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Refugee crisis East   West

Canada 
welcomes Syrian 
refugees to their 
new home
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

C 

anadian Prime Minis-
ter Justin Trudeau was 
joined by several other 
officials in greeting Syr-
ian refugees upon their 

arrival in Toronto and Montreal in 
December. Trudeau welcomed in-
dividuals and families to their new 
home, where they have been re-
settled as part of a plan to relocate 
25,000 Syrian refugees to Canada.

As governments in Europe and 
the United States become increas-
ingly conservative in refugee reset-
tlement programmes, the Canadi-
an government remains welcoming 
and supportive.

“The nature of this [Canadian] 
society is very welcoming… It’s a 
multicultural society,” said Fadi 
Hayek, a native of Aleppo, Syria, 
who arrived with his family in Ot-
tawa as government-assisted refu-
gees on November 7th. “We don’t 
even feel like refugees.”

After the Liberal Party won the 
October 2015 elections, Trudeau 
assembled a task force to imple-
ment its campaign promise to 
help 25,000 Syrian refugees relo-
cate to Canada by the end of 2015. 

Trudeau’s plan for Syrian refugee 
resettlement programmes received 
widespread support from the pub-
lic.

The government is using Cana-
dian aeroplanes for direct flights 
for Syrian refugees and has desig-
nated terminals at Toronto Pearson 
International Airport and Montreal 
Pierre Elliott Trudeau International 
Airport to process Syrian refugees 
for permanent residence, health 
coverage and social insurance 
numbers upon arrival.

“[We] were refugees on the aero-
plane. Once we arrived, we are Ca-
nadians,” said Hayek.

“There is an environment for us 
to be productive and to contribute 
to the community,” he added. “This 
makes us feel that we belong.”

Local governments across Can-
ada have initiated settlement pro-
jects that aim to assist refugees 
at their final destinations. These 
initiatives offer support with hous-
ing, language training and social 
services.

Though the resettlement process 
is moving steadily, the federal gov-
ernment missed its initial deadline 
and modified the plan multiple 
times. Still, the government re-
mains firm in its commitment. As 
of January 13th, 10,299 Syrians had 
arrived in Canada since November 
4th, with more arriving each day.

James Milner, an expert on refu-
gee policy and an associate pro-
fessor at Carleton University in 
Ottawa, said Canada was consider-
ing measures to collaborate with 
refugee-hosting countries, such as 
Jordan and Lebanon. He said those 
steps would benefit Syrian refugees 
in the region on issues such as the 

right to work.
According to Milner, Canada has 

a vision to do more than resettle 
refugees, provide aid and move on 
from the issue of refugee crisis. “If 
Canada really wants to be fully en-
gaged as part of the global refugee 
regime, it then becomes the ques-
tion of how do you build from the 
contributions you’ve made, to be 
part of the conversation of what 
a more comprehensive solution 
would look like,” he added.

The Canadian government is fo-
cused on contributing humanitar-
ian aid to the region. It announced 
in November an additional $100 
million contribution to support 
UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) efforts to help Syr-
ians. Since the start of the conflict 
in Syria, the government said that 
Canada has provided nearly $1 bil-
lion in aid.

In addition to government-
sponsored refugee programmes, 
Canadian citizens and permanent 
residents have the right to sponsor 
refugees privately at their own ex-
pense. Many groups have formed 
to support Syrian families’ and in-
dividuals’ efforts to move to Cana-
da.

Since the government made the 
commitment to resettle more Syr-
ian refugees, private sponsorship 
groups have seen a dramatic im-
provement in application process-
ing times. In some cases, private 
sponsorship applications have 
been processed in three months, 
compared with an average process-
ing time of one year in previous 
years.

Amer Adas, a Syrian-Canadian 
activist, is working on applications 
to privately sponsor his two uncles 
and their families, who are refu-

gees in Turkey.
“If we still had the previous Con-

servative government, we wouldn’t 
have the opportunity to help refu-
gees in the same way that we are 
doing it now,” he said. “We would 
probably be hearing all of this fear-
mongering about refugees and the 
negative effects they would bring 
to Canada.”

While the Liberals remain firm 
on reaching the goal of welcom-
ing 25,000 refugees by the end of 
February, Minister of Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship John Mc-
Callum said that Canada hopes to 
take in upward of 50,000 Syrians 
by the end of 2016.

“My family and I are grateful that 
the government has demonstrated 
that it will continue with its efforts 
in bringing refugees to Canada, de-
spite the incidents that occurred 
worldwide,” Adas said.

Syrian refugees are greeted by Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (L) on their arrival from 
Beirut at the Toronto Pearson International Airport in Mississauga, Ontario, Canada, last December.

