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Executive sum mary

In re cent de cades, spon sor ship of par ents and grand par ents has be come highly pop u -
lar with im mi grant com mu ni ties, par tic u larly those that come from re gions that do
not pro vide the same level of ben e fits for se niors as does Can ada in terms of health
care and so cial trans fers.1 Ap pli ca tions for such spon sor ships had be come so nu mer -
ous that a back log of 160,000 had ac cu mu lated by the lat ter part of 2010. 

Not only were spon sors becom ing increas ingly frus trated by the delays in get ting 
their par ents and grand par ents into Can ada, but con cerns were increas ing over the
cost to tax pay ers of the pro gram, which has been esti mated at more than $300,000 for
each senior dur ing the course of their life time in Can ada. In Novem ber 2011, the gov -
ern ment responded to this sit u a tion by announc ing mea sures that included a
substantial increase in intake in the com ing year in order to reduce the back log, a new vis i -
tor visa that would allow par ents and grand par ents to visit their rel a tives in Can ada for
extended peri ods, a tem po rary freeze on new appli ca tions, and con sul ta tions with stake -
holders and the pub lic to deter mine what lon ger-term pol icy changes were needed.

In May 2013, the gov ern ment unveiled its new plans. In order to reduce the back -
log fur ther it will admit another 25,000 par ents and grand par ents in 2013, main tain a
high level of intake as well as accept 5,000 new appli ca tions in 2014, and shift more
respon si bil ity for their sup port to spon sors. The cap of 5,000 on new appli ca tions in
2014 rep re sents a depar ture from the past when there was no limit to the num ber who
could apply and which resulted in the large back log.

The new mea sures come with a sig nif i cant price tag since the 70,000 being
admit ted in 2012 and 2013 and planned for 2014 could cost tax pay ers as much as $21
bil lion dur ing their life times in Can ada and, if all those in the back log are even tu ally
allowed to come here, the total bill could come to more than $40 bil lion.

While the gov ern ment’s pack age is designed both to assuage spon sors of par ents
and grand par ents, par tic u larly those in the back log, as well as shift more respon si bil ity
for sup port for those spon sored in the future from tax pay ers onto the shoul ders of the
spon sors, the pro gram will still remain rel a tively costly since the pub lic will bear most
health care expenses, even in the case of new appli ca tions. How via ble the pack age
remains in the lon ger term remains to be seen since the gov ern ment could well find
itself under pres sure to accept higher num bers of new appli ca tions, while at the same
time pub lic opin ion may demand that spon sors who wish to have their par ents and
grand par ents join them in Can ada on a per ma nent basis pay all of the costs involved. 
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Intro duc tion

Fam ily Class im mi gra tion has long been a ma jor el e ment of Can ada’s im mi gra tion pol -
icy. Within this pro gram, a key as pect in re cent de cades has been the spon sor ship of
par ents and grand par ents. Af ter be ing spon sored for en try by their sons or daugh ters
in Can ada, these par ents can bring with them their un mar ried de pend ent chil dren.
The lat ter can then marry spouses from their coun try of or i gin, who in turn be come el -
i gi ble to spon sor their own par ents and their par ents’ off spring, re sult ing in “chain mi -
gra tion.” None of these spon sored im mi grants are re quired to meet the ed u ca tional,
work ex pe ri ence, and lan guage com pe tency standards required of Economic Class
immigrants. 

The par ent and grand par ent pro gram became so pop u lar and appli ca tions so
numer ous that by Novem ber 2011 a back log had accu mu lated of 160,000 par ents and
grand par ents who had met the require ments. In con se quence, spon sors began com -
plain ing about the long delays that could be expected before many of their par ents and
grand par ents received visas to immi grate to Can ada. The pro gram has come under
close scru tiny both because of the large and grow ing back log as well as con cerns over
the high cost of health care incurred by such immi grants.

This study pro vides some his tor i cal back ground of issues that have sur rounded
Fam ily Class immi gra tion, assesses the cur rent issues, and exam ines the new reg u la -
tions put forth under Phase I and II of the fed eral gov ern ment’s Action Plan for Faster
Fam ily Reuni fi ca tion. The study con cludes with an assess ment of the pro posed
changes and rec om men da tions for the future.
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Back ground to cur rent Fam ily Class
immi gra tion issues

Fam ily Class im mi gra tion is com posed of spouses, de pend ent chil dren, and par ents
and grand par ents spon sored by Ca na dian cit i zens and per ma nent res i dents of Can ada 
who are 18 years of age or older.2 

As far back as the 1950s, it became appar ent that pro vi sion for the spon sor ship of 
rel a tives other than the spouse and chil dren of the pri mary immi grant was bring ing in
large num bers of peo ple who were unskilled, often nearly illit er ate, and not likely to
make a pos i tive eco nomic con tri bu tion to Can ada. By the mid-’50s, for exam ple, it was 
cal cu lated that for every indi vid ual who was admit ted into Can ada as an inde pend ent
immi grant from one par tic u lar coun try another 49 gained access through spon sor ship 
(Hawkins, 1972: 51). The gov ern ment, there fore, decided to remove cat e go ries such as 
broth ers and sis ters from spon sor ship eli gi bil ity.

