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® (1620)
[English]

The Chair (Mrs. Salma Zahid (Scarborough Centre, Lib.)):
Good afternoon everyone.

I call meeting number 10 of the Standing Committee on Citizen-
ship and Immigration to order. Before we proceed, I just want to re-
mind all of those who are attending in person to be physically dis-
tanced from others by at least two meters and to wear a mask unless
you are seated and are more than two meters from anyone else.
This is a hybrid meeting. Some members are appearing in person in
the parliamentary precinct, and the other members are appearing re-
motely.

As a reminder to all members, please speak at a pace that is slow
enough for the interpretation to keep up. The clerk will be tracking
raised hands and keeping a speaking list for the chair. If there are
any, all questions shall be decided by a recorded vote except for
those decided unanimously or on division. Based on the order
adopted by the House on September 23, the meeting is webcast and
is available on ParlVu.

Today, I welcome the Honourable Marco Mendicino, Minister of
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship. Today, we have a briefing
session on IRCC staffing levels based on the motion that was
passed by the committee. The motion was moved by Ms. Kwan that
the committee invite the minister and departmental officials for two
hours to provide a briefing to committee members on the impact of
the pandemic on Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship's staffing
levels and the ability to process all immigration and refugee
streams locally and abroad.

Welcome, Minister. Thanks for appearing before the committee
once again. You will have five minutes for your opening remarks,
and then we will go into a round of questioning.

The minister will be staying with us for the first hour, and then
the second hour will be with the departmental officials. We have
with us Catrina Tapley, deputy minister; Marian Campbell Jarvis,
assistant deputy minister, strategic and program policy; Daniel
Mills, assistant deputy minister, operations; and Fraser Valentine,
assistant deputy minister, settlement and integration.

We will start with a statement by the Honourable Marco Mendi-
cino.
Minister, you have five minutes.

Hon. Marco Mendicino (Minister of Immigration, Refugees
and Citizenship): Thank you, Madame Chair.

Colleagues, I'm pleased to return to speak to you again about IR-
CC operations and spending and, in particular, our work to process
applications and assist Canadians and those who wish to come here.
Local migration has been upended by the pandemic. From
widespread travel restrictions and employees working from home
to constraints on our settlement partners, it has had a significant im-
pact on my department's work.

However, we've taken quick action, providing additional re-
sources where they're needed most, streamlining our processes, and
ramping systems back up. We've come a long way since the onset
of the pandemic. Progress is being made every week to the point
where we have now surpassed overall pre-COVID treatment rates
in some cases. As of early November, our percentage of final deci-
sions across all categories actually exceeded a similar period in
2019.

I would like to quickly note some other important decisions
we've made to mitigate the impact of the pandemic and help those
who wish to come to Canada. One of the very first things we did
was to implement priority processing for those who need it most,
like vulnerable people, family members seeking to reunite, and
those in essential services. We're making great strides in processing
more applications virtually. We've implemented adaptive measures,
which extend submission deadlines for those facing delays due to
travel restrictions. Adding this flexibility also results in extending
processing times, but this is necessary to ensure that no application
is refused due to restrictions related to the pandemic.

In this most challenging time, families belong together. That's
why we're redoubling our efforts to process applications so that im-
mediate families can remain together in Canada, or be reunited as
soon as possible. We've significantly increased the monthly number
of spousal, partner and child applications we're processing from
fewer than a thousand in May to just under 5,400 in October. This
means that we expect to process nearly 50,000 by the end of the
year.

We've also introduced exemptions to allow immediate family
members, as well as certain extended family members, to come to
Canada.

Understandably, demand is very high, but we have processed
tens of thousands of applications, and I'm pleased to share that
these requests are being processed in 10 to 11 days if those applica-
tions are complete, well within our processing standard of 14 days.
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[Translation]

International students bring so much to our country. That’s why
we have worked with many partners to implement a process that al-
lows them to arrive safely and study in Canada.

[English]

With public gatherings off the table for the foreseeable future,
we've taken citizenship ceremonies online, welcoming more than
42,000 new Canadians at virtual ceremonies. We also recently re-
launched citizenship testing online.

Finally, I'm pleased to share that we've developed a new process
to assist permanent resident applications that were approved on or
before March 18, but whose confirmation of permanent residence
and PR visas have expired. Officers have been reaching out directly
to determine clients' eligibility and willingness to travel, and reopen
files as necessary. These efforts often require more time and effort
than usual, but we will soon have contacted everyone affected.

[Translation]

Since time is short, I won’t be able to describe in detail all the
other ways we have reacted to this new reality, but I will simply say
that we have adapted and created the necessary leeway to respond
to the current circumstances.

Madam Chair, I am confident that the measures we are taking on
immigration application processing, combined with our recently an-
nounced immigration levels plan, put us on the right track to build a
stronger, more prosperous and diverse Canada for the future.

Thank you very much.
[English]
The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

We will now move to our round of questioning. We will start our
first round of six minutes with Ms. Dancho.

Ms. Raquel Dancho (Kildonan—St. Paul, CPC): Thank you,
and thank you, Minister, for being here. I appreciated your remarks.

We're here today to question you on the family reunification
study that the committee has been undertaking for the last number
of months in response to the tremendous challenges faced by fami-
lies and by others as a result of your government's immigration re-
sponse to the pandemic. We heard very heartbreaking stories, and
I'm sure you've heard many of those, as well.

Christmas is coming, families are getting very desperate. It's re-
ally been a brutal nine months for everyone, but I can't imagine do-
ing it without a spouse, a sibling or someone who's very close to
you.

Last week, you committed to the committee to personally review
the list of 100 people who have been separated because of the bor-
der closures. On October 2, you committed on national television to
process these family reunification requests due to border separa-
tions by October 28, which we know is over a month ago. Yet, here
we are, and there's a list of about 100 people that we're aware of,
and we suspect there are many more that we're not aware of, that
were not approved.

I have a specific question. Courtney is a woman on that list [
gave you. She's a mother of a newborn baby. Her fiancé is Canadi-
an living in Calgary.

Will she be able to reunite with her Canadian fiancé for Christ-
mas?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: First of all, this is a difficult time. I ac-
knowledge that. We are doing everything we can to reunite fami-
lies. I have been in touch with my team to be briefed on those out-
standing cases. We will continue to work with you and all members
to troubleshoot those cases to ensure we reunite as many families as
possible.

® (1630)

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Last week, your officials had confirmed
that you personally authorized over 1,300 national interest exemp-
tions, presumably with the stroke of a pen. We know that these ex-
emptions your government has provided has allowed many elites,
American billionaires, others, to enter the country with no ques-
tions asked, no quarantine plan.

Then we have this list. I appreciate that you are looking at it, but
in normal circumstances, these folks would be able to come into
Canada.

Can you confirm that those 100 people will be reunited with their
families for Christmas?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Again, Ms. Dancho, as I've committed
to and fulfilled, I continue to be in touch with my team and my de-
partment to ensure we are reuniting as many families as possible.
Obviously, it would not be appropriate for me to speak to any par-
ticular specific case in a public forum, but you do have my ongoing
commitment and the commitment of the entire government to con-
tinue to reunite families, in addition to the thousands of more fami-
lies. We will do it in a way that is fair and as efficient as possible.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: I appreciate your remarks about fairness,
but I feel there is a communication issue from your office or your
department. Many folks have reached out. They're reapplying every
day, because they're not hearing anything from your government.
That's contributing to the backlog and the confusion, so more com-
munication and transparency may be key to this.

Recently, we learned there were five million people who were al-
lowed to come into Canada without quarantining. Most of them
were worked in essential services, such as hauling goods and
things, but the fact remains that your government has allowed five
million people into the country without quarantine plans. Yet, folks
like Donna McCall, who died in a hospital bed holding her hus-
band's hand, while in his other hand he had his children on his
iPhone, who couldn't enter the country at the Canadian-American
border.
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Stories like that are devastating, and there have been many of
them in the last nine months. Frankly, I haven't heard any public
apology from your government about the shortfalls, about the fami-
lies that have been ripped apart, and those who have died without
getting to say goodbye. Are you considering issuing an apology to
those you've let down?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Like you, my heart goes out to every-
body who has lost someone during COVID. This pandemic has
made it very difficult.

With regard to those who are travelling back and forth over the
border, including in border towns like Windsor, where I have fami-
ly, where we see the incredible service of our front-line responders,
we ensure that health protocols are being followed so that the
health and safety of all Canadians are protected and, more impor-
tantly, people are getting the treatment they need. There is integrity
at the border by adherence to following the best public health care
advice—

Ms. Raquel Dancho: I appreciate that.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: —which has informed every decision
we've taken at the border.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: 1 appreciate that. It's just that there are lots
of people who have been able to come in, and yet there's this 100
list and Donna McCall's children. It seems you're letting some in
and not others. It has really not been going very well for many peo-
ple. Much of it is because of the border closures. We recognize the
importance of that, but yesterday the Prime Minister said, and I
quote, regarding the Canada-U.S. border closure, “Until the virus is
significantly more under control everywhere around the world,
we're not going to be releasing the restrictions at the border.”

Really, we know that we could be living with COVID for many
years, unfortunately. There's family breakdown. There are people
dying without being able to say goodbye. There are a lot of these
issues going on. The status quo hasn't been working very well for
all these people falling through the cracks. I have to say that I don't
feel you're communicating very well on the new application pro-
cesses. Frankly, today I'm seeing a little bit of empathy from you,
but this is the first time we're really seeing an acknowledgement of
the suffering. I think that needs to be more acknowledged more of-
ten.

What is the plan for the next year or two years or three years that
these borders are going to remain closed for all the people who nor-
mally cross the border to see family? What is the long-term plan? I
don't feel it's really working very well right now.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Well, on the contrary, Ms. Dancho, the
plan is working very well. Our decision at the border to put in place
a set of travel restrictions that limits all but the most essential travel
has contributed to our capacity to reduce the spread of the virus.

With regard to our plan in reuniting families, we have reunited
thousands. We are living up to our service standard. Where those
applications require additional information, we work with you and
all members to try to reunite as many families as possible.

That is my commitment to you, Ms. Dancho—

Ms. Raquel Dancho: I recognize that, Minister.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: —and we will continue to—

Ms. Raquel Dancho: I appreciate your commitment, but I think
a little bit more goodwill and trust of Canadians wanting to be re-
united may do very well for these families separated by the border
closure, moving forward.

Thank you, Madam Chair. I think that's all my time.
The Chair: Yes. Thank you.

