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I. Introduction	
	
One	Free	World	 International	 (OFWI)	 is	honoured	 to	present	 this	brief	 to	 the	Standing	Committee	on	
Citizenship	and	Immigration	and	to	present	our	perspective	on	how	we,	as	a	nation,	can	best	help	the	
refugees	fleeing	conflict	in	Syria.	We	are	grateful	that	the	Canadian	government	and	other	members	of	
the	international	community	have	responded	in	this	matter	and	are	taking	measures	to	help	resolve	the	
situation	 through	 expediting	 the	 resettling	 of	 refugees.	 However,	 as	 we	 all	 know,	 there	 is	 no	 simple	
solution	to	this	crisis.	
	
Statistics	are	inadequate;	they	are	both	meaningless	and	bursting	with	meaning	at	the	same	time.	In	a	
span	of	only	five	years	millions	of	Syrians	have	been	displaced	including	almost	five	million	fleeing	the	
country	as	refugees.	Five	million	people	is	an	enormous	number	yet	at	the	same	time	it	is	no	more	than	
the	population	of	a	single	urban	metropolis	–	we	cannot	comprehend	the	significance	of	such	data.	On	
the	other	hand,	we	have	all	seen	news	reports	with	images	of	thousands	of	people	flooding	the	borders	
of	Europe;	of	barely	seaworthy	vessels	bursting	at	their	seams	with	a	desperate	cargo	of	humanity;	of	
the	bodies	of	men,	women,	and	children	washed	up	on	beaches	in	a	failed	bid	for	peace	and	freedom.	
These	images	speak	to	us	in	a	way	that	statistics	cannot	and	it	is	no	wonder	that	they	have	provided	the	
impetus	for	the	international	community	to	take	action.	
	
Our	hearts	go	out	with	compassion	because	we	can	see	the	pain	and	suffering	of	a	father,	a	mother,	a	
child…	We	want	to	do	anything	we	can	to	help	but	simply	opening	our	doors	wide	is	not	the	solution;	it	
does	not	help	the	refugees	nor	does	 it	solve	the	underlying	 issues	–	 in	fact,	doing	so	will	create	much	
greater	problems	in	the	long	run.	We	must	help,	but	any	action	we	take	must	be	conscious,	deliberate,	
and	prudent.	We	must	ensure	that	our	actions	as	a	totality,	including	our	decision	to	resettle	refugees,	
help	 to	move	 forward	 the	process	of	 finding	a	solution	 to	 the	underlying	problems	and	do	not	 inhibit	
that	 process.	 Our	 actions	 must	 strengthen	 and	 support	 local	 and	 regional	 efforts	 for	 protection	 and	
resettlement	 and	 not	 hinder	 them.	 And	 finally,	 our	 actions	 must	 ensure	 the	 speedy	 and	 successful	
integration	 of	 the	 refugees	 into	 Canadian	 society	 by	 meeting	 their	 physical,	 emotional,	 and	
psychological	needs.		
	
	

II. About	One	Free	World	International	
	
OFWI	is	a	Toronto-based	international	human	rights	organization	that	focuses	on	protecting	the	rights	of	
religious	minorities	and	educating	the	public	and	decision-makers	about	violations	of	religious	freedom	
around	 the	world.	 Rev.	 El	 Shafie	 was	 himself	 detained	 and	 severely	 tortured	 by	 Egyptian	 authorities	
after	he	 converted	 from	 Islam	 to	Christianity	 and	began	pursuing	equal	 rights	 for	 Egyptian	Christians.	
After	he	was	sentenced	to	death,	he	was	able	to	escape	from	Egypt	and	finally	settled	in	Canada	where	
he	established	OFWI	to	share	a	message	of	freedom,	hope,	and	tolerance	for	religious	differences	and	to	
promote	human	rights	in	this	area	through	advocacy,	humanitarian	aid,	and	public	education.	
	
OFWI	 has	 advocated	 on	 behalf	 of	 religious	 minorities	 and	 individuals	 regardless	 of	 creed,	 including	
Christians,	Jews,	Ahmadiyya	and	Uyghur	Muslims,	Falun	Gong,	and	Bahá’í’s,	among	others.	Rev.	El	Shafie	
has	also	led	delegations	on	fact-finding	missions	to	countries	such	as	Pakistan,	Afghanistan,	Iraq,	Cuba,	
Israel,	India,	and	Bangladesh,	where	he	has	met	personally	and	addressed	these	issues	with	government	
and	opposition	leaders	and	local	human	rights	advocates.	
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Rev.	 El	 Shafie	 has	 appeared	 several	 times	 before	 parliamentary	 bodies	 in	 Canada,	 from	 the	 Standing	
Committee	 on	 Foreign	 Affairs	 and	 International	 Development	 to	 its	 Subcommittee	 on	 International	
Human	Rights	and	the	Parliamentary	Inquiry	into	Antisemitism	in	Canada,	and	before	the	Subcommittee	
on	Africa,	Global	Health,	and	Human	Rights	and	the	Tom	Lantos	Human	Rights	Committee	of	the	United	
States	Congress.	He	has	also	provided	expert	testimony	for	numerous	courts	and	tribunals	on	behalf	of	
individuals	 seeking	 protection	 in	 Canada	 and	 the	 United	 States.	 He	 has	 developed	 relationships	with	
members	 in	 the	Canadian	Parliament	 and	 the	American	Congress	 and	addressed	 these	 issues	directly	
with	cabinet	ministers	and	officials	in	the	Canadian	government,	including	the	Prime	Minister’s	Office,	in	
order	 to	 help	 educate	 decision-makers	 about	 the	 on-going	 issue	 of	 religious	 persecution	 around	 the	
world.	 For	 his	 efforts	 he	 was	 awarded	 the	 Queen	 Elizabeth	 II	 Diamond	 Jubilee	 Medal	 in	 2012	 and	
recently	received	the	inaugural	Raoul	Wallenberg	Citation	for	Moral	Courage.	Further	information	about	
his	background	and	work	can	be	found	in	Appendix	A.	
	
