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Cover: Maryam, 8, holds her hand drawn sign, alongside her family to welcome the first 
Syrian refugees at Toronto's Pearson International Airport on December 10, 2015. 
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Summary 
Canada has the largest and most sophisticated private and community refugee 
sponsorship programs in the world. In Canada, refugee sponsorship is a partnership 
between the government and members of the community to share responsibility for 
welcoming and settling refugees. 

Canada’s programs have evolved to resettle more than 300,000 people into the 
community since 1979.1 One in every three Canadians have reported a connection to 
refugee sponsorship in the past two years, either as sponsors (7 per cent) or knowing 
someone who has sponsored (25 per cent).2 Refugee sponsorship is a truly whole-of-
society initiative, and Canada is now playing a lead role assisting other countries to 
establish their own programs.3  

“It’s civil society at its very best”4 
 
At its best, refugee sponsorship transforms refugee resettlement from a government-
controlled exercise into a whole-of-society endeavour. Sponsored refugees are able to 
tap into community networks and build bonds with locals that may otherwise take years 
or even decades to create. At the same time, ordinary community members have an 
opportunity to welcome newcomers into their lives and learn about new people and 
cultures. Community sponsorship schemes can therefore be an excellent way of building 
social cohesion. Private sponsorship also divides the cost of refugee resettlement 
between the government and community actors, expanding the capacity of a country as 
a whole to welcome more refugees.  

  

                                            
1 Figures up to January 2017. Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative, 6 facts about Community Sponsorship 
of Refugees, available from: http://refugeesponsorship.org/_uploads/5a565a854c488.pdf (viewed 1 May 
2018).  
2 Environics Institute, Canada's World Survey 2018, 18 April 2018, available from: 
https://www.environicsinstitute.org/projects/project-details/canada's-world-2017-survey (viewed 30 
November 2018).  
3 For example, the Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative is a partnership between the Government of 
Canada, UNHCR, University of Ottawa and private philanthropy to assist and inspire other countries to 
embrace private sponsorship, using Canada’s experience to help support the design of new programs. See 
Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative, About GRSI, available from: http://refugeesponsorship.org/who-we-
are (viewed 1 May 2018). 
4 Interview with Don Smith, Anglican Diocese of Ottawa, Ottawa, 30 May 2018.  
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Case study: Sponsorship and emotional support – 
Siham’s experience of being sponsored to Canada 

I met Siham Abu Sitta and her three daughters in their home in Toronto in June 
2018. Siham told me her story of coming to Canada.  
 
Back in 2013, their worlds were torn apart when Siham’s husband was killed in 
Syria by a sniper. Grief stricken and terrified, Siham and the girls walked for 
three days to escape to Lebanon. They had to walk, as being Palestinian they 
did not have official ID and therefore risked being turned back at the border. 
 
I decided I will not allow anything to hurt my kids anymore. They had enough, 
she said. 
 
Siham found work but because they didn’t have legal status in Lebanon they 
had to be extremely careful. They didn’t even catch the bus for fear that they 
would be picked up at a checkpoint and sent back to Syria. They walked 
everywhere. Siham was desperate. 
 
In that moment to be honest I was thinking to use the boat and go to Europe. I 
was very exhausted. Very tired. Hopeless. Looking in my kids eyes – I cannot tell 
them this is all I can offer you guys, she said.  
 
Road to Canada 
 
Siham’s fortunes were turned around by Carol Mansour, a filmmaker of 
Lebanese and Canadian background. Siham was one of four women featured in 
Mansour’s film “Not Who We Are”, which screened at a film festival in Toronto. 
 
In the audience were members of a refugee sponsorship group in the Fairlawn 
Avenue United Church. They were moved by the film, and reached out to Carol 
to see whether they could sponsor Siham. Carol not only put them in touch, but 
she facilitated the whole refugee sponsorship process for Siham, who at that 
stage spoke very little English. 
 