We will now move on to Madam Martinez Ferrada.

Madam Martinez Ferrada, you have six minutes for your round
of questioning.

[Translation]

Ms. Soraya Martinez Ferrada (Hochelaga, Lib.): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

I want to greet my colleague Minister Mendicino and thank him
for being with us tonight.

I think it is important to give you the opportunity to explain to
the committee members all the efforts that have been made to try to
mitigate the impact of this pandemic on the immigration system. I
think it’s important that all members understand how the immigra-
tion process works and what important steps your department is
taking.

Could you explain how activities in Immigration, Refugee and
Citizenship Canada centres around the world have been affected?
Could you tell us how it was before the pandemic and how it is
now, and what you have been able to do to help the immigration
process? Then I have another question for you.

® (1635)
[English]

The Chair: Minister, you are on mute.
[Translation]

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I’'m sorry, Madam Chair.

I would like to thank my colleague for all her work as parliamen-
tary secretary responsible for this file.

It’s true that we have made a lot of investments. We’ve added re-
sources, we’ve made our policies more flexible, and we continue to
work with all our provincial partners to achieve the goals of Immi-
gration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada—to create jobs, to accel-
erate our economy, and even to reunite families and do important
work in the refugee sector. Thanks to all these investments, we
have made great progress. It’s true that there was some disruption a
few months ago, but this progress has yielded many concrete re-
sults.

Ms. Soraya Martinez Ferrada: Thank you, Minister.
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I’'m going to give you a chance to talk more about some very dif-
ficult situations that newcomers who had obtained permanent resi-
dency have experienced. My colleague talked about this earlier.
Could you elaborate on the measures you put in place to help un-
block the files of some immigrants who were trying to come to this
country but could not because their residency had expired?

Give us concrete examples of how you have innovated to find
solutions.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Thank you again.

There are several examples of innovation. For example, regard-
ing the process of obtaining citizenship, we have transformed the
citizenship ceremony into a virtual space. We are now continuing
our progress in the planning and administration of the test. This is
another step in the transition to the virtual space. This will make the
system more efficient.

As for permanent residency, I will continue in English.
[English]

In the space of permanent residency, we are also continuing to
transition to more virtual processing, particularly toward the latter
stages of landing individuals. That is one of the reasons why we
were able to land as many as we did in 2020 and why I am opti-
mistic about more work and more progress going into 2021 with
our plan, which again is very focused on jobs, economic recovery
and reuniting family.

Finally, Madam Chair, I would say that, in the meantime, for
those immigrants who are in Canada, we have introduced flexibility
around work permits and around restoring status. There are many,
many examples of where we have innovated to minimize disruption
and to land people as quickly as we possibly can.

Ms. Soraya Martinez Ferrada: Can you tell us how important
it is in a few streams of immigration to modernize our system and
why is it so important? What did we do during the pandemic that is
actually a good example that this is what we need to do, that we
need to modernize our system to make it more efficient? Maybe
you can talk about that.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: One of the reasons why it's important
that we've been able to innovate is to keep the economy going. [
think about some prime examples like the health care sector. As I
mentioned before, we have doctors, nurses and support workers
who have been going 24-7 to try to provide treatment and health
care to Canadians as we fight the second wave.

Immigration has been a lifeline throughout the course of the pan-
demic. I think of international students, where we've shown some
flexibility to allow those who are working in the health care sector
and studying in the health care sector to contribute and to lend their
helping hands. I think, going forward, we'll also be able to take a
look at some workers in that sector.

That's a very concrete example of how we have adapted to the
very challenging circumstances in a way that meets the urgent
needs of our economy and ensures that Canadians are getting the
health care that they need throughout the second wave of the pan-
demic.

® (1640)

Ms. Soraya Martinez Ferrada: Quickly, maybe you have a
word on the agreement we have with Quebec on immigration. How
do you see that unfolding in this pandemic?

[Translation]

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Thank you for the question.

We work in close collaboration with the Quebec government. [
have spoken several times with my counterpart, Minister Girault.
This collaboration is based on an agreement...

[English]

The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, Minister. Your time is up.
We will now move on to Madame Normandin.

You have six minutes, Madame Normandin.
[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin (Saint-Jean, BQ): Thank you very
much.

Thank you very much, Minister, for being with us today.

I'm going to start with a somewhat mathematical question. I
would like to know if you agree with me on the following principle:
if your selection threshold is higher than the admission threshold,
you create a bottleneck and you risk creating a backlog of files.

Do you agree with this principle?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: What I want to emphasize is that our
plan is focused on jobs. We have the capacity to work with your
province, Quebec, with whom we share jurisdiction over immigra-
tion. It's an arrangement that works well for both our governments.

Ms. Christine Normandin: I'm going to go a little further. In
fact, let me take the opposite principle. When the current govern-
ment took office in Quebec, there was a backlog of applications for
permanent residence, including skilled workers. The government
turned off the tap on selection so that we could reduce the backlog.
From 45,000 backlogged files in July 2019, the backlog had grown
to 33,800 files by May 2020. It has been gradually decreasing.
Waiting times have slowly decreased from 28 months in July 2019,
to 18 months in May 2020.

Does the minister agree that the strategy has worked relatively
well in reducing the backlog and delays?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Our plan was to create jobs to attract
the experience and expertise our economy needs. We are using im-
migration to advance and strengthen the economy. This is a very
important goal, including for Quebec with whom we have an agree-
ment and whose skills and immigration choices we respect. It's an
arrangement that works very well for all of Canada.
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Ms. Christine Normandin: I'm going to go a little further, be-
cause the minister does not want to comment on the Quebec strate-

gy-

In a Radio-Canada/CBC report three weeks ago, federal officials
said that the pandemic didn't really explain everything. The lower-
ing of immigration thresholds set by the Legault government as
soon as it came to power has had significant consequences.

I would like to know if the minister agrees with the statement
that Quebec is partly to blame for the current processing delays.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: As I said, there are some anomalies,
but on our side, we have made investments to add resources and
use the technology. We've also relaxed our policies somewhat.
These examples show that we are more efficient.

With respect to our partnership with Quebec, we work closely to-
gether under the Canada-Quebec Accord relating to Immigration
and Temporary Admission. We respect the jurisdiction of Quebec,
which chooses its immigration levels.

Ms. Christine Normandin: I have a question about efficiency.
Quebec City's current target for the number of skilled worker per-
manent residency admissions is 21,800 for the year 2020. As of
August, only 7,600 files had been processed, so there are easily
15,000 left.

Is the minister confident that the 21,800 target will be met by the
end of December?

® (1645)

Hon. Marco Mendicino: We will continue to invest on our side
to improve efficiency. As I said, there are some anomalies caused
by COVID-19, but we continue to look for good solutions to
achieve our part of the plan.

Ms. Christine Normandin: So, if the target is not reached, it
will not be because of the thresholds, it will be the fault of
COVID-19.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Yes, it's true that there are problems
caused in part by COVID-19, but for the rest, we continue to look
for solutions to be more effective. We have made investments, we
have been flexible in our policies, and we will continue on that path
to accomplish our part of the plan.

Ms. Christine Normandin: Speaking of solutions, I'll give you
one that Quebec asked for. It involves prioritizing the permanent
residence applications of people who are already in Quebec. How-
ever, the federal government hasn't followed up on this request.

Does the federal government agree with the idea of prioritizing
the permanent residence applications of people who are already in
Quebec? This is a request from Quebec City.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: That isn't accurate. I'm still in contact
with my counterpart in Quebec. We're working together a great
deal. Our two governments share responsibility for a number of is-
sues. Our representatives are in contact each week to implement the
status—

[English]

The Chair: I'm sorry for the interruption, Minister. The time is
up. [ will have to move to the next member.

Ms. Kwan, you have six minutes for your round of questioning.

Ms. Jenny Kwan (Vancouver East, NDP): Thank you, Madam
Chair.

Thank you, Minister.

Why won't the minister extend family reunification sponsorships
for permanent residents to extended family members such as sib-
lings, aunts, uncles and cousins? It would be an important measure
for the people of Hong Kong and beyond.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Ms. Kwan, we've done tremendous
work in reuniting families, and we have done that by innovating
and creating new pathways, including in the context of Hong Kong,
where we are promoting existing pathways. We're going to attract
the skills and experience that are necessary to ensure that we attract
those individuals who wish to come from Hong Kong to lend a
helping hand to our economy.

With regard to a broader definition of family, we have extended
the definition of family for the purposes of reuniting families dur-
ing COVID-19. That has contributed to the success. We know that
there are still challenges. We've worked through those cases with
your office and others, and certainly we will continue to be com-
mitted to family reunification.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: But with all due respect, Minister, that's only
for temporary visits. It's not for permanent resident status.

With the escalating situation in Hong Kong, more and more peo-
ple are at risk of persecution and are internally displaced. Canada
used to have an immigration stream for the internally displaced: the
source country class. That, however, was ended by the Harper gov-
ernment.

Now, I recognize that the program is not perfect, but the govern-
ment can update a program so that Canada can provide a humani-
tarian pathway to safety for the people of Hong Kong. Will the
minister undertake to put in a program of that type?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Ms. Kwan, as you know, we are very
dedicated to continuing our commitments in the humanitarian
space. The United Nations and many others have recognized
Canada's global leadership.

For two years in a row we have been a global leader in resettling
refugees, thanks to many initiatives, some of which we have contin-
ued to progress—not only private sponsorship, but important pilot
projects such as the experienced mobility protected persons pilot;
such as, for example, the additional protections that we have intro-
duced as part of the Hong Kong initiative.
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All of these are concrete examples that demonstrate our commit-
ment to refugees and to providing safe harbour for the world's most
vulnerable.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: The measures that the minister announced for
the people of Hong Kong do not extend humanitarian measures; the
minister knows that. That needs to change.

My constituent applied to obtain a copy of her proof of citizen-
ship in January of this year, well ahead of the pandemic. It's now
December, and they still have not heard a word from IRCC on this
request. While she waits, she can't apply for medical, driver's li-
cence, passport, or her CAVCO personnel number or ID, which is
required for her employment.

What is the government doing to fix this process?
® (1650)

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Well, as I said in my introductory re-
marks, Ms. Kwan, we are reaching out to those individuals who had
applied and who have not heard back, as well as to those who had
received visas that are expired under the permanent residency ap-
plication process. So we are—

Ms. Jenny Kwan: I'm sorry, I'm going to interrupt for a second.