	

III. Context	
	
It	is	difficult	to	find	an	accurate	description	for	the	situation	facing	the	global	community	in	the	Middle	
East	and	on	the	doorsteps	of	Europe.	The	Syrian	crisis	becomes	 intermingled	with	 issues	affecting	the	
broader	region	and	they	all	 tend	to	meld	 into	one	amorphous	“migrant	crisis”.	However,	the	common	
adoption	 of	 this	 term	 by	 the	 media	 is	 unfortunate	 because	 while	 it	 tries	 to	 reflect	 reality	 by	
encompassing	the	diversity	of	the	issues,	in	effect	it	obscures	this	diversity	and	the	fact	that	many	of	the	
“migrants”	are	legitimate	refugees.	By	glossing	over	the	varying	factors	motivating	people	to	leave	their	
homes	and	countries	it	prevents	us	from	appropriately	addressing	the	underlying	issues	that	are	causing	
this	crisis,	or	more	accurately,	these	crises.	The	response	to	those	fleeing	violence	and	conflict	 in	Syria	
must	be	different	than	the	response	to	those	merely	leaving	behind	difficult	circumstances	in	search	of	a	
better	life.	
	
ISIS	 forces	 in	 Syria	 and	northern	 Iraq	 are	 systematically	 eliminating	 all	 religious	minorities	 from	areas	
under	 their	 control	 –	whether	 by	 expulsion,	 forced	 conversion,	 slavery,	 or	 killing.	 Syrian	 government	
forces	 continue	 to	 battle	 the	 multitudes	 of	 rebel	 factions	 with	 callous	 disdain	 for	 human	 life	 and	
innocent	citizens	are	caught	in	the	middle.	There	is	no	question	that	the	conflict	is	affecting	all	sectors	of	
Syrian	 society,	 including	 Sunni	 and	 Shi’a	Muslims	 as	well	 as	 religious	 and	 ethnic	minorities.	However,	
where	 minorities	 are	 concerned	 it	 is	 also	 clear	 that	 if	 the	 international	 community	 does	 not	 take	
effective	action	immediately	there	is	no	long-	or	even	short-term	future	for	minorities	in	Syria	and	the	
implications	 for	minorities	 in	 the	 broader	 region	 are	 similarly	 ominous.	Moreover,	 the	 prospect	 of	 a	
vastly	 destabilized	 region	 will	 inevitably	 have	 serious	 impacts	 on	 the	 peace	 and	 stability	 of	 the	
international	community	reaching	Canadian	vital	interests	both	in	the	region	and	at	home,	and	demands	
an	immediate	and	effective	response.	
	
Canada’s	pledge	 to	accept	25,000	 refugees	 from	Syria	 last	 year	 and	more	 this	 year	was	an	 important	
step.	For	those	individuals	whose	lives	we	will	be	saving,	this	decision	means	everything	and	it	must	be	
implemented	correctly	 to	ensure	 that	we	are	successful	 in	 improving	 lives	 rather	 than	causing	 further	
pain	 and	 suffering.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 as	 far	 as	 the	 broader	 crisis	 is	 concerned,	 this	 same	 decision	
resolves	little	and	leaves	hundreds	of	thousands,	even	millions,	of	people	no	better	off	than	they	were	
before.	
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IV. Assisting	Syrian	Refugees	
	
The	issues	involved	in	assisting	Syrian	refugees	to	resettle	and	integrate	in	Canada	seem	simple	enough:	
housing,	 language	 skills,	 jobs,	 and	 access	 to	 education	 and	 health	 care.	 In	 reality,	 the	 process	 of	
successfully	resettling	Syrian	refugees	is	much	more	complex	and	begins	long	before	the	refugees	even	
board	a	plane	to	come	to	their	new	home	in	Canada.	One	might	suspect	it	begins	with	the	way	in	which	
we	select	 the	refugees	to	resettle,	but	this	would	be	an	 incomplete	perspective.	We	cannot	and	must	
not	accept	refugees	without	also	dealing	with	the	source	of	the	problem	they	are	fleeing	and	pursuing	
other,	more	effective,	 solutions	 than	 resettling	Syrian	 refugees	 in	Canada.	Each	of	 these	decisions	are	
mutually	interdependent	and	cannot	be	taken	in	isolation	of	the	others.	
	
It	would	be	a	mistake	to	think	that	by	resettling	25,000	refugees	we	have	met	our	responsibilities.	Our	
responsibility	 is	much	broader	than	the	one	we	have	undertaken	toward	25,000	refugees	who	happen	
to	 be	 lucky	 enough	 to	 be	 chosen	 by	 a	 Canadian	 official;	 our	 responsibility	 is	 to	 the	 hundreds	 of	
thousands	of	refugees	we	must	leave	behind,	both	in	Syria	and	in	other	conflict	zones	in	the	region	and	
around	the	globe,	as	well	as	to	the	35	million	Canadians	who	will	accept	these	refugees	and	welcome	
them	to	our	home.	To	ignore	these	responsibilities	would	be	to	fundamentally	fail	the	very	refugees	we	
profess	to	want	to	help.	
	
In	 this	 regard,	 our	 refugee	 resettlement	 process	 begins	 with	 what	 we	 do	 about	 the	 root	 causes	
compelling	these	people	to	become	refugees.	It	encompasses	what	we	do	about	ensuring	effective	local	
and	regional	options	for	the	less	vulnerable	and	only	then	does	it	consider	how	we	choose	those	we	will	
help.	The	logistical	and	practical	 issues	of	finding	homes	and	jobs	and	securing	educational	and	health	
resources	for	the	candidates	that	we	have	identified	are	important.	They	can	only	begin	to	be	addressed	
successfully,	however,	as	long	as	the	other	issues	are	being	satisfactorily	dealt	with.	
	

1. Dealing	with	the	Source	of	the	Problem	
	
It	 is	 trite	 but	 the	 unfortunate	 reality	 is	 that	 even	 if	 we	 had	 the	 implausible	 ability	 to	 accept	 and	
accommodate	hundreds	of	thousands	or	millions	of	refugees	it	would	not	solve	the	refugee	problem.	As	
long	as	we	do	not	deal	with	the	source	of	the	problem	the	flows	of	refugees	will	continue.	In	this	regard,	
the	 refugee	 process	 is	 not	 and	 never	 was	 intended	 as	 a	 permanent	 solution,	 but	 as	 a	 temporary	
measure	 to	 relieve	 immediate	 pain	 and	 suffering	 while	 the	 causes	 of	 that	 misery	 were	 dealt	 with.	
However,	 in	 a	world	 accustomed	 to	 simple	 solutions	 and	 quick	 fixes,	we	 have	 turned	 to	 the	 refugee	
process	as	the	final	solution.	Yet	the	reality	is	that	we	need	to	resolve	the	underlying	problems	that	are	
causing	these	people	to	flee	their	homes	and	countries	in	the	first	place.	
	