Attempts to imple ment these changes, how ever, were met with pro test from
eth nic orga ni za tions, some seg ments of the press, and even mem bers of the gov ern ing
party. The sponsorable classes slated for removal were, accord ingly, hast ily restored
(Hawkins, 1972: 6; and Can ada, Depart ment of Man power and Immi gra tion, 1974,
vol. 2: 26).3 Sub se quent attempts to limit Fam ily Class immi gra tion were also defeated
although, on occa sion, when the list of rel a tives who were eli gi ble for spon sor ship had
become par tic u larly long, gov ern ments suc ceeded in reduc ing it some what.

Pres sure to increase Fam ily Class intake con tin ued and increased over the years,
par tic u larly after Can ada opened its doors to new com ers from non-tra di tional source
coun tries, where eco nomic oppor tu ni ties and social wel fare sys tems were both less
devel oped than in the tra di tional source coun tries. In response to such pres sures, the
1978 Immi gra tion Act gave first pri or ity to the pro cess ing of spon sored rel a tives, with
skilled immi grants fur ther down the peck ing order.

Another point worth not ing is that, while the Depart ment of Employ ment and
Immi gra tion could set annual tar gets, the 1978 Act did not give it the power to place
lim its on the num ber of immi grants in the var i ous com po nents of the intake. The
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paper (Collacott, 2006).



depart ment could not, there fore, cut off the num ber of Fam ily Class appli ca tions once
the annual tar get had been met for that group (Green and Green, 1996: 23). In effect,
this meant that, if some one qual i fied to come here as a spon sored rel a tive, Can ada was
obliged to take them, even if the pro cess ing of their visa could not be com pleted imme -
di ately and no mat ter how long the queue might become.

The rea son for giv ing pri or ity to spon sored rel a tives over skilled inde pend ent
immi grants was rel a tively sim ple: immi grants already in Can ada and who wanted to
bring in extended fam ily mem bers could vote in the next elec tion if they had become
cit i zens, while pro spec tive inde pend ent immi grants could not—even though they
were vir tu ally cer tain to be of greater eco nomic ben e fit to Can ada. When Freda
Hawkins reported on this sub ject in 1972, she noted that the pres sure to give pref er -
ence to spon sored rel a tives came largely from MPs who rep re sented rid ings with large
eth nic con stit u en cies as well as law yers who would ben e fit from pro vid ing advice to
pro spec tive immi grants and their spon sors (Hawkins, 1972: 349).

In terms of cur rent pol icy, par ents pro vide the key link through which extended
fam ily mem bers can be brought into the coun try. After being spon sored for entry by

their sons or daugh ters in Can ada, these par ents can bring with them 
their unmar ried depend ent chil dren. The lat ter can then marry
spouses from their coun try of ori gin, who in turn become eli gi ble to
spon sor their own par ents and their par ents’ off spring. The result ing 
“chain migra tion” can even tu ally lead to the set tle ment in Can ada of
doz ens of more dis tant rel a tives, none of whom has to meet the skills
or lan guage stan dards required of inde pend ent (Eco nomic Class)
immi grants. 

The oppor tu nity to spon sor par ents as a means of bring ing in
extended fam ily mem bers has also sig nif i cantly encour aged fraud u -
lent appli ca tions of one sort or another. One of the most com mon of
these is fraud u lent mar riages. Not many years after the 1978 leg is la -
tion was passed, the 1982 Audi tor Gen eral’s report noted with
regard to the inci dence of fraud u lent mar riages that “engage ments
and mar riages of con ve nience, even preg nan cies of con ve nience,

unver i fi able or dubi ous fam ily rela tion ships, and false or altered doc u ments are some
of the meth ods used…” (Audi tor Gen eral, 1982: sec tion 7.44).

While the gov ern ment paid lit tle atten tion to mar riage fraud issues for a long
time, by 2010 it rec og nized that such mar riages weak ened the immi gra tion sys tem. In
March of that year, the gov ern ment declared that it was launch ing pub lic con sul ta -
tions to ascer tain the extent of pub lic con cern with the prob lem (Cit i zen ship and
Immi gra tion Can ada, 2011a). One year later it announced mea sures designed to curb
oppor tu ni ties for mar riage fraud. One such require ment was the impo si tion of a
two-year wait ing period after the arrival of a spouse from abroad before they would be
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granted full per ma nent res i dence sta tus (Cit i zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada,
2012a). This meant, in effect, that the part ners had two years to show that both were
seri ous about con tin u ing the union before the spon sored spouse could be granted per -
ma nent sta tus.