This is for the proof of citizenship, Minister.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Yes, and I was coming to that exam-
ple, Ms. Kwan. I'm just demonstrating that we are being very
proactive in reaching out to those individuals who have applied and
who have not heard back.

With regard to citizenship, we are adding resources and are prior-
itizing so that we can ensure that citizens are able to achieve that
milestone as quickly as possible. I mentioned the innovation in that
area—going virtual when it comes to ceremonies and to testing as
well. We will certainly endeavour to reach out to anybody who has
applied, as quickly as possible.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: This is actually for a proof of citizenship; it's
not for a new application.

Maybe I can follow up with the minister and his staff directly on
this case.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I'm sorry, Ms. Kwan, | have a more
precise answer. [ apologize for that.

Between April 1, 2020, and October 31, 2020, almost 14,000
proofs of citizenship were issued. We have, then, made progress
and will continue to work on this priority.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Okay. This person has waited for a year and
still hasn't gotten it.

Now their job is in jeopardy, Minister. Maybe you think you've
made progress, but do you know what? For many people who are
desperate, it's not good enough.

I will follow up with the minister and his staff with respect to
this case.

On the Quebec skills worker—I've written to the minister about
this—whose post-grad work permit has expired recently and
couldn't be renewed because IRCC gave him bad advice and told

him in writing to apply for the bridging work permit, which as we
know does not apply to Quebec....

His job is as a professor, and as of yesterday he has now lost his
status in Canada, because his work permit cannot be renewed. His
application is nearly complete; he is only waiting for IRCC to ex-
tend his medicals, which would likely have been completed, had it
not been for COVID.

This is his only option: IRCC is now telling him that he should
leave Canada.

My question to the minister is this—he earlier said that no one
would lose their status or face deportation—will this person be able
to continue to work and have implied status through the work per-
mit and not be deported?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I reaffirm the principle that I men-
tioned on the last occasion, which is that we are doing everything
we can to minimize the disruption caused by COVID-19 in all of
our immigration processes. We've introduced numerous flexibili-
ties, including restoration of status, including work permit flexibili-
ty, and yes, by encouraging those who've fallen into an expired sta-
tus to reach out so that they can remain in Canada.

For those who are waiting, we will reach out as quickly as we
possibly can. We're making progress. We will continue to work
very diligently on this.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: This is for the Quebec skilled workers pro-
gram, and IRCC gave the individual bad advice. Now he is stuck.
Will the government fix that?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Ms. Kwan, as I've said, I am always
open to working with you and other members of Parliament to en-
sure that we can troubleshoot cases whenever possible. We have a
strong track record on that and we will continue to collaborate with
you.

The Chair: Sorry for interrupting, Minister.

The time is up. We will now move to our second round of ques-
tioning and we will start with Ms. Dancho.

Ms. Dancho, you have five minutes for your round of question-
ing.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Minister, a few weeks ago you announced your government's
very ambitious plan to admit 401,000 permanent residents into
Canada, which I think is the most in Canadian history. The goal
was to include 80,000 family class permanent residents as well in
that 401,000.
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The committee has heard testimony on this, and my understand-
ing is that on November 5, we received notice that 60,000 people
were back-logged in the family PR stream, so to speak.

We've heard the testimony of Misha Pelletier and Chantal Dubé,
who are Canadians in Canada who have been separated from their
husbands abroad for years. They've really had no response or com-
munication from your government on why their husbands have not
been approved to come be with them.

My question is as follows. Can you commit to women like Misha
and Chantal that they'll be reunited for Christmas?

More than that, can you commit to clearing the family sponsor-
ship backlog for next year, as the first priority for those 401,000
PRs you're hoping to bring in?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Certainly, as I said, we have put a
tremendous focus on reuniting families. On the basis of the tremen-
dous effort that my department is continuing to exercise day in and
day out, I am confident that we are going to hit the 49,000 spousal
sponsorship target by the end of December.

With regard to individual cases, as I've said, Ms. Dancho, we're
happy to collaborate with you.

® (1655)

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Yes, [ recognize that. [ was just hoping we
could give them some good news since they desperately need it,
and frankly deserve it, but we'll move on.

I do feel that a lot of these problems [Zechnical difficulty—Edi-
tor] they haven't received any updates, they don't know the time-
lines, they're not being told why they're not being approved and this
goes across all streams. It doesn't really provide a lot of dignity to
these individuals, whether they are Canadian or trying to become a
Canadian and get into [Technical difficulty—Editor].

There was a good example of this is in your government's eco-
nomic update on Monday. It said that this year you have only
brought in half of the permanent residents you wanted to. Clearly
there are some problems.

If we look at expired permanent residents, for example, the CO-
PRs as they've been calling them, we find people who have been
vetted, paid the fees to come into the country, sold their homes, quit
their jobs, taken their kids out of school and bought the plane ticket
to come to Canada. Then the border closed and your government
told them that they all needed to get an authorization letter. The
problem is that they haven't been issued these authorization letters
and it's been nine months of this.

When I spoke to your officials about it, they wouldn't really ac-
knowledge there was a problem. In fact, they said, “Oh no, they can
all come to Canada.”

We received a lot of emails following that. I want to give you
some feedback from one mother. Her name is Pranali Mane, who
wrote, “ Our immigration dream has turned into a nightmare. I re-
signed in January, child out of school in May, ready to travel since
June, all required docs submitted and acknowledged by IRCC, but
kept waiting ever since. Please help us.”

I'm not sure if there is any compassion you've been offering to
women like Pranali, but do you feel that she's just not being truthful
or that these expired COPRs are just not being truthful about not
being able to come in? I'm just really not clear.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: My message to her is to keep the faith.

No one denies, Ms. Dancho, that there has been disruption
caused by COVID-19. That is the simple explanation for the impact
on our levels.

Certainly, with regard to the decisions at the border, I think the
vast majority of Canadians agree that we've had to take those deci-
sions to protect our health and safety—

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Yes, okay, we spoke about that earlier.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: —and we are making tremendous
progress, including on reaching out to individuals who have expired
permanent residence—

Ms. Raquel Dancho: I appreciate that, Minister, but you didn't
really answer my question about them, but we'll move on.

The Chair: Can I just have one person speak at one time,
please?

Ms. Raquel Dancho: We'll just move on. We only have a minute
and a half left.

1 just want to leave you with this, Minister.

Again, there are a lot of communication problems happening.
There is not a lot of empathy being expressed by you or your de-
partment for the struggles going forward. I was trying to get to
know what kind of minister you are and I went through your re-
marks in the House of Commons. I just want to share this one quote
that you shared in the House of Commons near the beginning of
your political career. You said:

In the mandate letter of every minister, the Prime Minister notes the govern-
ment's commitment “to set a higher bar for openness and transparency in gov-
ernment.”

You went on to say:

...we live up to these words every single day.

Further, you noted that the Prime Minister had mandated that ev-
ery minister “shine more light” on government to ensure that it re-
mains focused on the people it serves. Indeed, in his mandate let-
ters, the Prime Minister stated that “Government and its informa-
tion should be open by default. If we want Canadians to trust their
government, we need a government that trusts Canadians.”
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Again, I don't think we're seeing a lot of trust from you or your
department in these people who are suffering, trying to be reunited
with their families. Really, I do feel that the mark of a good leader,
Minister, is not if you can stick to your principles in the easy times;
it's whether you can stick to them in the bad times.

Over the holidays, I just ask that you reflect on your previous
words and principles and consider all of the communication issues
and transparency issues that you're facing. I also ask that you bring
more empathy to your talking points and your announcements, and
acknowledge the suffering that your department has caused people
at home and abroad. Finally, I ask that you do everything you possi-
bly can to reunite as many people as possible for Christmas. I'd just
ask that you consider that.

I thank you, Minister.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I appreciate your referring to those
words. I do my level best to live up to that, as I know we all do as
parliamentarians.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Madam Chair, I believe my time is up.
The Chair: Thank you.

Thank you, Minister.
We will now move to Mr. Serré.

Mr. Serré, you have five minutes for your round of questioning.

[Translation]
Mr. Marc Serré (Nickel Belt, Lib.): Thank you, Madam Chair.

Minister Mendicino, thank you for your transparency and leader-
ship. Thank you again for appearing before the committee. This is
your fourth appearance in 2020. I think that the fact that you're
coming here to talk to committee members, from all parties, about
the issues that we're facing and about possible improvements shows
your transparency.

Here's my first question.
[English]

Can you tell the committee more about the choices that the de-
partment made in August to allow visitors to apply for work per-
mits without leaving the country?

® (1700)

Hon. Marco Mendicino: First of all, let me just thank you for
your kind words. It is always an honour to be able to appear before
this committee and to work with you and everyone.

We are endeavouring to shine a light—to refer back to those
words—on every aspect of our efforts to reunite families to ensure
that immigration is going to contribute positively to our economic
recovery. That includes demonstrating some flexibility with regard
to the in-Canada work permits.

We are making progress on that front. We have shown real flexi-
bility when it comes to work permits. We are ensuring that visitors
who are currently in Canada and who have a valid job offer will be
able to remain in Canada and they will be able to transition from
visitor status to work permit status again if they have a job offer.

That is one of the ways in which we are innovating to leverage im-
migration as much as possible.

Mr. Marc Serré: Thank you.

In September you introduced a public policy allowing PRs to be
able to use previously submitted biometrics, extending biometrics
that had been received over the last 10 years.

How do you view this system of optimization that is needed to
ensure the smallest number of obstacles possible for individuals
seeking PR?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: As I said, we do know there have been
some disruptions as a result of COVID-19. We put the measures in
place to reduce and mitigate some of those disruptions.

When it comes to biometrics, which is an important part of our
screening process, we are showing flexibility. If you had previously
filed within the last 10 years then you do not need to file those bio-
metrics again. That is one way in which we are minimizing the dis-
ruption caused by COVID-19.

Mr. Marc Serré: Thank you.

I also just want you to update the committee on the changes that
have been made to citizenship ceremonies, citizenship testing and
the process online. Can you explain to the committee what your de-
partment and staff have done to improve efficiency online?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Absolutely. As I've indicated on a cou-
ple of occasions, it's always a very special occasion to be able to
preside as part of the citizenship ceremony and to be able to look in
the eye the aspiring new Canadians who have reached the signifi-
cant milestone, whether it's in person or whether it's in virtual
space, as now. It is a very special moment and probably one of the
most unique functions that we get to exercise.

As a result of the innovations that we have introduced both ini-
tially at the ceremony stage and now in the testing phase, we're go-
ing to be able to see even more progress and become even more ef-
fective than what we were prior to COVID-19. It's a great example
of how my department has innovated and shown leadership
throughout the pandemic.