As of January 13th, 
10,299 Syrians had 
arrived in Canada 
since November 4th, 
with more arriving 
each day.

Europe’s tepid welcome to refugees

F
ive months on from 
the German chancel-
lor’s compassionate 
welcome to refugees 
— “We can do it”, 
Angela Merkel told her 

country as it faced the prospect 
of taking in hundreds of thou-
sands of Syrians — the European 
crisis may be hitting a wall.

There is no higher barrier that 
European governments can erect 
than the following psychological 
measures: threatening each other 
or their constituent parts with 
lawsuits against borders that are 
too open; suggesting that their 
people pay a special continent-
wide “refugee tax”; and legislat-
ing to appropriate cash and high-
value assets of refugees (wedding 
rings and items of sentimental 
value excepted).

Consider the import of recent 
developments: One of Merkel’s 
leading allies, the premier of 
Bavaria, threatened to take her 
government to court unless 
“orderly conditions” are swiftly 
restored at Germany’s borders. 
German Finance Minister Wolf-
gang Schaeuble controversially 
proposed raising the price of 
petrol across Europe to pay for the 

extra people the continent has to 
feed, clothe and house. By the end 
of January, Denmark will have a 
new law requiring refugees with 
more than $1,500 in cash or high-
value assets to hand them over to 
the state. And Switzerland’s State 
Secretariat for Migration said local 
authorities may seize a refugee’s 
belongings if they exceed $1,000 
in value.

Each of these new steps will 
make it harder for Europe to ac-
cept refugees and for refugees 
to accept Europe. They may not 
be part of a grand plan but the 
cumulative effects will seem as if 
they were. It is what most Euro-
peans want, as Malte Lehming of 
the Berlin newspaper Der Ta-
gesspiegel recently explained: “All 
the parties in parliament are for 
refugees, and a large part of the 
media agrees, but at least half of 
the population consists of enraged 
citizens who feel they have no 
political representation and are 
walking around with their fists in 
their pockets.”

He meant Germany but it may 
be generally true of Europe as a 
whole. By every measure — po-
litical statements, public debate, 
pollsters’ surveys, perceptibly 
more thuggish street and social 
media activity — the refugee issue 
has become a dangerously front-
loaded continent-wide crisis. One 
that coarsens European self-belief 
in inalienable human rights and 
responsibilities and one that chal-
lenges refugees’ belief in Europe 
as “a beacon of hope”, in the lyri-
cal phrase used by European Com-
mission President Jean-Claude 
Juncker in September.

And yet, so long as the war con-
tinues in Syria, the flow outward 
of desperate and dispossessed 
people will continue. Where can 
they go? Where will they go? 
Europe’s new barriers — some still 
only in the form of mind-bending 
proposals — will undoubtedly 
serve as a deterrent. The Danish 
government, for instance, has 
lost no time in advertising its 
new asset-seizure legislation in 
the Lebanese media. It’s part of 
a public information campaign 
that Danish Immigration Minister 
Inger Stoejberg sees as crucial in 
making her country “significantly 
less attractive for asylum-seek-
ers”.

Ditto for Germany, with its 
darkly emerging deep divi-
sions over the post-World War II 
Willkommenskultur, that fabled 
welcoming culture towards mi-

grants, which discouraged public 
doubts about cultural differences 
and integration. All across Europe, 
the real and psychological check-
points are bound to have their 
intended effect. What hope then 
for refugees to rebuild their lives?

It has to be said, so let’s just say 
it. Europe does not have to be the 
fulcrum, pivot, cornerstone of 
hope for refugees from the Middle 
East. Their own neighbourhood 
bears some responsibility and this 
may be the time to shoulder it. 
Europe’s conniptions over 2015’s 
influx of more than 1 million refu-
gees should refocus the debate 
on the action and inaction in the 
refugees’ home region. For years, 
the majority of Syria’s displaced 
have remained in their geographi-
cal neighbourhood — Lebanon, 
Jordan, Iraq and Turkey — but 
till now, they lacked the protec-
tion (and crucially, the papers) to 
allow them to work, live decently 
and rebuild their shattered lives. 
This made Europe their only 
hope.

But now, Turkey, which hosts 
2.2 million Syrian refugees and 
thousands of Iraqis, is prepared 
to grant them work permits. It is a 
huge step, the lowering of a psy-
chological drawbridge. This may 
be the way forward for a harried 
people, fleeing a savage war, and 
finding the apparent warmth of 
Europe’s welcome unacceptably 
tepid and conditional.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Each of these new steps 
will make it harder for 
Europe to accept refugees 
and for refugees to accept 
Europe. Refugees from Syria present flowers to 

passers-by as they demonstrate against 
violence near Cologne, on January 16th.