Within the Fam ily Class, how ever, the spon sored par ents and 
grand par ents cat e gory has received most of the atten tion largely
because of the cost to the pub lic purse on the part of those who
come here under this cat e gory. Since most are retired, or at least
unlikely to find very remu ner a tive employ ment because of their
lack of qual i fi ca tions, they con trib ute lit tle, if any, of the income
taxes required to pay for the ben e fits they receive. In 2008, for
exam ple, 10 years after land ing, 70 per cent of the income of spon -
sored par ents and grand par ents came from OAS and GIS (Cit i zen -
ship and Immi gra tion Can ada, 2012b), while senior Cana di ans in
gen eral depended on these sources for only 21 per cent of their
income (Sta tis tics Can ada, 2011).

Despite the prob lems asso ci ated with the par ent and grand -
par ent pro gram, over the years its sup port ers have man aged to
broaden it and make less vul ner a ble to crit ics. In 1978, for exam ple, 
its sup port ers suc ceeded in hav ing removed the require ment that
spon sored par ents be at least 60 years old—thus increas ing the
scope for bring ing in par ents young enough to still have depend ent
chil dren and to facil i tate the chain migra tion of other fam ily mem -
bers not sub ject to the lan guage, skills, and edu ca tion require ments 
imposed on Eco nomic Class immi grants.

When the cur rent immi gra tion leg is la tion was tabled in
2000,4 sup port ers of the pro gram also suc cess fully applied pres sure 
to have the pro vi sions for spon sor ing par ents trans ferred from the
reg u la tions (where they could be altered at the admin is tra tive
level) to the Act itself, where it is much more secure and can not be
changed with out recourse to Par lia ment. The Immi gra tion and
Ref u gee Pro tec tion Act also eased pro vi sions for spon sor ing fam ily
mem bers and other rel a tives. It reduced the length of the spon sor -
ship obli ga tion from 10 years to three for spouses and com mon-law 
part ners, low ered the age at which one can spon sor a rel a tive from
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been amended a num ber of times since then. While some of recent mea sures men tioned above were taken 
at the admin is tra tive level and did not involve amend ments to the Act, the lat ter may be required if the
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19 to 18, and increased the age at which a depend ent son or daugh ter can be spon sored 
from 19 to 22. 

One of the most nota ble achieve ments of Fam ily Class advo cates was their suc -
cess in 2005 in get ting the gov ern ment to reverse a deci sion it had made to reduce the
annual tar get for the num ber of par ents and grand par ents to be admit ted. There had
been around 20,000 annual arriv als in this cat e gory until 2003, which then fell to
11,000 in 2004. When a tar get of between 5,500 and 6,800 for 2005 was announced by
then Min is ter of Immi gra tion Judy Sgro, it was clear that the gov ern ment’s aim was to
lower future intake sub stan tially.

In one sense it was hardly sur pris ing that the gov ern ment attempted to lower
admis sion lev els in the cat e gory. As the key link to Fam ily Class spon sor ships and as a
cat e gory that in itself was very costly to Cana di ans, it was dif fi cult to jus tify the intake
of such a large num ber of spon sored of par ents and grand par ents. In the face of strong
oppo si tion from groups rep re sent ing immi grants, how ever, the gov ern ment’s resolve
did not last long. In April 2005, the new min is ter of immi gra tion, Joe Volpe, announced
that the tar gets would be pushed back up to 18,000 for each of the next two years.
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Current issues with 
Family Class immigration

The most con ten tious as pect of Fam ily Class im mi gra tion in re cent years has been the
spon sor ship of par ents and grand par ents. Not only has a mas sive back log built up of
ap pli ca tions for en try un der this cat e gory, but es ti mates of the cost to Ca na dian tax -
pay ers—par tic u larly for the health care ser vices pro vided to par ents and grand par -
ents—have raised se ri ous ques tions about the ex tent to which ex ist ing tax pay ers
should be ex pected to un der write such spon sor ships. 

Major back logs had built up in other cat e go ries as well, such as for skilled immi -
grants (the larg est com po nent of the Eco nomic Class) because every year far more
peo ple were apply ing and meet ing the require ments than the gov ern ment was pre -
pared to admit into the coun try. In the case of spon sored par ents and grand par ents, a
senior gov ern ment offi cial esti mated before a Par lia men tary com mit tee on Novem ber
17, 2011, that, while the gov ern ment had been aim ing at admit ting between 15,000
and 18,000, about 35,000 to 40,000 were join ing the queue every year (Par lia ment of
Can ada, 2011a).

Those spon sor ing their par ents and grand par ents have become par tic u larly con -
cerned since the gov ern ment esti mated the wait for those back logged in this cat e gory
in Novem ber 2011 at close to seven years (Cit i zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada,
2012b)5—a length of time that could mean many might be too old to travel safely or
per haps even die before receiv ing their visas. The afore men tioned senior offi cial,
more over, also told the Par lia men tary com mit tee that, at the rate at which appli ca -
tions were being sub mit ted and at cur rent admis sion lev els, by 2020 the back log of
par ents and grand par ents would be close to half a mil lion and the wait time prob a bly
more than 15 years (Par lia ment of Can ada, 2011a). 