Natural	disasters	as	a	cause	for	displacement	and	a	source	of	refugees	are	one	thing	and	are	very	much	
beyond	our	control;	man-made	disasters	 such	as	 the	conflict	 in	Syria	are	a	completely	different	 story.	
There	 is	 no	 excuse	 for	 human	 beings	 killing	 and	 slaughtering	 other	 human	 beings	 or	 forcing	 them	 to	
leave	 their	 homes.	 We	 must	 find	 a	 way	 to	 end	 such	 conflicts	 that	 respects	 the	 rights	 of	 all	 those	
affected.	That	way	families	can	stay	in	their	homes	and	the	refugees	who	have	already	fled	will	be	able	
to	return	home	to	rebuild	their	lives	in	safety	and	security.	This	is	how	the	refugee	system	is	supposed	
to	work	and	this	is	how	we	will	continue	to	have	the	capacity	to	help	those	who	will	need	our	help	in	the	
future.	
	
Solving	 the	 underlying	 problems	 is	 not	 as	 easy	 as	we	would	 like	 it	 to	 be,	 however,	 and	 it	 is	 not	 the	
purpose	of	 this	brief	 to	delve	 into	 the	 complexities	of	 that	 issue.	We	may	not	be	able	 to	prevent	 the	
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parties	from	continuing	to	try	to	solve	their	conflicts	through	violent	means,	but	we	must	do	all	we	can	
to	protect	the	innocent.	The	refugee	process	and	related	measures	are	critical	in	achieving	this	goal	and	
we	must	ensure	that,	where	we	must	invoke	it,	we	are	implementing	it	 in	the	most	effective	way	that	
will	 help	 the	 greatest	 number	 of	 people	 with	 the	 least	 amount	 of	 resources.	 As	 a	 result,	 our	
resettlement	of	refugees	in	Canada	starts	with	enforcing	green	zones	and	supporting	efforts	at	regional	
resettlement.	
	

2. Green	Zones	
	
The	 first	 line	of	defence	must	be	 support	 for	 the	establishment	of	 so-called	 “green	 zones”.	These	are	
safe	 zones	 within	 the	 region	 that	 are	 secured	 by	 international	 forces	 where	 people	 can	 go	 about	
rebuilding	 their	 lives	 close	 to	 home	 and	within	 a	 geographical	 and	 cultural	 context	 that	 is	 familiar	 to	
them.	 Such	 green	 zones	 are	 not	 refugee	 camps	 and	 they	 are	 not	 an	 effective	 solution	 for	 everyone.	
However,	they	are	critical	for	those	who	are	less	vulnerable	and	thus	able	to	take	advantage	of	them	in	
order	to	continue	their	 lives	with	dignity	and	a	sense	of	normalcy.	They	also	serve	a	broader	purpose,	
however,	in	that	they	can	establish	a	focal	point	and	a	strong	local	base	from	which	to	begin	rebuilding	
efforts	once	conditions	are	appropriate.	
	

3. Regional	Resettlement	
	
Beyond	green	zones,	local	and	regional	solutions	are	the	next	best	option	and	should	be	pursued	before	
any	 efforts	 are	 made	 for	 overseas	 resettlement.	 The	 countries	 around	 Syria	 have	made	 a	 herculean	
effort	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 tidal	 wave	 of	 humanity	 leaving	 Syria.	 Lebanon,	 Jordan,	 Iraq	 (which	 is	
simultaneously	 dealing	 with	 its	 own	 ISIS	 problem),	 Egypt,	 and	 Turkey	 are	 hosting	 almost	 five	million	
refugees	between	them.	
	
OFWI	would	like	to	ask:	what	about	the	other	Arab	and	Muslim	countries,	those	which	are	in	the	best	
position	 to	help?	Where	 is	 Saudi	Arabia?	 The	Gulf	 countries?	Morocco	 and	 the	 countries	 of	 northern	
Africa	 (Libya	 is	 the	only	country	 in	 the	region	other	 than	the	 five	mentioned	above	to	have	taken	any	
Syrian	 refugees)?	What	 about	 Iran	 and	 the	 non-Arab	Muslim	 countries	 like	 Pakistan,	 Indonesia,	 and	
Malaysia	among	others?	Granted	some	of	these	countries	are	not	ideal	in	terms	of	cultural,	linguistic,	or	
economic	contexts.	But	 the	oil-rich	countries	of	 the	Gulf	and,	especially	 in	 light	of	 the	example	set	by	
Iraq,	 even	 those	 facing	 their	 own	 challenges	 in	North	Africa	 have	 no	 excuse.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 even	
those	 non-Arab	 countries	 that	 are	 not	 ideal,	 are	 still	 closer	 to	 home	 and	 more	 familiar,	 both	
geographically	and	culturally,	than	our	western	secular	societies	and	while	they	may	not	be	able	to	help	
much,	the	fact	that	they	are	not	even	making	an	effort	is	of	serious	concern.	
	
These	 countries	 should	 be	 stepping	 up	 and	 resettling	 all	 but	 the	 most	 vulnerable,	 those	 who	 truly	
cannot	stay	in	the	region.	Cultural	and	linguistic	familiarity	will	make	the	process	more	comfortable	for	
the	refugees	and	their	geographic	proximity	makes	 it	easier	for	the	refugees	to	access	these	countries	
and	 to	 return	home	once	 the	 conditions	allow.	 If	 these	 countries	were	 shouldering	 their	 share	of	 the	
responsibility,	we	would	be	able	to	focus	on	supporting	those	truly	vulnerable,	those	for	whom	leaving	
the	region	is	the	only	option.	As	a	result,	OFWI	would	like	to	pose	the	question:	what	is	preventing	these	
countries,	particularly	Saudi	Arabia	and	the	Gulf	countries	that	have	resources	and	space,	from	receiving	
and	helping	their	own	people?	Do	they	not	care?	Are	they	afraid,	and	if	so,	afraid	of	what?	
	

