
This piece won second place ($2,000) in the United Nations Association in Canada’s 
2012 young leaders’ op-ed competition. I wrote in response to the question: “What is the 
most significant challenge confronting the management of Canada’s natural resources 
and how can Canada lead in addressing this challenge?” 

Canada’s natural resource boom hinges on immigrant labour ��� 

by Carly Pender  

Canada’s economic future relies on the sustainable use of our ample natural resources, 
but the path to harnessing our country’s potential is hazy – and rife with potential human 
rights abuses. The most significant challenge confronting the management of Canada’s 
natural resources relates to human capital.  

Canada must take major steps towards ensuring there’s sufficient labour available to 
harvest our plentiful resources, and a significant part of any future strategy must involve 
the large-scale recruitment of foreign workers. Such recruitment can’t take the same 
shape it does today. Our new game plan must be efficient but, mostly importantly, 
humane. 

Action on this matter can’t wait, as Canadian industry is in the midst of a dire labour 
shortage thanks mainly to our low birthrate and aging population. A recent CIBC report 
indicates that 30 per cent of the country’s businesses face a shortage that threatens to 
linger.  

Earlier this year, the Globe and Mail noted that “virtually every sector of the economy is 
forecasting shortages.” For instance, mining needs 112,000 workers by 2021. Alberta – 
arguably the locus of Canada’s natural resource economy – predicts a need for 607,000 
new staff in the next decade and expects to fall 114,000 short. 

If we can’t reach our employment targets, resource production will fall short and our 
economy will underperform. Other keen countries will gladly pick up the slack and reap 
the benefits for themselves.  

Employers are already looking for talent beyond our borders. Many recruits come to 
Canada under the federal temporary foreign worker program (TFWP), which has the 
potential to fill our future employment gaps. National statistics reveal that in 2010 there 
were more than 42,000 TFWs in Alberta alone, representing 25% of Canada’s TFW 
cohort. 

These workers’ rights aren’t fully protected. There’s no system for monitoring and 
enforcing the terms of the program, making TFWs vulnerable to exploitation and 
unexpected events, such as illness, layoffs, and work- related injuries.  

Many TFWs, desperately in need of survival income, accept working conditions others 
would simply reject. Employers can legally pay TFWs as low as 15 per cent below 
standard wages, but due to bogus extra bills (such as exorbitant “hiring fees”) workers 



may earn a fraction of what they’re promised. 

The Canadian Council for Refugees (CCR) calls TFWs “Canada’s disposable 
workforce,” a term that becomes painfully accurate as this group’s death toll and 
grievances mount. Under these circumstances, the TFWP threatens the integrity of our 
immigration policies and the industries they support. An overhaul is desperately needed. 

Let’s start with ideology: Canada’s immigration and natural resource strategies must 
invest in people, not workers. They must aim to build careers, not fill jobs. Foreign 
recruits providing a service to Canadians and their government deserve to be treated like 
Canadians.  

This means, for example, paying a TFW as much as a Canadian would expect to earn 
doing the same job, because a person’s country of origin shouldn’t determine his or her 
value. To ensure employer compliance, Canada must implement a framework for 
protecting migrant workers. Movement towards such a framework has been slow and 
embarrassing.  

Our country still hasn’t ratified the 1990 United Nations convention that safeguards 
migrant workers and their families, but the rationale for providing legally binding 
guidelines for TFWPs is sound: Safe employees are happy employees; happy employees 
are productive employees. 

In addition to offering safe workplaces, we must be a nation of gracious hosts to ensure 
TFWs enjoy a good quality of life. They deserve to bring their families along rather than 
sending home remittances every month, and even the most remote locations – like the 
ones housing many of our oil-related projects – settlement services must be readily 
available to ensure newcomers have the support they need.  

Crucially, the government must help build bridges between Canadians and TFWs to help 
squash public sentiment that immigrants “steal” Canadian jobs. Another gesture of 
hospitality is linked to nation-building. Our multicultural history provides justification for 
creating a swift path to permanent residency for those who demonstrate their potential to 
positively contribute to Canada.  

After all, as the CCR has noted, “When [TFWs] are forced to leave at the end of their 
visa, Canada loses workers with valuable experience and ties to Canadian society.” 
Surely, we need these workers as much as they need us. 

It’s not too late to reform the TFWP. Canada can’t let foreign talent slip away; we must 
recruit, welcome, and support newcomers as if they were Canadians – because they’re a 
big part of the future of our natural resources and, by extension, our economy. 

 
	  