In the case of par ents and grand par ents not only has there been increas ing frus -
tra tion among spon sors over the length en ing wait time, but also greater pub lic aware -
ness and con cern over the high costs asso ci ated with the pro gram. With regard to the
lat ter, the gov ern ment made an esti mate of the costs to the health care sys tem of spon -
sored seniors (i.e., par ents and grand par ents over the age of 65) in a mem o ran dum
from the Dep uty Min is ter Cit i zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada to the Min is ter in
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Sep tem ber 2011—the text of the mem o ran dum was obtained through an Access to
Infor ma tion request and essen tial details made avail able to the pub lic in a Van cou ver
Sun arti cle (Cohen, 2012).

The gov ern ment mem o ran dum esti mated that in 2010 there were 275,000
senior (i.e., older than age 65) spon sored par ents and grand par ents in Can ada and that
their bal ance-of-life health care costs were $27 bil lion (Access to Infor ma tion request
by author to Cit i zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada, 2011c: 3). The esti mates did not

include the health costs of those youn ger than 65, which means that
the total cost for all par ents and grand par ents will be some what
higher since the aver age age of those who arrived in 2010, for exam -
ple, was 57, and of the total of 15,324 who arrived in that year, only
5,655 were aged 65 years or older.

On the other side of the led ger, the total cost could also be
some what lower since the gov ern ment’s esti mate assumed life
expec tancy of 85 years for all spon sored immi grants and did not
take into account pos si ble migra tion out of the coun try. If fig ures
for the lat ter were avail able and were fac tored in, a fur ther adjust -
ment would still have to be made to the health costs since some of
those who move abroad might return to Can ada for major med i cal
pro ce dures.

Accord ing to the gov ern ment’s cal cu la tions, the annual health 
care costs of the esti mated 275,000 senior spon sored par ents liv ing
in Can ada in 2010 came to nearly $3 bil lion a year, and the total cost
for a new comer senior was esti mated at $160,000 based on an
assumed life expec tancy of 85 years. It was also assumed that a large
por tion of the bur den of these costs would fall directly on the pub lic
purse since none of these seniors earned enough to pay sig nif i cant
income taxes.6

The gov ern ment’s esti mates were based on data from the
Cana dian Insti tute for Health Infor ma tion (2010) on life expec tan cies and aver age
health care costs for the dif fer ent age groups in the gen eral Cana dian pop u la tion. Data
were not avail able spe cif i cally for spon sored par ents and grand par ents, how ever, and
the gov ern ment’s esti mates for these were based on the assump tion that their life
expec tan cies and health care costs were the same as for Cana di ans in gen eral.

An alter na tive esti mate of the cost of health care for spon sored par ents and
grand par ents was pro vided by econ o mist Pat rick Grady, who con cluded that the aver -
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age health care costs for some one between the ages of 65 and 85 were $192,500 (Grady, 
2012: Table 2) based on data from a 2011 CD Howe Insti tute study (Dodge and Dion,
2011: 6).

In addi tion, Grady cal cu lated that senior spon sored par ents and grand par ents
received, on aver age, $6,262.24 in Old Age Secu rity (OAS) and Guar an teed Income
Sup ple ment (GIS) pay ments plus $1,381.30 in other gov ern ment trans fers for a total of 
$7,644 a year (Grady, 2012). This would amount to $152,880 for someone who lived in
Can ada from the age of 65 to 85.

If we com bine the gov ern ment’s esti mate of $160,000 in health care costs for
spon sored seniors with Grady’s cal cu la tion of the cost of the other ben e fits they
receive, the total for senior spon sored par ents and grand par ents over the 20-year
period comes to $312,880.

It is impor tant to note that these esti mated costs are gross and do not include the
total taxes (income, sales, busi ness, prop erty, etc.) paid by senior spon sored par ents
and grand par ents. By the same token, the esti mates do not take into account other
ben e fits they receive from gov ern ment goods, ser vices, and trans fers. Given that aver -
age total income for elderly recent immi grants is esti mated at $15,696, that these
immi grants received aver age annual gov ern ment trans fers of $7,644, and that the
annual per capita cost of health care for those over 65 is esti mated at roughly $9,600, it
is highly unlikely that senior spon sored par ents and grand par ents pay enough in taxes
to cover the costs of these pro grams.7 As such, it is clear that the par ent and grand par -
ent pro gram comes at a sub stan tial cost to Cana di ans and is putt ing a strain on our
already belea guered health care and pen sion sys tems.
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Arguments made in support of current 
sponsorship provisions

One ar gu ment that has been ad vanced in sup port of the par ent and grand par ent pro -
gram is that many of its spon sors come from cul tural back grounds where it is tra di -
tional for ex tended and multigenerational fam i lies to live un der one roof. While such a 
tra di tion may have been the case in some im mi grants’ coun tries of or i gin in the past,
there are in di ca tions that it is be com ing less so to day. An In dian gov ern ment sur vey
re leased in 2011, for ex am ple, showed that in a city such as Delhi, more than 90 per -
cent of peo ple were liv ing in west ern-style nu clear fam i lies (Nel son, 2011). If, there -
fore, house holds in In dia—es pe cially in the large ur ban cen tres from which many of
our most qualified In dian im mi grants come—are in creas ingly less likely to choose to
live with their par ents and grand par ents, it has to be asked whether such a tra di tion
needs to be ac corded im por tance in the shap ing of Ca na dian im mi gra tion pol icy.