When Siham learned that a United Church congregation of 200 people was 
praying for her to arrive safely, she took heart: 
 
I am not religious by the way, but it was a very moving moment for me. It gave 
me more energy and more strength to complete my way and not give up. It’s 
very important when people are in bad situation just to know there is someone 
who cares about you. It’s not the money, it’s not the food basket, it’s not the 
things that you give me to survive. It’s your caring. 
 
And we made it. We came to Canada in January 2016. 
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A new family 
 
Siham came to Canada with limited English and no savings. But she was 
overwhelmed by the support she received.  
 
My expectation was that I will find people and they will give me monthly money 
... Because they mentioned how much money they collect for me. I never 
imagined that I will have fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers, counsellors, people 
who really care, who adopt my future as part of their future. It’s an amazing 
experience. 
 
Then the formal relation ended one year after the sponsor started. I had meeting 
and they told me financially we cannot support you but everything else will stay 
the same. So till now, I have people to babysit. I have people to teach my kids 
math, because we never had math. I have people to drive us if we need. I have 
family to call if I am exhausted or anything happen. So, I am not alone.  
 

Siham holding a quilt given to her by one of her sponsors, which had been 
handed down from her grandma. Toronto, June 2018.  

 
Siham started working just three months after her arrival in Canada. She is now 
a settlement counsellor and her girls are settled into school and life.  
 
I made it and I am fine. But forever I am grateful for what they made and what 
they offered and they are still offering me.  
 
This is an expanded version of a post that appeared on World Refugee Day on 
www.makerefuge.org.5 

                                            
5 Steph Cousins, Three inspiring people moved by the kindness of strangers: World Refugee Day, 20 June 
2018, available from: https://www.makerefuge.org/blog/2018/6/19/oe5ckyv1lcduv6y39eikwb47wwk5c2   
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Embracing refugee sponsorship around the world 
 
Given these positive features it is not surprising that the New York Declaration on 
Refugees and Migrants in September 2016 and the subsequent UN Global Compact on 
Refugees negotiated in 2018 have embraced this approach, encouraging governments 
around the world to put in place their own refugee sponsorship programs. A wide range 
of countries around the world are now running private and community refugee 
sponsorship schemes, including Australia.6 Each have their own nuanced ways of 
selecting, transporting and settling people of refugee background into the community.  

Lessons for Australia 
 
Like Canada, Australia has a long history of private and community sponsorship dating 
back to 1979, although Australia’s programs have been much smaller and not nearly as 
well-known.7 In recent years, Australia has again begun experimenting with community 
sponsorship, starting with a small pilot which ran from 2013 to 2017, followed by the 
Community Sponsorship Program (CSP) in 2017. Several community stakeholders have 
called for reforms to the CSP and the expansion of community sponsorship in Australia.8   

Australia and Canada share similar political, immigration and refugee systems, and 
Australia can learn a lot from Canada’s experience with community sponsorship. While 
Canada is often held up as the ‘golden standard’ for community sponsorship,9 little is 
known in Australia about how Canada’s programs work.  

In 2018 I visited Canada as part of a Churchill Fellowship to gain my own insights into the 
program. I conducted interviews, meetings and focus groups with around 50 different 
stakeholders involved in the program – including refugees, sponsors, community 
organisations, church groups, stakeholders in the business and university sectors, UNHCR 
representatives and government officials. This report is the culmination of their 
experience and insights, supplemented by an extensive review of literature on private 
and community refugee sponsorship globally and in Canada.  

                                            
6 Australia’s model is the Community Support Program (CSP). Private sponsorship resettlement programs 
are also in place in Germany, New Zealand, Ireland, and the UK. Church-based refugee sponsorship is 
happening through Humanitarian Corridors in Italy, France, and Belgium. See Urban Justice Centre: 
International Refugee Assistant Project, Models of Private Sponsorship: Past and Present Programs, and 
How the Private Sector Can Create Alternative & Complementary Pathways or Expand Resettlement for 
Refugees, July 2018, p. 2. 
7 Khanh Hoang, “Lessons from history: The Community Refugee Settlement Scheme”, Community Refugee 
Sponsorship Initiative, 27 April 2018, available from:  
 http://www.ausrefugeesponsorship.com.au/2018/04/27/lessons-from-history-the-community-refugee-
settlement-scheme/ (viewed 1 June 2018).  
8 For example, RCOA, Amnesty International Australia, Save the Children Australia and others.  
9 European Refugee Network, Private Sponsorship in Europe: Expanding complementary pathways for 
refugee resettlement, September 2017, p. 16.  
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Nuts and bolts – how Canada’s programs work 
 
Canada has several different types of community refugee sponsorship. The three most 
commonly used sponsorship programs are summarised in this table: 
 

Type of 
sponsorship 

Who can 
sponsor? 