Mr. Marc Serré: Thank you, Minister.
I believe I have 20 seconds.

I just want to thank you and your staff for introducing a new ru-
ral immigration pilot project. I know your staff has gone above and
beyond to introduce this in rural areas. It is making a difference. It
has been difficult to do this during COVID, but the staff have. The
municipalities, employers and rural communities are benefiting
from it. Thank you very much for doing that.
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Hon. Marco Mendicino: It's 11 towns, to be precise, under the
rural and northern immigration pilot, and I'm looking forward to
seeing more results.

Mr. Marc Serré: Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

We will now move on to Madam Normandin.

You have two and a half minutes for your round of questioning.
[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you, Madam Chair.
Thank you again, Minister Mendicino.

I'll address the issue of Quebec skilled workers. Last Monday, we
heard from people who applied for permanent residence but who,
since 2019, have no longer been receiving an acknowledgement of
receipt. As a result, they can't find out whether their file has been
received and whether it's complete. They told us about how much
this affects their file, particularly with regard to the Quebec health
insurance board, or RAMQ); the other documents that they must ob-
tain; their status; or the renewal of their Quebec selection certifi-
cate, or CSQ.

My question is quite simple. Will the people who haven't re-
ceived an acknowledgement of receipt since 2019 receive one?

® (1705)
[English]

Hon. Marco Mendicino: The short answer, Ms. Normandin, is
that we are working very closely with the Government of Quebec
to ensure they are meeting their immigration needs. As I have said

on a number of occasions, we respect the decisions and the jurisdic-
tion of Quebec to select its immigration levels.

For our part, we are putting in additional resources, we are inno-
vating through technology and we are making tremendous progress
when it comes to notifying individuals. I believe we're in the area
of approximately 6,100 people who we've reached out to, and we
are going to reach out to the remaining number of individuals who
are awaiting a response. This is work that we do in close collabora-
tion with the Government of Quebec.

[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: With all due respect, Minister Men-
dicino, the acknowledgement of receipt concerning the admission
of candidates, hence permanent residence, is solely a federal re-
sponsibility. It isn't necessary to work with Quebec to send an ac-
knowledgement of receipt.

I'll repeat my question. Will the people who haven't received an
acknowledgement of receipt since 2019 receive one?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: As I said earlier, Ms. Normandin,
we've made a great deal of progress on the issue of permanent resi-
dence. We've notified a number of individuals and we'll continue to
put in the necessary resources to inform applicants that they can
continue and complete the process.

[English]
The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

We will now move on to Ms. Kwan.

Ms. Kwan, you have two and a half minutes. You can please
start.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Following up on that with the minister, who offered to work with
our office, I should note that on the Quebec skilled case I've written
to the minister on this since November 17, and we have yet to re-
ceive a response. Perhaps he can direct his staff to follow up with
us on that case.

With respect to deportations, CBSA has announced that they will
resume deportations. Since the minister says that they will not be
rendering people without status and that they would not proceed
with deportations, can we be assured that CBSA will not deport
people whose status has run out?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: The first thing I would say is that we
are minimizing disruptions caused by COVID-19, as you know, and
ensuring that those who have lost status can apply to restore it
where they are eligible.

With respect to removals, as you know, Ms. Kwan, we pride our-
selves on due process. There are many avenues that individuals can
exercise, including appeals and pre-removal risk assessment. No
one will be removed without having exhausted those rights, and
that's one of the reasons why Canada continues to be acknowledged
as one of the most progressive and strongest immigration and asy-
lum systems in the world.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Thank you for that talking point, Minister, but
that is not my point. The reality is that many people actually face a
very difficult situation because of COVID, and it seems that CBSA
is saying that those who qualify for the guardian angels program
will be safe, but the rest of them are not. That means, then, for the
government, that only those who fall into the guardian angels pro-
gram are deemed to be essential by government, because that's in
essence what the government is doing.

I want to move on to another issue and that's paragraph 179(b),
which is one of the biggest frustrations for spousal sponsorship ap-
plications. Even with dual intent, they're routinely denied because
of paragraph 179(b). It is within the minister's power to make ad-
justments to that regulation. Will the minister reduce the barriers
surrounding paragraph 179(b) for loved ones to reunite?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I'll just quickly go back to your initial
question.

You're quite right. We have said that those who are eligible will
not be removed, under the guardian angels program. With regard to
others who have made similar exceptional contributions that are not
eligible, my door remains open to working with Quebec if they
wish to broaden those parameters.

With regard to dual intent, all of—

The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, but your time is up.

We will now have to move to the next member.
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Mr. Saroya will have five minutes for his round of questioning.

Mr. Saroya, go ahead, please.

Mr. Bob Saroya (Markham—Unionville, CPC): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

Thank you, Mr. Mendicino.

Mr. Mendicino, can you commit to something? Some of the files
for family reunification are four to eight years old. Would you look
into those things first? I sent one of the files to Deputy Minister
Catrina Tapley this morning, and she was nice enough to respond in
30 seconds that she would look into it right away.

There are a number of files that have been outstanding for many,
many years. Could you do something? Could you commit to taking
care of them first?

® (1710)

Hon. Marco Mendicino: First, it doesn't surprise me at all that
you heard back so quickly. We do pride ourselves on being respon-
sive to you and to all members.

In fact, when it comes to family sponsorship, we have dramati-
cally reduced wait times from the multiple years that they had been
prior to 2015 to where we are now. I'm confident that based on the
investments that we are making throughout this pandemic that we
will continue to see a very efficient system so that as many families
can be reunited as possible.

Yes, of course, Mr. Saroya, we're happy to work with your office
on the individual case you mentioned.

Mr. Bob Saroya: Perfect.

There's another case I want to talk to you about. Really, we all
look bad—all of us. I wrote to you twice a couple of months back.
This was the student in Surrey, B.C., who drowned—whatever hap-
pened. The case was covered by Global TV and the CBC and ev-
eryone else.

When the kid died here in Surrey, B.C., he was a student and his
parents had a 10-year visa, but they were back in Punjab. They tried
their level best to come to cremate the body and go back. They
completely failed, and finally they came to me and I wrote to you
twice—and nothing happened.

Six weeks later those people kept going to the Delhi airport over
and over and over. Six weeks later somebody at the airport felt sor-
ry for them and they put them back on the plane.

Could you do something? Could you make sure this kind of thing
doesn't happen again?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: It's a tragic case, and I express my
sympathies to the surviving members of that family. Mr. Saroya, I
would ask that you would share those sympathies on behalf of the
government.

We're doing everything within our powers to reunite families as
well as trying to address compassionate cases. We set up a separate
pathway to provide the opportunity for those who want to come and
grieve, or who want to be part of an end-of-life decision. That is a
process that we co-administer with our colleagues in Health as well

as Public Safety, and where there are individual cases, of course,
we remain committed to working with you however we can.

Mr. Bob Saroya: Thank you so much.

My next question is regarding the students. You know how many
students are here. There are a number from India, China and many
other countries. They are part of a $21-billion to $25-billion econo-
my in this country. Most of the students are complaining that they
are qualified but they can't find a job. If they can get the job, if they
can find the job, it's not the supervisory job, but something else.

Mr. Mendicino, I have been in small business for my entire life.
When I started—when I came to the country back in 1973—we
started at the bottom. We need those people in the restaurant and
transport industries and many other industries. They are young;
they are willing to work and they want to work. They want to suc-
ceed; they want to stay in the country and they want to buy a house.
This is how the economy grows.

Is there any different way or any new pathway you can bring to
the table so these students can live in the country and can do all of
those jobs? I can name 10 companies that would be bankrupt with-
out the students, including Pizza Pizza, Tim Hortons, McDonald's
and others.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: I hear you, Mr. Saroya, and | agree
with much of what you say about the value of international stu-
dents. They do contribute over $21.6 billion each year to our econ-
omy. That's why we are introducing flexibility in the program to
keep it a success. That's why I was very proud that we were able to
revive the international student pathway on October 20, 2020, by
doing important work with our provincial partners, as well as with
the universities and colleges themselves.

We are going to continue to ensure that those international stu-
dents are set up for success when they come to Canada, not only by
getting a first-rate education here in Canada, but also by contribut-
ing to our communities. We are seeing that every single day, includ-
ing by giving back in the context of COVID-19. I could not agree
with you more on those broad streams.

The Chair: I'm sorry, but the time is up.

We will now move to our last round of questioning.

Mr. Dhaliwal, you have five minutes, and then we will end the
first round.

® (1715)

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal (Surrey—Newton, Lib.): Thank you,
Madam Chair.
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Welcome, Minister, as always.

Minister, earlier my very good friend on the other side, Bob
Saroya, asked you a question about this person. My sympathy goes
to those families as well. You know that we had many cases like
that one as well. We came to you and you [/naudible—Editor] Be-
fore you brought in another minister's regulation or order in coun-
cil, we were not able to bring those families here because they did
not fit in that category. I appreciate all of the great work you have
done over the last many months. Make sure that we keep up that
great work.

Now going to the real question here, Minister, before the
COVID-19 pandemic, permanent and temporary resident applica-
tions had been increasing greatly over the past number of years. At
the same time, IRCC reduced processing times and inventories. By
2019, the number of temporary resident visa applications received
from around the world had increased 80% from 2013 levels. Also
in 2019, over 550,000 temporary workers were issued work per-
mits, including extensions to work in Canada, and 87% of new
work permit applications were finalized within 60 days of the ser-
vice standard.

Could you please elaborate on some of the processes put in place
that have allowed the department to process applications in a timely
manner and reduce the backlog at the same time?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Thank you very much, Mr. Dhaliwal,
for your advocacy on immigration. In every facet, I am always
grateful for your perspective and the leadership you show.

As 1 said, we have made tremendous progress in numerous lines
of business. I've talked about how we are making that progress by
investing resources, by leveraging technology, as well as by being
very innovative when it comes to minimizing the disruption of
COVID-19 through policy flexibility. I've talked about how those
strategies are yielding concrete results in very specific lines of our
business—on permanent residency and on citizenship.

I'll also shed light on the progress we are making when it comes
to our temporary workers. For example, in the seasonal agricultural
worker program, we had 47,362 temporary workers arrive in that
specific category. That's an 85% increase year over year from last
year's volumes. It's a remarkable figure and one that is allowing us
to ensure that Canadians are getting access to the safe and afford-
able food they need on the table. It's another way in which I think
we are demonstrating the strides we have made from the beginning
of the pandemic to where we are right now.