A fur ther point that has been made in sup port of bring ing in par ents and grand -
par ents is that many poten tial immi grants who are highly skilled and likely to con trib -
ute to our econ omy may not be inter ested in com ing here if they can not be
accom pa nied by their par ents and sib lings. While being able to bring in one’s par ents
and grand par ents may be an added bonus for some new com ers, it seems unlikely that
very many who believe it is to their advan tage to immi grate to Can ada will decline to
do so because they can not spon sor such rel a tives. 

What is quite clear is that the par ent and grand par ent pro gram is very expen sive
for Cana di ans. Not with stand ing the finan cial ben e fits young work ing immi grant cou -
ples with chil dren enjoy by hav ing par ents and grand par ents with them to help out as
care givers,8 it is dif fi cult to jus tify such an arrange ment if it costs tax pay ers $160,000 in 
health care costs alone dur ing the life time of such a care giver in Can ada. 

While hav ing spon sored par ents and grand par ents avail able for child care may
reduce the bur den on gov ern ment-funded facil i ties and may also enable greater labour 
force par tic i pa tion by the spon sors, it seems unlikely that such ben e fits would come
close to off set ting the health care and other costs to tax pay ers of those sponsored. 
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8 The value of par ents and grand par ents as care givers for the spon sor’s chil dren has often been cited as a
major argu ment in sup port of the par ent and grand par ent pro gram. An exam ple of this can be found in a
paper by Ontario Lib eral Mem ber of Par lia ment Andrew Telegdi, who argues that, because of the ben e fits
to spon sors, the quota for this cat e gory must be increased and their appli ca tions expe dited (Telegdi,
2006).



Public support for changing 
Family Class immigration

With re spect to Fam ily Class im mi gra tion, there is grow ing sup port among the gen -
eral pub lic for a tight en ing of the rules. For ex am ple, in the sum mer of 2011, Cit i zen -
ship and Im mi gra tion Can ada held in-per son and on line con sul ta tions with
stake holders and the pub lic in which al most half of the re spon dents said they did not
be lieve it was im por tant to main tain the par ents and grand par ents cat e gory and 60
per cent said they did not be lieve par ents and grand par ents should be given the same
ap pli ca tion pro cess ing pri or ity as spouses, part ners, and chil dren (Cit i zen ship and Im -
mi gra tion Can ada, 2012b). A re cent poll, more over, re vealed that, while Ca na di ans
agreed by a mar gin of al most six to one that im mi grants should be al lowed to bring

their spouses and de pend ent chil dren with them, when asked whether
ex tended fam ily mem bers such as par ents and grand par ents should
also be al lowed to ac com pany them, re spon dents reg is tered their op -
po si tion by a mar gin of two-and-a-half to one (Fo rum Research, 2013).

Another indi ca tion that sup port has been wan ing for sub si diz ing
the cost of par ents and grand par ents was in fact evi dent even before
the cur rent debate began in ear nest in 2010. In 2009, a Toronto area
Lib eral MP, Ruby Dhalla, tabled a pri vate mem ber’s bill that would
reduce the wait time to become eli gi ble to receive Old Age Secu rity
from 10 to three years for par ents and grand par ents from coun tries
that do not have recip ro cal pen sion agree ments with Can ada.9 

Al though the bill was sec onded by prom i nent Lib eral MP Bob
Rae, it was op posed by the Lib eral pen sion critic, Judy Sgro, who
pointed out that it would cost tax pay ers hun dreds of mil lions of dol -
lars, and by most other Lib eral MPs, who re al ized it would not be pop -
u lar with the gen eral pub lic. In the end, Dhalla’s bill did not even get as
far as first read ing in Parliament.
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9 Can ada has recip ro cal pen sion agree ments with coun tries that col lect taxes from their cit i zens dur ing
their work ing lives to pay for income sup port after they retire. Par ents and grand par ents from such coun -
tries are eli gi ble to receive OAS after three years of res i dency in Can ada. Par ents and grand par ents from
coun tries that do not have recip ro cal agree ments with Can ada, in con trast, must wait 10 years before
receiv ing OAS.



Proposed new regulations

Given the is sues with fam ily class im mi gra tion and grow ing sup port for change, then
Im mi gra tion Min is ter Ja son Kenney an nounced on No vem ber 4, 2011, Phase I of the
Ac tion Plan for Faster Fam ily Re uni fi ca tion, a four-part pro gram deal ing with the
spon sored par ents and grand par ents wait ing in the back log and fu ture ap pli ca tions
(Cit i zen ship and Im mi gra tion Can ada, 2011b). 

