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On June 4-5, 2008, the Fraser Institute hosted a conference in Montreal which focused on reassessing the economic, demographic, and social impact of immigration on Canada. Marking the Institute’s new initiative in Quebec, all proceedings were available through simultaneous translation in both French and English.

Over 100 people attended the conference and heard the Hon. Diane Finley, Canada’s Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, present a keynote address on the government’s legislative initiatives aimed at dealing with the backlog of 900,000 applications for immigration visas. The audience’s reaction to her message was very positive.

The conference had a distinctly international flavour. Experts from France, Britain and the United States gave papers that discussed the state of immigration policies in these countries.

Similar to Canada, these countries face economic and social problems that are increasingly coming to the attention of the public and politicians. An important fundamental point made by most speakers at the conference was that these problems are not the result of immigration per se, but of mass immigration which in recent years has reached levels that are unusually high by historic and international standards.

Many of the speakers also agreed that the overriding objective of immigration policies should be to serve the interests of the people born in Canada or already residing here by increasing their present and future average incomes.  (The humanitarian reception of refugees was treated as a separate issue.)  The objectives should not be for immigration to serve “Canada’s interest,” which is a vague and non-operational term used widely.  

The papers presented showed that by these standards, recent immigration policies in Britain, the United States, and Canada have failed. This failure is mainly the result of the existence of the welfare state and the low average earnings of immigrants.

In welfare states, personal income taxes are highly progressive and most social programs equally benefit all residents, including immigrants. For this reason, recent immigrants receive large net transfers paid for by the rest of the population. In addition, immigrants benefit from many costly programs that are designed specifically for their benefit.

The speakers also discussed the alleged benefits of immigration, which do not stand up to close examination. For example, though employers benefit when vacant jobs are filled by immigrants, this reduces the incomes of workers and increases poverty. In addition, when these immigrants spend their earnings, the number of job vacancies may increase rather than decrease because they add to the existing demand for goods and services and often force governments to spend more on the expansion of infrastructure facilities. A number of the papers that discussed labour markets in detail showed mass immigration to be almost universally detrimental to the interests of Canadian workers.

Several speakers noted that, contrary to popular belief, immigration cannot solve the problems caused by low fertility rates and the increased dependency ratio of recipients of pensions and health care to the number of taxpayers. A study presented at the conference showed that if Canada were to keep this ratio at its present level, in 2050 Canada would have a population of 160 million and would accept seven million immigrants in that year alone. 

A number of conference papers also addressed non-economic effects of mass immigration on the well-being of Canadians. Mass immigration to Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver has resulted in the creation of enclaves in which immigrants can live without having to learn French or English or adapt to Canadian society. Yet immigrants with poor language skills have poor job and earnings prospects. Some speakers discussed how the maintenance of native cultures, institutions, and traditions has led to demands for the modification of Canadian culture, institutions, and traditions. These demands, they noted, do not sit well with many Canadians who are proud of their heritage.

The ongoing debate regarding immigration policies that are designed to raise the incomes and speed up the integration of recent immigrants already in Canada was not discussed at length. However, there was broad agreement among the speakers that these policies should be enacted in the name of fairness and in order to reduce the negative impact on other Canadians.

At the conference’s final luncheon, three politicians from the Quebec legislature, Catherine Morissette, Martin Lemay, and Yolande James, spoke about problems that have arisen in Quebec due to the public debate over the “reasonable accommodation” of immigrants, which was made prominent by the Bouchard-Taylor Commission. The ensuing discussion was lively and revealed the deep divisions that exist in Quebec over this issue.

The policy recommendations that emerged from the conference concerned improvements in the present immigrant selection process.  The principle of any reform should be to distance the selection process from political influences as much as possible.  One proposal was to create an independent agency that carries out the will of parliament but without interference from politicians in its daily operations, much like the country’s courts and judges do.

Another proposal was to replace the present selection system with one that would rely on the applicants’ possession of an employment contract for work in Canada for initial entry and continuous employment for a number of years to qualify for permanent resident status.  Under this proposal, politicians would set minimum wages for employment contracts to be eligible and set maximum annual rates of immigration on the basis of the country’s absorptive capacity. These criteria should be adjusted periodically after proper consultation with experts and the public through hearings.

The adoption of the proposed changes in immigration policies faces strong resistance from politicians and many interest groups that have a vested interest in present policies. For this reason, the conference participants were quite pessimistic about the likelihood that the proposed changes would be adopted.

However, the experience in Britain, as related by one participant, suggested that there is room for some optimism. After being provided with information concerning immigration issues, the people have begun to demand changes and have attracted the attention of politicians. Given their demands, it appears that the British public considers mass immigration one of the most significant causes of Britain’s recent and growing economic, social, and environmental problems.

The conference (and the planned publication of the proceedings) was one of two Fraser Institute events designed to make Canadians more aware of the effects of mass immigration on their economic and social well-being.  Only time will tell whether this increased awareness will result in appropriate political pressures and changes to government policies.
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