We will continue to be innovative. We will continue to invest
where we need to and leverage technology so we can make the nec-
essary progress to meet our immigration objectives.

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: You mentioned the technology, Minister. In
2018 the IRCC launched two pilot projects using computer analyt-
ics to help officers to triage the online applications for temporary
resident visa applications from China and India. The goal of the
project was to help officers identify routine and straightforward ap-
plications for fast processing, and to trace files that are more com-
plex and that need a complex or comprehensive review. Protecting
the safety and security of Canadians remains a priority. In all cases,

officers must screen, scrutinize and check all applications for crimi-
nality.

Could you please elaborate how successful these projects were
and how you are going to implement this in other countries?

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Again, it allows me to highlight how,
through technology, we are streamlining our processes. You've al-
ready described the part of the sorting process that allows us to get
to positive outcomes and to welcome the workers, the students and
the permanent residents, which will allow us to achieve the funda-
mental goals of our immigration plan. Those are simple, straight-
forward cases. Some of the other cases can be a little bit more com-
plicated and require a closer look from some of our highly trained
and professional immigration officers, work that we are very grate-
ful for. All of this is done, all of these technologies are used, with a
view to achieving important goals in our immigration plan.

® (1720)

The Chair: Thank you, Minister. I'm sorry for interrupting. The
time is up.

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: Thank you, Minister.

The Chair: With this, our first panel comes to an end. I want to
take this opportunity to thank the Honourable Marco Mendicino for
all of the hard work you are doing on behalf of all Canadians and
making sure that family reunification is at the forefront of your ev-
eryday thoughts. Thank you once again.

We will now move to our second panel. We have the officials.

Thank you, Minister. You can leave.

Hon. Marco Mendicino: Thank you very much to all of our col-
leagues on the panel.

The Chair: We have done the sound checks so we will move to
our second panel. I welcome the officials here who are appearing
before the committee.

We will go straight into the round of questioning. We will start
our first round with Ms. Dancho.

Ms. Dancho, you have six minutes for your round of questioning
with the officials. Thank you.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Thank you, Madam Chair.

1 just want to circle back to some of the questions we asked last
week. I don't feel that I got a lot of clarity. I just want to ask a cou-
ple more questions about the COPR specifically.

Can you share with the committee how many travel authorization
applications for expired COPR holders approved after March 18 are
awaiting review by IRCC?
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Ms. Catrina Tapley (Deputy Minister, Department of Citizen-
ship and Immigration): Just to unpack that a little bit, if you have
an expired COPR, your COPR was probably issued about a year
ago. As long as it was issued before March 18, which would indeed
be the case, then we've been going back. We've been contacting
people. We've been looking at these. So far we've reissued or added
letters to about 1,000 of them.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Okay, because my understanding from
your remarks the last time was there were folks who were autho-
rized, yes, but weren't authorized to travel. It happened to be that
their authorizations came after the border closure. Those folks are
really the issue.

Then I think you mentioned last time that a couple of them
weren't able to travel at first because of subsequent issues in their
country—or whatever—but you had mentioned that many of them
are welcome to travel. However, we know that that's not quite the
case. | only know that because I got an onslaught of emails and
calls after our meeting last week.

Can you just reiterate what's being done? Where is that autho-
rization at? I know you said that you started issuing them in
September. I'm not sure why there was such a gap, but can you
elaborate a little bit further on that?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I'm going to ask Mr. Mills to chime in on
this one, too, but we're talking about a couple of different things
here.

First, if your application for permanent residence was approved
prior to March 18, you're allowed to travel to Canada. When we fi-
nalize that application, we issue a confirmation of permanent resi-
dence. Typically, that confirmation of permanent residence is valid
for about a year. Now we have some cases where those have ex-
pired. We've done a lot of work to process those applications. We
would very much like those individuals to come to Canada. That's
the part we're working on now, to deal with those who have expired
COPRs that were issued before March 18, and to work through
that.

Mr. Mills, do you want to add to this?

Ms. Raquel Dancho: Pardon me, but could you also tell us how
many travel authorizations have been granted or approved since the
travel restrictions and border closures in March?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Do you mean how many permanent resi-
dent files we've approved since March?

Ms. Raquel Dancho: The travel authorization letter—that's my
understanding of what they need to get into Canada.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: If your COPR has expired, then you need
an additional letter from us. We've issued about 1,000 of those.

Mr. Mills.
[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills (Assistant Deputy Minister, Operations, De-
partment of Citizenship and Immigration): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

I just want to clarify that the confirmation of permanent resi-
dence is related either to the validity of the passport or the medical

certificate. The validity of the confirmation of permanent residence
depends on one or the other.

People who had a confirmation of permanent residence before
March 18 could travel to Canada. In some cases, the medical cer-
tificate or passport had expired. When the medical certificate had
expired, we reassessed the certificate and automatically renewed it
in cases where there were no issues. We contacted the clients to in-
form them of the renewal and to ask them whether they planned to
travel to Canada. If so, we issued a letter of authorization to allow
them to travel.

As the deputy minister said, we issued about 1,000 authorization
letters. Over 675 people have already arrived in Canada with these
letters. We contacted over 6,000 people whose confirmation of per-
manent residence had expired. We still need to contact about
4,000 people.

® (1725)
[English]
Ms. Raquel Dancho: Thank you, Mr. Mills.

You mentioned the medical certificate specifically. That seems to
be a bit of a hang-up. Have you considered accepting an expired
one, because of the pandemic and everything else? It's not their
fault. In some of the communications we've received, that seems to
be a huge barrier. Either they're not able to afford to get another
medical certificate, or they don't have access to the services be-
cause of the closures. Have you considered waiving that, consider-
ing everything that's happening?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: We have extended medicals in some cases.
We look at these on a risk basis. The health and security of Canadi-
ans still remains our number one priority. I think, as Mr. Mills indi-
cated, we look at these on a case-by-case basis now, where they
have expired, and where we want to see these work.

Ms. Raquel Dancho: At the rate you're going, how long do you
think it will take for the remaining 6,000?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I'm hoping it will be quicker. As you indi-
cated, there are a number of cases where people have really put
their lives on hold to be able to do this. We are anxious for them to
be able to come and join others here in Canada and take their place
in Canadian society.

We are working through this as quickly as we can, but I just
should—

The Chair: Sorry for interrupting, Madam Tapley, but the time
is up.

We have to now move to our next member.

Mr. Regan, you have six minutes for your round of questioning.
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Hon. Geoff Regan (Halifax West, Lib.): Thank you very much,
Madam Chair.

Let me thank the deputy minister and her officials for being here
today.

As you understand, international students, along with other im-
migrants who stay in Canada, help to alleviate Canada's skill short-
age crisis. | know there have been a number of measures announced
to make sure that students could come this year to universities and
community colleges. I understand that private career colleges are
also seeking to be eligible for the post-graduate worker permit pro-
gram.

Is that something you're looking at?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Private career colleges have asked us this
question. It's an issue that we continue to look at pretty carefully
with respect to a post-graduation work permit. There are a number
of factors that I think we would consider. One is the integrity or the
robustness of the program. Other countries have had issues with
their student programs and student pathways, where people have
come and not necessarily been bona fide students. That's what we
want to avoid. The reputation of Canada's program is important for
us. As a member mentioned earlier, it's a $21-billion industry. En-
suring that we're able to offer a quality education and that we have
a robust program remains really important to us.

Hon. Geoff Regan: As you know, we've been hearing about the
issue of people whose confirmations of permanent residency are
expiring, or may expire. When you're reaching out to the holders of
expired confirmations of PR, what complexities are there that are
involved, and what's the current estimate of expired PR holders?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Perhaps I'll come back and just quickly fin-
ish the previous answer.

Hon. Geoff Regan: Oh, sorry.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: No, no, that's okay. It was the previous an-
swer with respect to the confirmation of permanent residence.

Not everybody whose confirmation of permanent residence has
expired has an intention still to come to Canada. Although that
might be hard to believe from the number of emails we receive
around this, and many of you receive, when we have contacted peo-
ple, a number of them have still indicated that conditions are such
that their intention is not to come to Canada at this time. It's a
dilemma at the department. We have to figure out what we're going
to do with those expired confirmations of permanent residence. It's
not something we tended to worry about in the past.

That's part of what we have to work through and consider as we
look at those 6,000 expired confirmations of permanent residence
that are out there. These were all applications that had been ap-
proved before March 2018.

Mr. Mills, do you want to comment?
® (1730)

Mr. Daniel Mills: Yes.

[Translation]

As the deputy minister said, we must ensure the health and safety
of Canadians. Prior to issuing the authorization letter, when we

contact clients, we also make sure that they already have a well-es-
tablished quarantine plan to facilitate their arrival in Canada.

[English]

Hon. Geoff Regan: Thank you.

We're hearing, of course, about visa offices around the world.
Some are closed. I don't know how many. What kinds of processing
limitations exist, or have existed, at these offices globally? How
have staffing changes over time addressed new processing priori-
ties? What's happening in terms of the pandemic and getting those
offices open?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Part of the difficulty of COVID-19 with re-
spect to the immigration business is that it's not just its impact on
IRCC; it's also its impact on the immigration ecosystem. As you in-
dicated, one of the biggest impacts has been on our visa application
centres. These are centres that we contract with through a third par-
ty to help us and to assist us with visa processing.

At the worst of it, I think we were down to about 25% of them
remaining open. It would depend on local conditions. I'm happy to
say that I believe more than 75% of them are open now, some for
only limited business. The biggest were the ones last week that re-
opened in India. Those are putting priority exclusively on students
and families and to work through that caseload first.

Hon. Geoff Regan: Can I ask you to talk about the purpose of
the principle of dual intent in our immigration system and how that
factors into processing spousal visas?

I only have 45 seconds, so I'll let you use that up.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Dual intent, which is in the immigration
act, is that there would be a reasonable expectation of somebody
who is coming here on a temporary basis to leave at the end of their
stay. Although many permanent residents are in the country al-
ready, they have been temporary residents first. There is an expec-
tation that if they're not successful to become a permanent resident,
then they would leave at the end of their stay as a temporary work-
er. One of the issues with the spousal program, of course, is that if
you come as a temporary resident, is there a reasonable expectation
that you would leave at the end?

With apologies to the lawyers amongst us, that would be my
quick highlight of section 179 of the act.

The Chair: Mr. Regan, your time is up.