One ele ment of the announce ment was that there would be a pause of up to 24
months in the accep tance of new spon sor ship appli ca tions for par ents and grand par -
ents begin ning Novem ber 5, 2011. Another ele ment was that the gov ern ment would
con sult Cana di ans on how to rede sign the pro gram to ensure its sustainability in the
future, to avoid future large back logs, and to be sen si tive to fis cal con straints.

Along with these two mea sures tem po rarily restrict ing new appli ca tions and
pres ag ing changes that could limit intake in the future, the gov ern ment also
announced two ini tia tives to assuage those in the back log as well as offer alter na tive
arrange ments for fam ily reuni fi ca tion that did not involve bring ing in par ents and
grand par ents on a per ma nent basis. The first was to increase the num ber admit ted
from just over 15,000 in 2010 to 25,000 in 2012 (and later announc ing that the tar get
for 2013 would also be 25,000). The sec ond was to intro duce a par ent and grand par ent
“Super Visa” that would be valid for 10 years and allow par ents and grand par ents to
visit Can ada for up to 24 months at a time.

The lat ter mea sure allows par ents and grand par ents to spend extended peri ods
of time with their off spring in Can ada while at the same time elim i nat ing the cost to
tax pay ers since spon sors have to pro vide full sup port while the par ents and grand par -
ents are here as well as take out med i cal insur ance to cover their health care costs. 

In May 2013, the gov ern ment announced fur ther mea sures for deal ing with the
back log as well as man ag ing future spon sor ship appli ca tions in a more effec tive man -
ner. Spe cif i cally, its inten tion to imple ment the pro vi sions of Phase II of the Action
Plan for Faster Fam ily Reuni fi ca tion (Cit i zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada, 2013a)
included the fol low ing10:

4 In 2012 and 2013, Can ada will admit 50,000 par ents and grand par ents as per ma nent res i -
dents. This rep re sents the high est level of par ents and grand par ents admit ted in 20 years.
In 2014, Can ada will main tain high lev els of admis sions for par ents and grand par ents.
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10 Fur ther back ground on Phase II as well as the text of the pro posed new reg u la tions are avail able on the
Can ada Gazette website (Can ada Gazette, 2013).



4 The Super Visa will become per ma nent and will con tinue to pro vide flex i bil ity for
fam i lies who use the 10-year mul ti ple-entry visa, allow ing visa hold ers to remain in
Can ada up to two years at a time. Over 15,000 Super Visas have been issued since the
pro gram’s launch in Decem ber 2011 with approval rates averaging 86 percent.

4 New qual i fy ing cri te ria for per ma nent res i dency
spon sor ship of par ents and grand par ents will increase 
the finan cial respon si bil ity of spon sors to ensure they
have the means to sup port those they spon sor. These
cri te ria include: 1) extend ing the spon sor ship sup port
period from 10 years to 20 years since there has been a
marked ten dency on the part of those spon sored to
seek wel fare as soon as the cur rent 10 period for sup -
port by the spon sor is up; 2) add 30% to the Min i mum
Nec es sary Income (MNI) required of spon sors since it 
has been found that the exist ing MNI require ment is
fre quently not suf fi cient to ensure ade quate sup port
of par ents and grand par ents in addi tion to the spon -
sor’s imme di ate fam ily; 3) lengthen from one year to
three years the period for which the spon sor must
dem on strate they have suf fi cient income in order to
pre vent cases where a spon sor ship is allowed on the basis of a sin gle year of high earn -
ings that does not reflect the spon sor’s true finan cial sit u a tion; 4) limit evi dence of the
spon sor’s income to doc u ments issued by the Can ada Rev e nue Agency since many of
those accepted until now have proven to be unre li able; 5) give immi gra tion offi cers
who are pro cess ing spon sor ship appli ca tions the author ity to ask for updated doc u -
men ta tion of the spon sor’s earn ings in cases where at least a year has elapsed
between the time the appli ca tion is received and when a deci sion on it is made in
order to ensure that the earn ings are still suf fi cient; and 6) change the def i ni tion of
depend ent chil dren to reduce the age limit to under 19 and remove the excep tion for
full-time stu dents.

5,000 new spon sor ship appli ca tions will be accepted in 2014 under the new pro -
posed reg u la tions. This will mark a change from the past when, until 2011, there was
no limit on how many could apply and which resulted in the accu mu la tion of 160,000
appli ca tions in the backlog.
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Assessment of the proposed
regulations

It is in ter est ing that the gov ern ment has cho sen to deal with the back log of skilled im -
mi grants (Eco nomic Class) and Fam ily Class im mi grants dif fer ently. For in stance, the
gov ern ment chose to re duce the back log of skilled work ers by cancelling the ap pli ca -
tions of those who had ap plied un der the old stan dards, re fund ing their ap pli ca tion
fees, and al low ing them to re ap ply un der the new (and higher) stan dards. In con trast,
in the case of spon sored par ents and grand par ents, it has cho sen to ad mit a ma jor pro -
por tion of those in the back log on the ba sis of the stan dards in place when their ap pli -
ca tions for ad mis sion were orig i nally made. While the rea son for this dif fer ence in
ap proach has not been made clear, a likely con sid er ation is that, as men tioned ear lier
in this pa per, spon sors of par ents and grand par ents are usu ally el i gi ble to vote in the
next elec tion while skilled im mi grants do not have spon sors able to in flu ence the out -
come of elec tions in Can ada. 