4. “The	Chosen	Ones”	
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The	25,000	we	have	chosen	and	the	others	who	will	be	selected	over	 this	and	coming	years	will	have	
access	to	substantial	advantages	and	how	we	choose	them	will	be	extremely	important.	Every	candidate	
we	select	for	resettlement	represents	thousands	of	other	Syrians	who	will	be	denied	the	opportunity	to	
obtain	safety	in	Canada	or	elsewhere.	They	also	represent	thousands	of	refugees	from	other	conflicts	or	
situations	whom	we	otherwise	might	have	been	able	to	help	but	will	not	because	we	are	helping	these	
Syrians.	As	a	result,	we	must	make	sure	that	our	choices	count	–	we	must	take	the	time	and	necessary	
measures	to	choose	carefully,	even	if	this	means	a	delay	in	moving	the	process	forward.	
	
If	immigration	authorities	select	the	wrong	people,	those	who	are	not	truly	the	most	vulnerable	or	who	
may	not	have	the	will	or	intention	to	adjust	to	life	in	Canada,	the	repercussions	will	be	far-reaching.	The	
Canadian	government	will	be	giving	them	a	benefit	they	do	not	deserve,	it	will	be	committing	fraud	and	
possibly	 worse	 on	 the	 taxpayers	 who	 are	 funding	 this	 program,	 and,	 most	 importantly,	 it	 will	 be	
condemning	the	truly	vulnerable	ones	to	the	fate	from	which	they	rightfully	hoped	we	would	save	them.	
In	 a	 very	 real	 sense,	 our	 responsibility	 and	 the	 success	 of	 our	 endeavour	 is	 not	 defined	 by	 those	we	
accept,	but	rather	by	those	we	leave	behind.	
	

a. Accepting	the	most	vulnerable	
	
When	 we	 choose	 refugees	 for	 our	 resettlement	 program	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 we	 must	 take	 the	 most	
vulnerable.	If	we	are	careless	and	take	those	who	are	not	most	vulnerable,	we	leave	the	task	of	caring	
for	 the	most	 vulnerable	 on	 the	 local	 and	 regional	 parties	who	 have	 the	 least	 ability	 to	 shoulder	 this	
burden.	But	by	taking	the	most	vulnerable	we	will	be	freeing	up	those	same	resources	to	deal	with	those	
who	are	not	as	vulnerable	and	whom	they	are	better	suited	to	help.	
	
But	who	are	the	most	vulnerable?	This	question	is	very	complex	and	it	does	not	have	a	straightforward	
or	easy	answer.	On	some	level	everyone	in	the	affected	regions	is	equally	vulnerable	and	using	criteria	
like	 religion	 or	 ethnicity	 or	 other	 minority	 status	 to	 choose	 candidates	 for	 resettlement	 is	 not	
appropriate.	On	a	superficial	 level	 this	argument	 is	quite	attractive.	As	with	so	many	 things,	however,	
the	truth	is	not	so	simple.	
	
OFWI	 certainly	 does	 not	 advocate	 selecting	 resettlement	 candidates	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 minority	
status,	for	example,	choosing	Christians	simply	because	they	are	Christians	or	Yazidis	because	they	are	
Yazidis	 or	 likewise	 for	 others,	 Druze,	 Kurds,	 Shiite	 sects,	 lesbians	 and	 gays,	 etc.	 Doing	 so	 distorts	 the	
perception	of	our	efforts	and	 is	harmful	to	those	belonging	to	these	minorities	who	are	 left	behind.	 It	
supports	the	narrative	that	these	communities	are	foreign	elements,	despite	their	ancient	presence	 in	
the	region	which,	for	some,	predates	the	existence	of	the	current	Muslim	majority.	By	doing	so	it	places	
an	 even	 greater	 target	 on	 the	 backs	 of	minorities.	 It	 also	 plays	 into	 the	 extremists’	 ultimate	 goal	 of	
ridding	 these	areas	of	 their	minorities	which	we	do	not	support	as	 this	 result	will	be	damaging	 to	 the	
region	 as	 a	 whole.	 Finally,	 it	 denies	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 are	 others	 who	 may	 be	 equally	 or	 more	
vulnerable	regardless	of	the	fact	that	they	do	not	belong	to	a	minority.	
	
However,	 OFWI	 does	 expect	 that	 our	 government	 not	 ignore	 the	 very	 real	 vulnerability	 of	 these	
communities	in	an	understandable	attempt	to	be	“neutral”	or	“politically	correct”.	While	we	should	not	
be	giving	these	minorities	special	status,	they	do	require	special	attention	just	to	be	treated	equally.	Yet	
for	many	complex	reasons	these	communities	are	currently	vastly	under-represented	among	registered	
refugees	 and	 Canadian	 government-assisted	 refugees.	 This	 reality	 ought	 to	 provoke	 questions	 and	
prompt	measures	to	address	this	issue.	
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Many,	 if	not	most,	mainstream	Muslims	will	be	able	to	return	to	their	homes	after	the	conflict	 is	over	
and	conditions	return	to	some	degree	of	normalcy.	Many	of	those	belonging	to	minorities	will	not,	and	
yet	 they	 are	 often	 not	 able	 to	 obtain	 the	 assistance	 they	 need.	 Fear	 of	 extremist	 activity	 in	 refugee	
camps	housing	Muslim	majorities	and	distrust	of	international	organizations	employing	locals	belonging	
to	 the	 majority	 mean	 that	 minority	 refugees	 often	 do	 not	 have	 access	 to	 mainstream	 refugee	
resettlement	processes.	At	the	same	time,	they	do	not	have	militias	that	would	enable	them	to	provide	
even	some	modicum	of	protection	for	their	own	communities.	
	