Madame Normandin, you have six minutes for your round of
questioning.
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[Translation]
Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I want to thank the senior officials for their responses to my other
colleagues. They answered questions that I had as well. That's very
much appreciated.

I want to follow up on the acknowledgements of receipt for per-
manent residence applications.

What's preventing them from being issued? Is it a matter of
staffing or logistics? Is the system not designed for this?

I just want to know where the process is stalled.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thank you for the question.

There are a number of reasons for this. I'll ask Mr. Mills to join
me in responding.

First, this is a new business line for us.
[English]

We haven't really had to deal with expired confirmation of per-
manent residence before, or certainly not to this level. Trying to fig-
ure out a good way to do that and a good way to communicate with
clients has been challenging at times as we try to get better footing
on this.

With respect particularly to Quebec skilled worker cases, I won-
der if Mr. Mills might like to comment.

® (1735)
[Translation]
Mr. Daniel Mills: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. Normandin referred to the acknowledgements of receipt for
the Quebec skilled workers class. This business line is located in
Sydney, Nova Scotia. It's completely paper-based, which means
that all documents are submitted in paper format. Because of the
pandemic, our offices were closed. We were unable to have people
on site to issue the acknowledgements of receipt.

However, I'm really pleased to say that, since the implementation
of our workplace reintegration plan, we've staffed this business line
with people who are actively working on the issue. In the past few
weeks, we've processed over 7,500 applications for Quebec. Ac-
knowledgements of receipt were sent to clients up until the end of
November. We still have more to go. However, by mid-December,
we hope to clear the backlog of acknowledgements of receipt for
Quebec skilled workers.

Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you. Your clarifications are
greatly appreciated.

I have a general question. The minister said that applications for
permanent residence in the sponsorship class are now being pro-
cessed at a higher volume. There are 5,400 applications being pro-
cessed every month. Hopefully, there will be 50,000 processed by
the end of the year.

First, just so I know whether the goal is realistic, can you tell me
how many applications have been processed so far?

I also want to know whether it was necessary to reassign staff
from other business lines to family reunification or whether new
staff were hired to help increase the pace.

Mr. Daniel Mills: Yes, this is indeed the case. Regarding family
reunification, this year we approved just over 41,000 applications.
As the minister said, our target is 49,000 applications. We're work-
ing hard on this. We had a significant increase in approvals in the
fall, in September, October and November. We're confident that
we'll achieve this goal in December.

I forgot the other question.

Ms. Christine Normandin: Who is processing the applications:
new staff or people from other business lines?

Mr. Daniel Mills: We've reassigned staff from other business
lines that had a slightly lower volume of work. We've also hired
new staff. It's a mix of both.

Ms. Christine Normandin: My question is more for the Minis-
ter of Employment, Workforce Development and Disability Inclu-
sion, but I'll make it a general question. In the rest of Canada, while
people are waiting for permanent residence, they can obtain a
bridging open work permit. However, they can't do so in Quebec.
This would probably have been useful during the crisis. If people
had had an open permit, they could have worked in other places.
Could the bridging open work permit also be implemented in Que-
bec, even if it were to be defined by region or job category?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thank you for the question.

Depending on the circumstances, these permits may be open or
closed,

[English]

what we have looked at and what we have done is that we have en-
abled people to change jobs and still hold on to that work permit
where they have another job to go to, without coming back, without
having to redo some of the paperwork.

There have been some accommodations made to that already
and, depending on the category, the work permit will differ, particu-
larly in the Quebec case around some who are here on TFWs.

Mr. Mills, do you want to add to that one as well?

The Chair: I'm sorry, Deputy Minister. The time is up. We will
have to move to Ms. Kwan.

Ms. Kwan, you have six minutes for your round of questioning.
You can please start.

® (1740)

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Thank you, Madam Chair, and thank you to
the officials.

I just want to follow up quickly on the acknowledgement of re-
ceipt. Could the officials table for the committee the average time it
takes to issue an acknowledgement of receipt after it reaches the
processing centre, both pre- and post COVID?
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Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thanks for the question.

It will depend on the type of business that we have. Where we
have electronic applications, which we do on many of our tempo-
rary lines of business, acknowledgement of receipt can be issued
very quickly. We're able to do that. Where our business is paper-
based—and here's where we're really struggling—we find, not to
put too fine a point on it, that the mail is actually stacking up.

When we had difficulty between the end of March and July, be-
fore we got people back into our offices in significant numbers....
What we have is a backlog of envelopes that needed to be opened.
Until we can actually get the mail open and get those applications
scanned, it's difficult to make that acknowledgement. I will ac-
knowledge that this is not client service, and it's an area in the de-
partment where we really need to do better.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Perhaps we can get a response back from the
officials to let committee members know what is being done to do
better, because right now it is hugely problematic.

I'd like to move on to another area, then. The government's web-
site on the Hong Kong special measures could easily be misinter-
preted. Can the officials confirm that the government's definition of
“extended family members” only applies to visitor visa applications
and not to the family sponsorship stream for permanent residents?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I just want to double-check that I'm right
on this one. I believe your interpretation is correct. We will take
hard look at that, and I'm also happy to get back to the committee
on that.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: If I can get confirmation, that would be really
good, because I think it's misleading, and that is a disservice to the
people who are hoping to access this stream, even though I know
the government wants to make it sound like there's more being
done. Either way, I would like to get confirmation. If you could
submit that to the committee, that would be appreciated.

On the postgrad work permit issue, last week you indicated that
those with expired post-graduate work permits would not be de-
ported or lose status. In the case I mentioned to the minister just
now, today, this expired postgrad work permit holder is a university
teacher. As of yesterday, he is without status while he waits for his
PR application, which is only waiting for an extension for his medi-
cals. Is it illegal for him to work or will his employer have to let
him go? When our office inquired about it with the IRCC agent, the
agent actually told us that we should be telling this individual to
leave the country.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Madam Chair, the member has indicated
that she has written to the minister on that. We would like to go and
find her correspondence on that and check into this case.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Okay. I'll follow up as well with this situa-
tion, because it's hugely disturbing in this instance. The individual
received instructions from IRCC, which were followed, and now
his status is expired. He's absolutely in a state about this. Then,
when we followed up with IRCC, they advised for us to tell the in-
dividual that he should leave the country.

With respect to the Quebec skilled workers, I have another situa-
tion of individuals whose applications have been listed at 100%
completion since March 11. Last week, Mr. Mills indicated that ap-

plications in this stream that were in the final steps were mostly re-
solved in May and June. Is there still a backlog with these applica-
tions? I do have individuals who are still waiting.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I know there are a number of applications
under the Quebec skilled workers program that are waiting to be
processed, but those whose applications were completed prior to
March 18—I'll repeat what I've said before—should be eligible to
travel to Canada, where that final determination has been made. If
there are particular cases, Madam Chair, we are happy to look into
them.

® (1745)

Ms. Jenny Kwan: All right. We'll follow up with that as well.

I guess my trouble with individual cases is that, more often than
not, they are not just individual cases. I have one, two, three or
whatever. You can bet that there will be more in the system, so
there is something wrong with the system that's creating this prob-
lem. That's what I want to point out as well, but I will definitely
follow up in this instance.

With respect to spousal sponsorship, does IRCC consider the be-
ginning of the 12th month standard processing time to be when the
application was submitted in March, or is it when it was entered in-
to the system in September?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Mr. Mills, do you want to take that one?
[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills: Yes, thank you, Madam Chair.

In terms of the processing time, we're talking about the time
when the department receives the application, in other words, the
date of receipt—

[English]
The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, Mr. Mills. The time is up.

Deputy Minister, you can look into the information you said you
would communicate to us and send it to the committee. That would
be good.

We will now move on to Mr. Hallan.

Mr. Hallan, you have five minutes for your round of questioning.

Mr. Jasraj Singh Hallan (Calgary Forest Lawn, CPC): Thank
you, Madam Chair.

Thank you to all the officials.
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I don't think we got proper answers, especially for my con-
stituents. A lot of them have been contacting me, as have people all
across Canada. They're still concerned that they've applied to get
their grandparents and parents here. We don't have any information
or transparency as far as how many have been applied for. What are
we are looking at in terms of when we are going to start seeing any
type of information at all?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: We received a considerable number of ap-
plications for the parents and grandparents program when it was
opened. We are in the process now of going through those applica-
tions to ensure some integrity. In other words, we're reducing dupli-
cate applications we may have received. Once we have finished do-
ing that, then we'll proceed with the next stage of the process for
the parents and grandparents program.

Mr. Mills, would you like to add some specific operational com-
ments on that?

[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills: Yes. Thank you.

As the deputy minister said, the program was open from mid-Oc-
tober to early November. People who wanted to use another method
to submit their application, such as a paper application, were given
a few extra weeks to do so.

Now that the program is over and we've received all the applica-
tions, we're proceeding with the internal audit of program integrity.
As the deputy minister said, we just need to move on to the next
step and invite people to submit an application. We anticipate that
this will happen in late December or early January.

[English]

Mr. Jasraj Singh Hallan: When can we get some actual num-
bers, though?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I think once we have finished quality as-
surance on the applications that we have received and we have a
good, clear handle on the numbers of duplicates, then we'll be hap-
py to release those figures.

Mr. Jasraj Singh Hallan: I think there was some sound issue; [
couldn't really hear the answer.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I'll make sure my microphone is okay, too.
I apologize for that.

Once we have finished the quality assurance on the applications
and gone through to make sure that we have eliminated the dupli-
cates, then we'd be happy to release information on that.

Mr. Jasraj Singh Hallan: Okay, thank you.

This is something we've brought up multiple times. I know that
Mr. Dhaliwal has brought this up as well. We didn't really get a
clear answer about this, but we're looking for a stream or some type
of pathway for PR.

Mr. Saroya talked about this as well when he was asking the
minister. We want to give dignity to these “low-skilled workers”
and also to the international students. When can we see things mov-
ing on this front?

® (1750)

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I'll start with students, Madam Chair.

A full 25% of those who came through our economic pathways
in 2019 had been students in Canada or were coming through a
postgraduation work permit and were successful in that. We have,
then, a really good incidence of students moving into permanent
residency. We would indeed like to see that continue and grow as
we try to reach high levels.

Depending upon the pathway they come through, there are a
number of different skill levels, including differences among the
provincial nominee programs as well, that provide pathways for
lower-skilled workers as they come through.

Mr. Jasraj Singh Hallan: Right now we're seeing that there has
been an announcement for 1.2 million new immigrants over the
next three years. At this committee, we've discussed before whether
it would make sense.... Low-hanging fruit would be those who are
already here. Those who are on temporary foreign visas and people
who are here on work permits are already contributing to our soci-
ety in many essential and crucial ways.