With 50,000 of the spon sored par ents and grand par ents from the back log being
admit ted in 2012 and 2013 and another 20,000 planned for admis sion in 2014 (Cit i -
zen ship and Immi gra tion Can ada, 2013b), the esti mated cost to tax pay ers will be sub -
stan tial. Based on esti mated costs of over $300,000 each dur ing the course of their
life times in Can ada, the total cost of these 70,000 par ents and grand par ents will be in
the neigh bor hood of $21 bil lion. While the gov ern ment esti mates that this will reduce
the queue to half of what it was in 2011, if those remain ing in the back log are even tu -
ally admit ted, the cost to tax pay ers could rise to more than $40 bil lion, over half of
which would come from health care pro grams.

As men tioned above, the Super Visa will become per ma nent under Phase II. The
appar ent suc cess of the Super Visa has been reflected in the fact that Aus tra lia recently 
fol lowed our exam ple by intro duc ing a some what sim i lar pro gram under which par -
ents and grand par ents could obtain a visa valid for up to five years, good for indi vid ual
vis its of 12 months, and for which spon sors had to pro vide med i cal insur ance as well as 
sup port (Aus tra lia, 2013a). The Cana dian gov ern ment should con tinue to pro mote
the Super Visa  pro gram both because of its ben e fits for immi grant com mu ni ties and
because of its prob a ble effect of reduc ing pres sures to increase spon sor ship of par ents
and grand par ents to come here per ma nently.

The third pro vi sion put forth in Phase II (i.e., the require ment to ensure that
spon sors have suf fi cient resources to sup port their par ents and grand par ents and
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accom pa ny ing depend ents after they arrive in Can ada) makes good eco nomic sense
and will reduce the bur den on Cana dian tax pay ers.

A major effort, how ever, will be required to ensure that spon sors do, in fact, pro -
vide the sup port to which they have com mit ted. One of the prob lems with the under -
tak ings required up to the pres ent (and which, of course, have been for a shorter time
than will be the case in the future), is that spon sors have often failed to ful fill their obli -
ga tions and tax pay ers were left to fill the gap.

The pro posal to change the def i ni tion of depend ent chil dren to reduce the age
limit to under 19 and remove the excep tion for full-time stu dents also makes sense. As
long ago as 1982 the Audi tor Gen eral of Can ada had iden ti fied the phe nom e non of
“cou rier par ents” who, after being spon sored as immi grants to Can ada, brought their
chil dren with them as their depend ents and then returned to their coun try of ori gin

while leav ing their chil dren in Can ada (Report of the Audi -
tor Gen eral of Can ada, 1982: sec tion 7.45). In such cases the
spon sor ship of the par ents was clearly for the pur pose of
bring ing in their chil dren on a per ma nent basis with out the
lat ter hav ing to meet the stan dards required of skilled (i.e.,
inde pend ent) immi grants (Collacott, 2002: 22).

While the pro posed changes in the def i ni tion of
depend ent chil dren con sti tute a move in the right direc tion, 
the gov ern ment may wish to con sider in the future the
intro duc tion of the Bal ance of Fam ily Test employed by
Aus tra lia for almost two decades to reg u late and ratio nal ize
the set tle ment of spon sored par ents and grand par ents in
that coun try. This requires that, in order for some one to
spon sor their par ents, at least half of their sib lings have to
be already liv ing per ma nently in Aus tra lia, or at least more
of them liv ing per ma nently in Aus tra lia than in any other
coun try (Aus tra lia, 2013b). The ratio nale for this require -

ment is that, since the jus ti fi ca tion for bring in one’s par ents is fam ily reuni fi ca tion, it
does n’t make much sense for them to come if more mem bers of their fam ily live else -
where than in Aus tra lia. 

This require ment has led to very dif fer ent results from those ensu ing from Can -
ada’s par ent and grand par ent pro gram. In our case, some one can nom i nate their par -
ents even if all of their sib lings live in other coun tries. Once the Bal ance of Fam ily Test
was intro duced in Aus tra lia, fewer par ents qual i fied for spon sor ship than in the past,
and fewer sib lings accom pa nied them as depend ents since most had to be per ma nent
res i dents in Aus tra lia already in order for the par ents to be eli gi ble to be spon sored in
the first place.
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Lastly, under Phase II, the plan to begin accept ing new appli ca tions again in 2014 
con firms the gov ern ment’s com mit ment to main tain ing a pro gram for the spon sor -
ship of par ents and grand par ents. While it intends to raise the require ments for spon -
sor ship, those for tu nate enough to have one of the 5,000 spon sor ship appli ca tions that
are accepted will, nev er the less, be able to ben e fit from what will still be a very gen er ous 
pro gram. Although the pro posed new guide lines should to a con sid er able extent
reduce the fis cal trans fers to those spon sored, the costs the lat ter incur on the pub lic
health care sys tem will remain. And these are not incon sid er able. As indi cated above,
they are esti mated to be at least $160,000 for each of those spon sored dur ing their life -
time in Can ada.