As	a	result,	the	Canadian	government	must	take	the	time	to	work	with	representatives	of	these	minority	
groups	 to	 locate	 and	 assist	 those	 who	 are	 most	 vulnerable	 and	 not	 simply	 rely	 on	 the	 UNHCR	 to	
determine	who	needs	assistance.	There	are	numerous	organizations,	such	as	the	Office	for	Refugees	of	
the	Archdiocese	of	Toronto	(ORAT)	to	name	only	one,	that	are	experienced	in	refugee	and	resettlement	
issues	and	that	work	directly	and	through	their	international	partners	with	refugees	of	all	communities	
on	the	ground.	 It	 is	very	 important	 that	 the	government	work	with	these	organizations,	 in	addition	to	
the	UNHCR	and	other	agencies,	in	order	to	identify	the	most	vulnerable	and	those	who	will	benefit	most	
from	 resettlement	 to	Canada.	On	 the	other	hand,	we	must	 also	work	with	 the	UNHCR	 to	 resolve	 the	
problems	 at	 existing	 refugee	 camps	 and	 to	 establish	 safe	 options	 for	minority	 refugees	 to	 access	 the	
services	of	the	UNHCR.	
	

b. Screening	and	Security	
	
The	humanitarian	crisis	in	Syria	is	very	real	and	we	all	share	the	desire	to	help.	However,	as	we	have	said	
multiple	times,	the	situation	is	not	as	simple	as	it	seems	and	helping	and	accommodating	these	people	
must	be	 in	complete	and	absolute	balance	with	security	concerns.	 It	does	not	help	us	and	 it	 certainly	
does	not	help	the	refugees	for	us	to	be	“politically	correct”	 in	this	regard.	 If	even	one	of	the	25,000	is	
affiliated	 with	 an	 extremist	 group	 and	 later	 takes	 action	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 against	 Canadians	 on	
Canadian	 soil,	 the	decision	 to	admit	 that	person	will	 be	 responsible	 for	Canadian	 lives	 lost	or	 at	 least	
ruined	 and	 for	 the	 life	 of	 one	 legitimate	 refugee	 who	 should	 have	 had	 that	 spot.	 It	 will	 also	 be	
responsible	for	our	failure	to	help	countless	numbers	of	other	refugees	when	the	false	refugee’s	actions	
turn	public	opinion	against	accepting	refugees.	
	
A	person	who	travels	often	by	air	soon	becomes	accustomed	to	the	flight	crew’s	announcement	that	if	
the	oxygen	masks	release,	you	must	place	the	mask	on	yourself	first	before	helping	those	around	you,	
including	children.	Although	it	seems	counter-intuitive,	the	reason	for	this	is	simple:	if	you	are	not	able	
to	help	yourself	you	will	not	be	able	to	help	others.	The	same	principle	requires	us	to	apply	appropriate	
and	 effective	 security	 measures	 to	 screening	 those	 we	 bring	 to	 Canada	 so	 that	 we	 can	 protect	 our	
country	and	our	continued	ability	to	help	others.	If	we	in	Canada	do	not	succeed	in	protecting	ourselves,	
we	will	end	in	chaos	and	will	not	be	able	to	help	anyone.	
	
It	may	take	more	time,	but	we	must	be	informed	about	the	camps	from	which	we	choose	candidates	for	
resettlement.	 If	 we	 are	 going	 to	 choose	 candidates	 from	 camps	 that	 are	 known	 to	 be	 centres	 for	
extremist	activity,	we	must	exercise	particular	caution.	In	any	event,	the	candidates	themselves	must	be	
put	through	rigorous	and	effective	screening	on	location,	before	they	are	selected	or	allowed	to	come	to	
Canada.	This	must	be	done	in	order	to	weed	out	those	with	extremist	ties	and	with	cultural	norms	that	
are	fundamentally	incompatible	with	Canadian	values	and	we	cannot	delegate	this	responsibility	to	the	
UNHCR	or	other	international	organizations.	
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As	 Canadians	we	 celebrate	 our	 diversity	 and	multiculturalism	 and	 our	 acceptance	 of	 people	 from	 all	

different	cultural	backgrounds	and	rightly	so.	However,	this	approach	only	works	as	long	as	those	we	are	

dealing	 with	 are	 willing	 to	 reciprocate.	 As	 much	 as	 we	 would	 like	 to	 think	 that	 people	 share	 our	

acceptance	of	others,	there	are	some	–	particularly	in	the	region	we	are	concerned	about	–	who	do	not.	

We	cannot	ignore	this	fact	and	expect	to	run	a	successful	resettlement	program.	

	

Prime	Minister	Trudeau	wants	to	honour	his	campaign	pledge	to	bring	25,000	refugees	to	Canada	and	

we	 respect	him	 for	 trying	 to	 fulfill	 his	promise.	However,	 in	 accepting	 the	Office	of	Prime	Minister	of	

Canada,	 he	 also	 assumed	 certain	 other,	 unspoken	 responsibilities	 toward	 the	 people	 of	 this	 great	

country.	The	foremost	of	these	responsibilities	is	to	manage	the	affairs	of	our	country	in	such	a	way	as	

to	 ensure	 our	 safety	 and	 security	 for	 this	 and	 future	 generations.	 This	 responsibility	 trumps	 any	

campaign	pledge	and	any	responsibility	we	may	have	to	anyone	else	and	must	guide	our	actions	in	the	

task	of	helping	to	solve	the	Syrian	refugee	crisis.	

	

	

V. Moving	Forward:	Challenges	for	Resettlement	
	

The	Canadian	 government	 is	 in	 the	process	of	 resettling	 refugees	 in	Canada;	 some	25,000	have	been	

chosen	and	others	are	yet	to	be	determined.	OFWI	expects	that	the	broader	issues	discussed	above	will	

continue	to	be	wrestled	with	on	an	on-going	basis	and	that	the	government	will	make	the	right	choices	

to	 ensure	 that	 we	 are	 protecting	 the	 most	 vulnerable.	 The	 immediate	 challenge	 then	 becomes	 the	

practical	and	logistical	one	of	resettling	25,000	refugees.	How	do	we	assist	those,	who	have	now	arrived	

or	will	 soon	be	arriving	 in	Canada,	 in	making	 their	homes	and	establishing	 their	 lives	so	 that	 they	can	

become	fully	productive	members	of	our	society?	

	

In	order	to	ensure	a	successful	resettlement	process	we	must	not	only	pay	attention	to	answering	the	

obvious	physical	questions,	such	as	appropriate	communities,	shelter,	language,	food,	and	clothing.	We	

must	 also	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 intangible	 factors	 of	 culture,	 education,	 and	 values.	 A	 resettlement	

process	that	takes	care	of	the	physical	needs	but	does	not	address	the	needs	of	the	heart	and	mind	is	

doomed	to	failure.	