Is there something we can do for them to give them a better path-
way? They don't have one right now.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Absolutely, Madam Chair. Those who are
already in the country, whether they're students or temporary for-
eign workers who are here and are already working, are people we
absolutely want to attract as we try to meet levels targets in 2021.

There—
The Chair: I'm sorry to interrupt, Deputy Minister. Time is up.
We will now move on to Ms. Dhillon.

Ms. Dhillon, you have five minutes for your round of question-
ing.

Ms. Anju Dhillon (Dorval—Lachine—LaSalle, Lib.): Thank
you.

I'd like to start with the minister's mention in his speech that in
an average week in November, they processed a higher percentage
than in a similar week last year. Do you see processing continuing
to outperform last year's, despite the pandemic? Can you elaborate
on the changes that are needed to make it happen?

Thank you.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thank you for the question.

When the pandemic hit in March, we realized that some parts of
our workforce were better equipped to work from home than oth-
ers. For about 55% of our workforce—and we have about 9,000
employees here in Canada—it was easy to disconnect a laptop from
their workstation and continue to work at home. “Easy” may be a
stretch.
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However, for many of our workers, particularly those on the pro-
cessing side, where we run shifts—two shifts and sometimes three
shifts a day—it's pretty difficult for one person to take the equip-
ment, and in most cases it's not equipment that is easy to take
home. Part of the problem thus became one of equipping our own
labour force to work effectively from home and to do it well.

We saw a real hit on productivity. As we've been able to equip
our workforce, as we've been able to train and get people back up
to speed, we've seen productivity rise steadily. In the fall, now that
people have gotten used to this and gotten used to new equipment,
we've seen very good results on productivity around particular files.

If you can indulge me for one second, I think a really good ex-
ample of this might be found in the call centre. I know it can be a
source of frustration from time to time, but it is a microcosm for
how much of this worked.

We had to send employees home who were not equipped to work
from home. It became a real conundrum to find out how to do this
fast, how to get equipment to employees, how to find software that
was going to work in both official languages, to test the software, to
train the employees, and to get it back up and working.

We did it in about five weeks. We've just now reintroduced the
call-back feature for the call centre, which I know is popular and I
think provides very good client service. It acts as a bit of a micro-
cosm for the things we had to reinvent in the department to be able
to get the productivity numbers the minister mentioned back up.

Ms. Anju Dhillon: Thank you.

The other question is regarding sponsorship application times.
When the applications arrive at offices, sometimes they sit there for
a long period of time. Then, when both sponsors are approved—I'll
give you an example—they both have different processing times.
I'm wondering why one is so different from the other.

For example, there's a couple who have a son four years old. The
applications arrived at the same time. One was approved and final-
ized after 11 months, and the other one, after 15 months, is still sit-
ting there.

It's hard to tell constituents who meet all the sponsorship require-
ments that the delays are normal, when they themselves know so
many other people and are comparing notes. It gets very difficult
for us to answer why, if both applications are approved, it takes
longer for one than for the other.

Thank you.
® (1755)

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Madam Chair, it may depend on what's in
the file. I don't have a clear answer; let me start there. It may de-
pend on what's in the file. It may depend on particular circum-
stances associated with the file. I wouldn't have a better answer on
a specific case. I'm sorry about that.

Ms. Anju Dhillon: That's okay.

The other question I have is about medical examinations for per-
manent residents. If there isn't a designated panel physician autho-
rized by the Canadian government, for example, in Cuba, are there
exemptions for them, especially now considering COVID? They

have to travel nine hours to go get this examination done, but dur-
ing COVID are there any safeguards? Is there anything in Cuba that
can be designated...any panel physician? I know it's a very specific
question, but I am just very curious.

The Chair: Give a quick 15-second answer.
Ms. Catrina Tapley: Mr. Mills.
[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills: I don't have any details on this topic, but we
can certainly give you some.

Ms. Anju Dhillon: Thank you. I really appreciate it.
[English]
The Chair: Thank you. Ms. Dhillon, your time is up.

We will now have Madame Normandin for two and a half min-
utes.

You can please start.
[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you.

I'll follow up on the situation regarding bridging open work per-
mits. The idea here is to avoid situations such as the ones that we've
experienced. The Bloc Québécois suggested that regional permits
or permits by employment sector be used. This would probably
have made the process easier during the crisis. Job losses resulted
in a number of requests to change employers.

Could we consider making greater use of this type of permit
rather than routinely using closed permits? Obviously, this would
be done together with Employment and Social Development
Canada.

[English]

Ms. Catrina Tapley: We are always happy to look at things that
will improve client service in this regard. It's a complicated area, as
you know, Madam Chair, between us, our sister department at ES-
DC and how we move quickly through this. Any suggestions are al-
ways welcome to us as we continue to look at issues with respect to
temporary foreign workers.

[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you.

When they appeared before the committee last Monday, people
in the economic class said that they found it somewhat unfortunate
that the information on time frames posted on the IRCC website is
often general. The website says the average time that it can take to
process a file. However, a file can be more complex or more
straightforward, so it may require a longer or shorter processing
time.
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Do you think that it will ever be possible to give people a fore-
seeable date for the completion of their file and that this date will
be based on their own situation?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thank you for the question.
[English]

Nothing would make me happier than to say that we could have
an excellent system in there that would allow people to know exact-
ly where their files are in progress. Until we have a system, a better
digital system, and can move away from the number of paper appli-
cations we have, particularly on the permanent side, that's going to
be very difficult for us to do. However, it's something that we abso-
lutely want to come back to because that will also help us with the
volumes of other things, including access to information requests.

The Chair: Thank you, Deputy Minister.
We will now move on to Ms. Kwan.

Ms. Kwan, you have two and a half minutes.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: [ just want to go back to Mr. Mills' last an-
swer. It wasn't clear to me.

If the application is stuck in the mailroom for six or seven
months and is not opened until September, would the start date on
the standard processing time be when the package gets opened in
September?

® (1300)
[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills: The start date for calculating the processing
time is the date when an application arrives in the department's
mailroom.

[English]

Ms. Jenny Kwan: It's the date when you opened the mail, not
the date since it's been sitting there for six months. Am I correct?

[Translation]

Mr. Daniel Mills: No. It's the date when the application arrives
at the department. If the application arrives on January 1, but it isn't
opened and processed until June, January 1 is considered the start
date for processing purposes.

[English]
Ms. Jenny Kwan: Thank you.

All right, since this year's decision is to only process about
49,000 files and applications, does that mean we should still antici-
pate a backlog continuing into 2021?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: We are working hard to make sure we pro-
cess as many applications as we can, to not have that backlog con-
tinue and to move these files forward as fast as we can. We're in a
situation now where we have, in person, about 30% of our work-
force back in our large processing operations. A couple have now
moved into a red zone where that will change. We're also looking at
a number of contracts that have been put in place to be able to come
in and digitize the applications and to be able to move those for-
ward as quickly as we can.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: The immigration targets were increased in the
2020 levels. The targets were within the low and high ranges, and

the lower range was actually reduced by about 20,000 for each year
compared with those in the 2019 report.

Does that mean that IRCC anticipates the possibility of reaching
lower targets than in previous years?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: For 2020, Madam Chair, we will not reach
our targets. We've really been hampered by a border that's been
closed since March 18—

The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, Deputy Minister. The time
is up. Maybe you can share that information afterwards or if it
comes up again, you can share that information.

Thank you.

We will now move to Mr. Saroya. He will start, and he's splitting
his time with Mr. Allison.

You have five minutes combined.

Mr. Bob Saroya: Thank you, Madam Chair, and thank you to
the Deputy Minister.

Deputy Minister, I have known you for the last five years and
you have always been good.

Perception is a reality. When I was interviewed back in 1973 in
New Delhi—the first time I came to the country—I had a good
feeling. After the interview, the interviewer or the counsellor, what-
ever you call him, walked with me outside. I went to the interview
as nervous as heck. I came out good, but it felt good in all the stuff.

Many of the people who fill out the application feel they are ly-
ing on the application. As I said, perception is the reality.

Is there anything we can do? Is there anything we can do for
those people who always feel that immigration is looking at them
as though everybody is lying?

Thank you.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thanks, Madam Chair.

Program integrity is a really important part of our business, as
the member has indicated. We try to treat all applications fairly as
they come through, but program integrity and fraud is a real part of
our business. We're looking for things that are robust, incomplete or
inconsistent and that really helps us analyze files, I think in a good
way.

The other thing that I think is really helpful, particularly on the
permanent resident side and the economic class, is express entry,
where we're looking at things in a very qualitative way. We're look-
ing a their educational experience, language levels and work expe-
rience. These are things where program integrity becomes a little
easier. It's not that there isn't fraud in those lines of business, but it's
easier to do. It's more transparent, and people can see that.
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® (1805)

Mr. Bob Saroya: Madam Chair, my second question is this. We
need those people. When I came to the country, I worked in a facto-
ry for minimum wages for a number of years before I upgraded my-
self, then I was the director of sales for a great Canadian corpora-
tion.

There are many people, thousands of people who are here in this
country who I feel we can use. They speak the language. They un-
derstand Canadian culture. They are willing to work for the next
30, 35 or 40 years. They are the real resources we should be tap-
ping into.

As I mentioned earlier today, at companies like Pizza Pizza, Mc-
Donald's, Tim Hortons—I could go on and on—and with truckers
too, we cannot survive without them.

Why can't we do something for those people? Some of them are
paying $40,000 to $60,000 for the LMIA, or on the black market
and that kind of thing, to get into the program. If you and the immi-
gration department can do something, I'd really appreciate it.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: On labour market impact assessments, I'll
leave that as a question you can follow up on with my colleagues at
ESDC.

On the other hand, I think I'll come back with something the
minister said. With levels of 401,000 for 2020, it's going to push us
in the department to be more innovative and to look at other means
and other ways—particularly if the border remains closed—for
those who are already here in Canada. Those are discussions we
look forward to having with the minister.

Mr. Bob Saroya: Thank you.

Mr. Allison, you can go back.

Mr. Dean Allison (Niagara West, CPC): Thank you for the 45
seconds, Bob. I appreciate it.

Deputy Minister, thank you very much.

