a decade. Yet the government’s ap-

proach to international labour mobility has had a number of predictably problem-

atic side effects that are inconsistent with this messaging.

Instead of supporting the domestic labour force, the Harper government has 

attacked organized labour (see Braley-Rattai chapter) while exposing Canadian 

workers to greater competition from abroad. Far from improving the living stan-

dards of most Canadians, Harper’s “sound economic stewardship” has exacerbat-

ed social and economic inequality in Canada by pushing down wages for many 

workers across the country.

By backtracking on the tFWP, the government showed a willingness to listen to 

Canadians while defending a job creation narrative. Yet the systematic and simul-

taneous expansion of the International Mobility Programs reveals its true agenda. 

Far from indicating a change of course, what the data show is a relentless commit-

ment to increased international labour mobility at any cost.
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