	

Identifying	 appropriate	 communities	 is	 an	 important	 starting	 point	 on	 many	 levels.	 From	 a	 purely	

practical	perspective,	the	refugees	must	be	settled	in	communities	where	they	can	find	jobs.	It	will	not	

be	helpful	to	anyone	if	they	are	located	in	communities	where	unemployment	is	high.	Shelter,	food,	and	

clothing	are	absolutely	necessary,	especially	 in	a	country	with	a	climate	such	as	Canada’s.	As	a	 result,	

some	form	of	resettlement	assistance	will	be	necessary	in	the	beginning.	However,	we	must	be	careful	

not	to	create	incentives	against	financial	self-sufficiency	but	rather	assist	the	refugees	to	stand	on	their	

own.	Another	issue	that	we	must	review	is	how	we	recognize	foreign	professional	credentials	and	allow	

for	foreign	qualifications	to	be	upgraded	–	it	is	important	for	the	Syrian	and	other	refugees	that	we	find	

ways	 to	 facilitate	 their	 contributions	 to	 Canadian	 society	 to	 their	 fullest	 potential.	 If	we	 are	 going	 to	

resettle	anyone	in	Canada,	the	goal	must	be	successful	integration	and	the	sooner	the	refugees	find	jobs	

and	 are	 able	 to	 support	 themselves	 by	 contributing	 to	 Canadian	 society,	 the	 faster	 and	 more	

successfully	they	will	integrate.	

	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 communities	 are	 important	 on	 the	 emotional	 and	 psychological	 levels	 as	 well.	

Culture	shock	will	be	a	challenge	and	it	will	be	important	for	the	refugees	to	have	access	to	the	moral	

support	of	those	who	share	their	background	and	understand	the	challenges	they	must	face,	especially	

those	who	have	already	successfully	integrated	into	Canadian	society.	At	the	same	time	they	must	not	
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be	located	en	masse	in	areas	where	they	can	isolate	themselves	within	their	own	communities	and	away	

from	Canadian	society.	Occasions	requiring	the	refugees	to	interact	with	broader	Canadian	society	on	a	

social	and	occupational	level	will	be	critical	for	successful	integration.	

	

Education	 is	 important	and	while	 language	education	 is	the	most	obvious	 issue,	we	must	pay	equal	or	

possibly	even	greater	attention	to	the	education	of	both	the	current	and	future	generations	in	Canadian	

values.	 This	 is	 not	 a	 paternalistic	 exercise	 in	 cultural	 superiority.	 It	 is	 merely	 the	 necessary	

acknowledgement	 of	 the	 reality	 that	 these	 people	 come	 from	a	 region	 and	 culture	whose	 values	 are	

fundamentally	incompatible	with	Canadian	values.	

	

As	discussed	above,	we	must	ensure	that	our	selection	procedures	result	 in	the	resettlement	of	those	

who	are	most	willing	 and	able	 to	 adjust	 to	Canadian	norms.	 Even	 so,	our	 selection	procedures	 so	 far	

have	demonstrated	room	for	improvement	and	the	people	we	are	welcoming	come	from	a	background	

which	 does	 not	 subscribe	 to	 the	 values	 that	 we	 take	 for	 granted,	 such	 as	 multiculturalism,	 religious	

freedom	 and	 pluralism,	 tolerance,	 women’s	 rights,	 gay	 and	 lesbian	 rights,	 among	 so	 many	 others.	

Criminal	Code	provisions	about	polygamy,	domestic	abuse,	underage	marriage,	and	others,	are	foreign	

concepts	 to	 many.	We	 do	 the	 refugees	 and	 ourselves	 a	 disservice	 if	 we	 fail	 to	 address	 these	 issues	

adequately	because	of	a	fear	of	offending.	

	

One	other	controversial	area	that	we	must	address	as	a	society	is	the	fear	of	extremism.	In	the	midst	of	

our	desire	to	help,	we	cannot	avoid	this	issue	–	we	cannot	sweep	it	under	the	rug	as	if	these	fears	do	not	

exist	 in	a	vain	attempt	 to	be	politically	 correct.	We	have	seen	 the	 impact	of	extremism	 in	 the	Middle	

East	 and	 among	 refugees	 in	 Europe.	As	 a	 society	we	want	 to	 help	 but	we	 are	 not	 naïve.	 If	we	 try	 to	

pretend	 the	 issue	 does	 not	 exist,	 we	 will	 only	 make	 things	 worse	 and	 feed	 distrust	 of	 the	 newest	

members	of	our	society.	

	

As	we	 go	 forward,	we	must	 address	 the	 issue	 of	 extremism	 head-on	 from	 the	 very	 first	 stage	 in	 the	

process,	that	of	selecting	our	resettlement	candidates,	right	to	the	very	end	of	the	integration	process	

and	at	every	step	along	the	way	to	ensure	that	Canadians	have	confidence	in	the	system.	As	indicated	

above,	we	must	start	by	ensuring	that	we	do	not	select	candidates	with	extremist	ties	or	sympathies	and	

then	we	must	 discuss	 the	 issue	 openly	 so	 that	 the	 Canadian	 public	 can	 judge	 for	 themselves.	 In	 the	

meantime,	 decisions	 have	 already	 been	 taken	 as	 a	 result	 of	 which	 the	 government	 needs	 to	 take	

measures	 to	 ensure	 that	 home-grown	 extremism	 does	 not	 become	 the	 legacy	 of	 the	 Syrian	 refugee	

resettlement	 program.	 Canadians	 deserve	 better.	 And	 those	 Syrians	we	 could	 have	 helped	 if	we	 had	

taken	the	time	and	adopted	appropriate	selection	processes	definitely	deserve	better.	

	

	

VI. Conclusion	
	

As	human	beings,	we	have	a	moral	duty	to	help	our	suffering	brothers	and	sisters	whenever	we	are	able.	

However,	the	Canadian	government’s	primary	duty	is	to	current	and	future	generations	of	Canadians,	to	

ensure	their	safety	and	security	and	to	ensure	that	the	conditions	are	in	place	to	enable	them	to	live	in	

peace	and	prosper.	If	we	fail	in	this,	we	fail	in	everything.	