I want to continue with what Mr. Saroya said and encourage you
as you have those conversations with the minister. Certainly, as Bob
said and as you indicated here, there are a number of people who
are in our country right now. They're going to college, going to uni-
versity, they're working in our restaurants. I don't call them “low
skill”; I call them “core”. Their core skills are what we need. Food
and manufacturing is the same way. I would hope that part of those
discussions—and I'll leave my comments at that because I'm almost
out of time—would be held with various industry groups that are
struggling to fill those jobs right now.

As I said, I think a lot of people could benefit from some of those
students who are in the country right now who are prepared to help
us out with those jobs as they continue to improve themselves, as
Mr. Saroya said. Thank you very much for considering that. I en-
courage you to have those conversations with the minister to make
the best use of those people who are in the country already. Thanks.

The Chair: Thank you.

We will now have Mr. Dhaliwal.

Mr. Dhaliwal, you have five minutes for your round of question-
ing. You can start, please.

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Thank you to the deputy minister and the associates for being
here today.

The department has shifted towards an easier client experience,
while also maintaining the safety of Canadians, by moving online.
Are these measures that have been adopted presenting a demonstra-
ble change in terms of processing, and if it's proven successful, are
there plans to implement digitization across the whole system?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: That's a really important question for our
business.

I'll take it apart in two different ways. One is that we have had a
lot of innovation in the past eight months, where we've had to look
at different ways of doing our business. Where things have worked
well, these are things that we want to keep.

When it comes to things like a virtual citizenship ceremony or an
online citizenship test, hooray. These are innovations that we'll look
at and we'll want to keep.

With regard to others where we can move more of our business
onto a digital platform, where we can move applications more
seamlessly within our network, that is the goal we want to achieve.
There was a note in the fall economic statement yesterday about
our IT platform, the global case management system. The statement
reiterated something that had been announced already, that being
the first two phases of our process to update our system. It's a lega-
cy system.

The first is improving the technical depth of our system itself—
in other words, to ensure that our system remains more stable over
time. We have pushed our system to the limits of what it's able to
do, so we need to be able to catch up with that.

The second is better disaster recovery in our system and to be
able to try to reduce the number of outages in the global case man-
agement system and move it forward.

There will have to be a third phase to this. This will be the part
that gives us more flexibility around digital applications, for us to
continue to move away from paper-based applications.

We'll need to get the first two phases well under way. There's a
lot of work going on now.

Having said all of that, 2019 was a record year on our system,
across all categories. This was the same system that delivered. We
continue to try to innovate. We continue to try to transform our
business and to move that forward as quickly as we can.

® (1810)

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: Thank you.
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Mr. Mills, I want to thank you for answering the question that
MP Kwan asked. It was a very important question about a one-year
term, because before with spousal cases, people had to wait years
and years, and now that have to wait less than one year. I thank you
for clearing that up.

I want to come back to the deputy minister on the spousal spon-
sorship. Family immigration is a key to the government, and also
particularly to me as well, because I hear from people all the time
on spousal sponsorships. I know there have been considerable
changes to the program to allow a specialized task force to increase
spousal sponsorship decisions. As we mentioned earlier, there were
plans to have 49,000 decisions by the end of 2020. How close are
we to achieving this goal?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: This has been Mr. Mills' innovation and
good work, and I'm going to let him answer that question.

Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: Thank you.
[Translation]
Mr. Daniel Mills: Thank you, Madam Chair.

To answer the question, to date, we've processed about
40,000 family class applications for this year. As the minister said,
the goal is 49,000 applications. We have one month left. We still
have work to do, but we're confident that we'll achieve the goal.

We've put a great deal of effort and many resources into this
business line. As the deputy minister said earlier, we've also set up
a pilot project to digitize applications. Currently, all applications
are received in paper format. The goal of the project is to be able to
process the applications from any office in the world.

This innovation will hopefully enable us to process the applica-
tions more quickly.

[English]
Mr. Sukh Dhaliwal: Do you think that you will not only—

The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, Mr. Dhaliwal, but your
time is up.

Each party can have two minutes before we end this panel. We
can start with the Conservatives.

Mr. Allison is next. You have two minutes for your questions.

Mr. Dean Allison: Thank you very much, Madam Chair. My
colleague didn't give me much time, but you gave me an extra two
minutes. | appreciate that.

My question is on one of the challenges that I always have,
Deputy Minister. I have a number of businesses in my riding that
need technical support from time to time. The challenge has always
been on the essential versus non-essential opportunity to get people
with permits into the country on a temporary basis.

I know that they have to self-quarantine and do all those other
kinds of things, but in my thought process, here's the challenge. For
example, I had a greenhouse that burned to the ground over Christ-
mastime. The people had to rebuild the whole facility. To bring in
special equipment, we needed people to come in from Holland to
help train them on those kinds of things. While they weren't doing

food products per se, where I would have deemed them as essential,
obviously it was very important that this get back up and running.

I have a number of situations. I can count at least half a dozen
situations of a technical nature where we've struggled to get people
in to help train the trainer. Do you have any thoughts on how we
can do a better job of getting those types of technical experts into
the country?

I've just taken a minute of my two minutes.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thanks for that.

1 should note that in the national interest exemption letters that
have been issued, the vast majority have been for technical assis-
tance, [ think in the way which the member has described.

The other thing is that we are always looking for ways to im-
prove our business, particularly when it comes to Canadian busi-
nesses that rely on others to come in and repair the equipment;
they're there, and it's part of the essential service.

The global skills strategy has been a bit of a game-changer in
that regard, but for those who are coming through on shorter times,
it's something that we want to continue to look at and to work
closely on with our partners at ESDC to make sure it's done in a
timely way.

® (1815)

The Chair: Thank you, Deputy Minister. Your time is up.
We will now move onto Madame Martinez Ferrada.

You have two minutes.
[Translation]

Ms. Soraya Martinez Ferrada: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I'll start by commending the work of the entire team at the De-
partment of Citizenship and Immigration. I know that you have all
been hit hard by this pandemic, which has affected a number of as-
pects of your daily work. I believe that you have ultimately suc-
ceeded in finding innovative responses. You have stepped outside
your regular work environment.

1 know that we don't have much time left. However, I want to
hear your views on this topic.

In terms of immigration and the immigration process, in your
opinion, what are the most innovative measures that you imple-
mented and the measures that you want to keep or push even fur-
ther?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thank you for your question, Ms. Mar-
tinez Ferrada.

Perhaps our most innovative measures relate to citizenship, with
the virtual ceremony.

Sorry, but I'll continue in English, Ms. Martinez Ferrada.
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[English]

The online citizenship test, I cannot begin to say how happy I am
that we have launched this.

When I joined the department for the first time almost 10 years
ago, we were talking about how we might do it, and we're dis-
tressed that took us as long as it did, but we're happy it's launched.
This is a game-changer for our business and where we want to go
in this area.

The other pieces are where we pick up bits and pieces of digital
applications. Parts of the other innovations have been around those
student permits. How do we hold on to that really important indus-
try for Canada and, frankly, a really important source of immigra-
tion for Canada? One thing that we did as a halfway measure was
the partial assessment of applications so that universities and col-
leges could continue to—

The Chair: I'm sorry for interrupting, Deputy Minister. We will
have to move to the next member.

We will now have Madame Normandin for two minutes.
[Translation]

Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. Tapley, I'll follow up on the answer that you gave to
Ms. Kwan regarding when the calculation of the processing time
for applications begins. For example, if a file is incomplete, if it's
returned, if the applicant adds documents, if the file comes back, if
it's returned, the time really starts when the file first arrives, right?
It doesn't start when the file is considered complete.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: That's a good question. I'll need Mr. Mills'
help.

Mr. Daniel Mills: Okay.
Thank you, Madam Chair.

To make things clear, in the case of a temporary residence appli-
cation, we review the application when it's complete. Each time the
departments share information, for example, if the biometrics are
missing, the processing time stops. The time starts again when we
receive the information or when the file is considered complete.

For a permanent residence application, the member is right. The
clock starts when the application arrives at the department. First,
we acknowledge receipt of the application. We then check whether
all the information is included. If the application must be returned
to the client, this obviously adds time to the processing of the appli-
cation.

® (1820)
Ms. Christine Normandin: Thank you.
[English]
The Chair: Thank you.
We will now have our last round of questioning by Ms. Kwan.
Ms. Kwan, you have two minutes, and then we will end the pan-
el.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: Thank you very much.

I want to go back to the deputy on the question about the IRCC
lower targets so she can finish her thoughts on that.

Ms. Catrina Tapley: Thanks.

On the lower targets, I'm looking at the multi-year levels plan
now. Because we have a higher number for 2021, we wanted to
make sure that there was a range. Also we're dealing with many un-
knowns for 2021, one of which is when the border will reopen.
That's been a particular impediment to our ability to meet levels in
2020. How aggressive we can be and where we can be around our
levels plan will depend on a number of unknown factors. Given
those unknown factors, that's where we see a broader range.

Our targets, however, remain our targets, and we will do every-
thing in our power to meet them.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: I noted this because the lower numbers really
reflect that there's a real possibility that IRCC would not be able to
fall within range if we kept the same lower targets as previous
years. That's why it's been reduced by about 20,000.

Moving on to a different issue, on COPRs, last week we were
told that there's a system in place for expired COPRs. In the con-
stituency case, as recently as November 27, IRCC call centre told
our office that any application regarding the renewal of COPR
won't be reviewed until the Dublin VAC reopens. We're running in-
to that situation where we've just been told, “We don't know”.
When can we expect the VAC to be reopened?

1 saw you shaking you head, Deputy. Does that mean that's
wrong information, that in fact people are actively being called? 1
have two cases right now in my system of people who are not being
called, and they don't know what's going to happen to their case.
We don't know, either, because we can't find an answer.

The Chair: Ms. Kwan, I'm sorry for interrupting, but your time
is up.

Ms. Jenny Kwan: May I get a quick response from the deputy?
The Chair: Deputy Minister, would you like to respond?

Ms. Catrina Tapley: I think we're struggling with very similar
terms, and I worry a bit about that in the advice that's coming back.
Regarding the Dublin visa application centre, I'll get back to the
committee.

The Chair: We are now at the end of our second panel.

I want to take this opportunity to thank our officials for appear-
ing before us and providing important information. This year and
the last nine months have not been easy, but I want to take this mo-
ment to thank you, on behalf of all Canadians, for stepping up and
being there.
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I represent a very diverse riding, and I know there have been
many requests coming to my office in the last nine months, so I can
just imagine how many requests you would have received. Thank
you for being there for Canadians. Your work means a lot. On be-
half of all members, thank you.

Stay safe.

The meeting is adjourned.
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