In com par i son, it is worth not ing that most spon sored par ents and grand par ents
who set tle in Aus tra lia are admit ted under a pro gram that involves a sub stan tial finan -
cial out lay. To obtain a Con trib u tory Par ent visa, spon sors must pay a total of
AU$46,286 in visa fees in addi tion to post ing a finan cial bond and an assur ance of sup -
port (Aus tra lia, 2013c). Even pay ments of this mag ni tude prob a bly fall far short of the
cost of the pub lic health care ser vices that each of the arriv als is likely to receive dur ing
their life time in Aus tra lia. In the cir cum stances, it remains dif fi cult to jus tify the
expen di ture of hun dreds of thou sands of dol lars on health care for elderly immi grants
who have made lit tle or no con tri bu tion to the tax base that pays for such ser vices.
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Recommendations and con clu sions

The Ca na dian gov ern ment has taken a year-and-a-half to draw up mea sures to deal
with the large back log of spon sored par ents and grand par ents wait ing to en ter Can ada
and to de velop pro pos als for re or ga niz ing the pro gram so that it still pro vides for such
spon sor ships in the fu ture, but with out plac ing such a heavy fis cal bur den on Ca na dian 
tax pay ers. The el e ments of the pack age of mea sures an nounced by the Min is ter of Im -
mi gra tion on May 10, 2013, partly ad dress both of these issues.

In the case of the back log, the gov ern ment has cho sen to allow a major pro por -
tion of those in the queue to come here despite the heavy costs this will incur on tax -
pay ers and the addi tional pres sure their pres ence here will place on the health care
sys tem. The pub lic should be aware of the extent of these costs, par tic u larly since there 
may well be renewed pres sure in the future to increase the num bers admit ted and, if
so, there should be no illu sions about the costs involved. 

The pro pos als to strengthen spon sor ship require ments make good sense
because they will reduce the like li hood that those com ing here will rely heavily on
social assis tance for income sup port. Costs to the health care sys tem will, how ever,
still be very con sid er able. Changes to the rules apply ing to chil dren accom pa ny ing
spon sored par ents and grand par ents as their depend ents are also an improve ment,
although could be made better by intro duc ing pro vi sions along the lines of the Aus tra -
lian Bal ance of Fam ily Test.

The gov ern ment has indi cated that under the pro posed new mea sures the num -
ber of new appli ca tions for spon sored par ents and grand par ents accepted in 2014 will
be lim ited to 5,000. While it has not indi cated how many new appli ca tions will be
accepted after 2014, it seems rea son able to assume that it has no plans to raise the
num ber accepted annu ally to more than 5,000 given the con tin u ing high cost of the
pro gram to tax pay ers, par tic u larly in the area of health care ser vices.

The still very gen er ous pro vi sions of the pro gram, how ever, may well result in
demands to increase the num bers allowed to come here.11 The price for increas ing the
num bers could well be a require ment that these costs be shifted entirely from tax pay -
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11 An indi ca tion of pos si ble future attempts at the polit i cal level to ease pro vi sions for spon sor ing par ents
and grand par ents, as well pos si bly to push for increased num bers, came in an address to an audi ence of
Indo-Cana dian vot ers in the Van cou ver sub urb of Sur rey on July 24, 2013, by the leader of the Lib eral
Party of Can ada, Justin Tru deau. He is reported to have declared that, were he to become prime min is ter,
his gov ern ment would reverse the Tory crack down on Fam ily Class immi gra tion and that “Lib er als
under stand how we bring over par ents and grand par ents is how we build strong com mu ni ties and a stron -
ger Can ada” (Gunter, 2013).



ers to spon sors if pub lic accep tance of the par ent and grand par ent pro gram is to be
main tained. 

In terms of spe cific mea sures to reduce the cost to the pub lic, one approach
would be to require that spon sors take out com pre hen sive med i cal insur ance, as is
now required for Super Visa vis i tor appli ca tions, and com mit them selves to pro vid ing

whatever income sup port will be required. As Pat rick Grady
has pointed out, how ever, sim ply requir ing that spon sors
accept per sonal respon si bil ity for the sup port and health
care of their par ents and grand par ents may not be enough,
given the prob lems gov ern ments have encoun tered in try ing 
to recover costs from spon sors who have been unable or
unwill ing to carry out their under tak ings of sup port (Grady,
2012: 11).

If annual lev els for new appli ca tions are indeed raised
above 5,000, con sid er ably more atten tion will have to be
given to work ing out the mech a nisms by which tax pay ers will
be ade quately pro tected from hav ing to assume the costs of
sup port and med i cal care asso ci ated with par ents and grand -
par ents if, for one rea son or another, spon sors fail to do so.
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