	

The	Canadian	government’s	refugee	resettlement	process	for	Syrian	refugees	begins	in	Syria	long	before	

we	select	candidates	for	resettlement.	It	begins	with	our	support	for	 local	and	regional	protection	and	

resettlement	efforts	to	ensure	that	those	who	are	 less	vulnerable	are	 looked	after	and	not	competing	

for	scarce	resources	needed	to	help	the	most	vulnerable.	It	begins	also	with	ensuring	that	minorities	can	
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access	 international	 refugee	 support	 programs	 without	 fear	 and	 that	 refugee	 camps	 do	 not	 become	
breeding	 grounds	 for	 extremism.	 Only	 then	 can	 we	 focus	 on	 identifying	 those	 who	 are	 truly	 most	
vulnerable	in	order	to	give	them	our	assistance.	
	
Choosing	candidates	for	resettlement	is	no	easy	task,	but	if	we	are	going	to	do	this	at	all,	we	must	do	it	
right.	We	cannot	delegate	this	task	–	not	even	to	the	United	Nations.	We	must	choose	those	who	are	
most	vulnerable	and	ensure	that	we	do	not	unwittingly	select	people	with	extremist	ties	or	those	who	
will	not	be	willing	to	adjust	to	life	 in	Canadian	society	according	to	Canadian	values.	We	must	account	
for	factors	that	would	prevent	certain	groups,	for	example	minorities,	from	accessing	standard	refugee	
support	programs.	
	
Once	we	have	 chosen	 the	most	 vulnerable	 candidates,	we	must	 ensure	 that	we	plan	and	provide	 for	
their	physical	as	well	as	their	emotional	and	psychological	needs.	Communities	where	jobs	are	available	
and	where	they	can	access	moral	support	from	relationships	with	people	of	their	own	background	but	
where	 they	will	 also	 interact	with	Canadian	 society	 in	a	 comprehensive	way	are	 critical.	 The	need	 for	
language	education	is	obvious,	but	education	in	Canadian	values	and	in	what	is	and	is	not	acceptable	in	
our	society	is	also	necessary.	We	must	also	have	an	open	and	honest	discussion	within	our	society	about	
the	fear	of	extremism.	Failure	in	this	area	will	only	serve	to	exacerbate	fears	and	to	breed	distrust	and	
animosity	toward	the	refugees,	which	will	ultimately	hurt	us	all.	
	
Finally,	the	Canadian	government	has	a	definite	role	to	play	in	refugee	resettlement	and	should	take	this	
responsibility	very	seriously;	however,	it	also	has	an	important	role	to	play	in	supporting	and	facilitating	
private	 sponsorships.	 In	 this	 regard,	 it	 should	make	 every	 effort	 to	 ensure	 that	 government-assisted	
resettlement	efforts	do	not	get	 in	 the	way	of	ordinary	Canadians	getting	 together	and	demonstrating	
their	 compassion	directly	 to	 Syrian	 and	other	 refugees.	 In	 the	midst	 of	 it	 all,	 as	 a	 nation	 through	our	
government	or	as	 individuals,	we	must	not	allow	our	compassion	for	the	crisis	of	the	moment	to	take	
our	 focus	 away	 from	 the	 others	 who	 are	 suffering	 in	 this	 region	 and	 elsewhere	 and	 who	 need	 and	
deserve	our	concern	and	assistance	just	as	much	or,	in	some	cases,	more	than	the	Syrian	refugees.	
	
	

VII. A	Final	Personal	Word	from	Rev.	El	Shafie	
	
The	purpose	of	this	brief	is	in	no	way	to	seek	to	limit	or	discourage	Canada’s	desire	to	help	the	refugees	
from	 Syria.	 OFWI	 is	 not	 anti-refugee	 or	 anti-Syrian	 –	 quite	 the	 opposite.	 Our	 hearts	 beat	 with	
compassion	for	refugees	in	general	and	for	those	from	Syria	and	the	surrounding	regions	in	particular.	I	
was	one	of	 them	–	 I	AM	one	of	 them	–	 I	 ate	and	drank	and	breathed	and	bled	as	one	of	 them	and	 I	
continue	 to	 feel	 their	 pain	 every	 moment	 of	 every	 day.	 And	 after	 all	 I	 have	 been	 through	 I	 am	
exceedingly	grateful	to	Canada	for	giving	me	a	new	home	and	allowing	me	to	build	a	new	life	here,	 in	
this	great	country.	 It	 is	 for	this	reason,	and	because	 I	believe	 in	the	good	that	our	refugee	procedures	
can	do,	 that	 it	 is	of	utmost	 importance	to	me	that	we	bring	to	Canada	only	 those	who	truly	need	our	
help	and	that	we	take	all	necessary	precautions	to	ensure	that	we	do	not	unwittingly	compromise	our	
security	 in	 the	 process.	 It	 is	 only	 by	 doing	 so	 that	 we	 can	 continue	 to	 help	 more	 refugees	 who	
desperately	need	our	help.	
	
My	dream	is	a	world	without	refugees	–	but	until	that	dream	is	a	reality	we	must	continue	fighting	on	
behalf	of	the	most	vulnerable.	
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OFWI	Recommendations	
Summary	

	
The	Syrian	refugee	crisis	has	caught	our	attention	and,	as	Canadians,	we	want	to	do	anything	we	can	to	
help.	The	Canadian	government’s	pledge	to	accept	25,000	refugees	from	Syria	 last	year	and	more	this	
year	was	an	important	step.	However,	we	must	ensure	that	we	implement	this	decision	in	a	conscious,	
deliberate,	and	prudent	manner	so	that	our	efforts	to	help	do	not	end	up	making	the	problem	worse.	
The	goal	of	a	speedy	and	successful	 integration	of	 the	refugees	 into	Canadian	society	begins	with	our	
actions	in	Syria	and	includes	meeting	their	physical,	emotional,	and	psychological	needs.	
	
1. Dealing	with	the	Source	of	the	Problem	

•	refugee	resettlement	is	not,	and	must	not	be	treated	as,	the	ultimate	solution	
•	 without	 addressing	 the	 root	 causes	 that	 are	 contributing	 to	 the	 refugee	 crisis,	 our	 efforts	 to	
resettle	refugees	are	important	but	ultimately	inconsequential	
•	the	goal	of	all	our	efforts,	including	our	refugee	resettlement	programs,	should	be	to	work	toward	
conditions	under	which	the	refugees	can	return	to	their	own	homes	in	peace	and	security	
	

2. Green	Zones	
•	we	should	 support	 the	enforcement	of	protected	areas	where	 the	displaced	can	 stay	near	 their	
homes	and	continue	their	lives	with	as	much	normalcy	as	possible	so	that	they	do	not	need	to	leave	
	

3. Regional	Resettlement	
•	countries	in	regional	proximity	that	are	culturally	and	linguistically	familiar	to	Syrian	refugees,	such	
as	Saudi	Arabia	and	the	Gulf	states,	should	be	pressed	into	resettling	all	but	the	most	vulnerable	
	

4. Choosing	Carefully	
•	we	must	accept	only	the	most	vulnerable	so	that	scarce	resources	can	be	directed	most	effectively	
•	the	government	must	work	with	representatives	of	minority	groups	and	organizations	that	work	
directly	 with	 those	 refugees	 who,	 for	 a	 variety	 of	 reasons,	 cannot	 access	 mainstream	 refugee	
support	 programs	 in	 order	 to	 help	 identify	 the	most	 vulnerable	 and	must	 not	 simply	 rely	 on	 the	
UNHCR	and	other	mainstream	agencies	
•	proper	screening	and	security	measures	are	required	to	protect	our	country	and	the	 integrity	of	
our	 refugee	 resettlement	 procedures	 so	 that	we	 can	 continue	 to	 help	 those	who	most	 need	 our	
assistance	
•	we	must	ensure	that	we	do	not	select	those	with	extremist	ties	or	sympathies,	or	who	will	not	be	
willing	to	adjust	to	Canadian	society	and	our	norms	and	values	
	

5. Challenges	for	Resettlement	
•	 we	 must	 provide	 for	 the	 obvious	 physical	 needs,	 such	 as	 jobs,	 shelter,	 language,	 food,	 and	
clothing,	but	also	for	the	needs	of	the	heart	and	mind,	such	as	culture,	education,	and	values	
•	we	must	promote	the	fullest	potential	of	these	and	other	refugees	by	facilitating	the	recognition	
of,	or	upgrading	of,	foreign	credentials	and	avoiding	incentives	against	financial	self-sufficiency	
•	 the	 refugees	 should	have	 access	 to	 their	 own	 communities	 for	moral	 support	 but	must	 also	be	
interacting	on	social	and	occupational	levels	with	Canadian	society	to	ensure	successful	integration	
•	education	of	the	current	and	future	generations	on	language	and	Canadian	values	is	critical	
•	as	a	society	we	need	to	have	an	honest	and	open	discussion	about	extremism	and	address	fears	
that	the	refugees	will	bring	extremist	sympathies	with	them	by	ensuring	our	procedures	are	sound	
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BIOGRAPHY	OF	REV.	MAJED	EL	SHAFIE	
FOUNDER	AND	PRESIDENT	

	ONE	FREE	WORLD	INTERNATIONAL	

	

Rev.	Majed	El	Shafie	 is	a	human	rights	advocate	and	founder	of	One	Free	World	 International	 (OFWI).	

His	human	rights	journey	started	in	his	native	Egypt	that	he	was	later	forced	to	flee	after	he	was	severely	

tortured	 and	 sentenced	 to	 death	 for	 his	 conversion	 to	 Christianity	 and	 bringing	 awareness	 to	 human	

rights	violations	related	to	religious	persecution.	Belonging	to	a	very	prominent	legal	and	political	family	

in	 Egypt,	 Rev.	 El	 Shafie	 had	 tried	 to	work	within	 the	 Egyptian	 system	 to	 reform	 the	 country’s	 human	

rights	regime.	Between	the	challenges	he	faced	in	these	efforts,	his	firsthand	experience	as	a	survivor	of	

religious	persecution,	the	work	he	has	engaged	in	since	by	advocating	for	religious	freedom,	confronting	

governments	 that	 violate	 this	 fundamental	 right,	 and	 conducting	 fact-finding	 missions	 and	

humanitarian/rescue	operations,	he	has	obtained	significant	knowledge	and	insight	into	the	dynamics	of	

persecution	of	religious	minorities	by	religious	extremists	and	totalitarian	governments	alike.	

	

Rev.	 El	 Shafie	 has	 established	 two	 effective	 human	 rights	 organizations	 including	 One	 Free	 World	

International	 (OFWI)	 which	 is	 one	 of	 the	 leading	 organizations	 advocating	 for	 religious	 minorities	

globally	 and	 has	 28	 branches	 around	 the	 world.	 He	 has	 organized	 and	 led	 delegations	 of	

parliamentarians	 and	 religious	 leaders	 to	 address	 minority	 rights	 and	 humanitarian	 issues	 with	

government	 leaders,	 including	 several	 cabinet	 ministers	 and	 other	 high-level	 officials,	 opposition	

leaders,	and	religious	leaders	among	others	in	countries	such	as	Pakistan,	Afghanistan,	Iraq,	Israel,	Cuba,	

India,	 and	 Bangladesh.	 Rev.	 El	 Shafie	 has	 developed	 excellent	 relationships	 with	 members	 of	 the	

Canadian	House	of	Commons,	Senate,	and	Cabinet,	and	has	built	bridges	with	the	US	Congress	in	order	

to	 educate	 decision-makers	 about	 violations	 of	 religious	 freedom	 around	 the	 world.	 He	 has	 had	 the	

opportunity	 to	 testify	 numerous	 times	 before	 parliamentary	 bodies	 including	 the	 Subcommittee	 for	

International	 Human	 Rights	 of	 the	 Standing	 Committee	 on	 Foreign	 Affairs	 and	 International	 Trade,	

United	 States	 Congressional	 subcommittees	 and	 commissions,	 and	 the	 Parliamentary	 Inquiry	 into	

Antisemitism	 in	 Canada.	 He	 has	 advocated	 on	 behalf	 of	 Christians,	 Falun	 Gong,	 Jews,	 Bahá’í’s,	
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