Who can be 
sponsored? 

How sponsors + 
refugees are 
matched? 

Processing 
time?   

What are 
sponsors 
responsible for? 

Private 
Sponsorship 
of Refugees 
(PSR)  
 

Sponsorship 
Agreement 
Holder 
(SAH) 
or 
Constituent 
Group 
working with 
a SAH 

Refugees who qualify as 
Convention Refugee 
Abroad Class (eg. well-
founded fear of 
persecution based on 
race, religion, 
nationality, membership 
in a particular social 
group or political 
opinion) or   
Country of Asylum Class 
(seriously and personally 
affected by civil war or 
armed conflict, or 
suffered massive 
violations of human 
rights). 

Sponsors identify 
an eligible refugee 
applicant to 
“name”. This most 
often happens 
when family 
members or friends 
of the applicant 
living in Canada 
refer them for 
sponsorship (often 
they will be 
friends/relatives of 
someone who has 
already been 
sponsored by the 
group). Refugees 
themselves also 
reach out directly 
to potential 
sponsors to request 
sponsorship.  

Roughly 2 
years 
currently 
because of 
backlogs. 
Canadian 
government 
has 
committed 
to reducing 
wait times 
to 1 year by 
2019 (by 
clearing 
backlog).   

1-year sponsorship 
to provide financial 
support and 
settlement 
assistance in 
accordance with a 
settlement plan. In-
kind donations can 
substitute for some 
financial assistance.   
Sponsors must 
provide: housing 
(including utilities 
and household 
items); care (food, 
clothing, 
transportation etc) 
settlement support 
and orientation; and 
friendship, 
connections and 
emotional support.  
 

Group of 5 
(five citizens/ 
permanent 
residents)  
or  
Community 
Sponsor 
(approved 
community 
organisation) 

Refugees who qualify as 
Convention Refugees 
Abroad or Members of 
the Country of Asylum 
Class and have evidence 
they have been 
recognized by a foreign 
state or UNHCR as a 
refugee. 

Blended Visa 
Office 
Referred 
(BVOR) 

Sponsorship 
Agreement 
Holder 
or 
Constituent 
Group 
working with 
a SAH or 
Group of 5 
people 
or  

Refugees referred for 
resettlement by the 
UNHCR, which the IRCC 
in consultation with 
SAHs prioritise for the 
BVOR program.10 
 

A list of BVOR 
refugees is 
published monthly 
with basic 
information (ie. 
ages of family 
members, country 
of origin, if they 
have family or 
other links in 
Canada etc). 

Fast 
processing 
times 
because 
BVOR 
refugees 
have already 
been 
accepted to 
Canada and 
are travel 

1-year sponsorship 
to provide financial 
support and 
settlement 
assistance in 
accordance with a 
settlement plan. 
Government covers 
6 months of financial 
assistance and 
sponsors cover the 

                                            
10 Government of Canada, Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program – 3. Additional 
sponsorship opportunities, section 3.1, available from: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/guide-private-sponsorship-refugees-program/section-3.html 
(viewed 28 September 2018). 
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Community 
Sponsor 

Sponsors can 
request to sponsor 
someone on the list 
by applying 
through the 
Refugee 
Sponsorship 
Training Program. 
Sponsors have 30 
days from the 
original date the 
profile was posted 
to submit a 
complete 
sponsorship 
application. If there 
is no interest in 
sponsoring the 
applicant they will 
be processed 
under government 
resettlement.   

ready. 
Processing 
the sponsor 
application 
can take a 
matter of 
weeks once 
sponsor is 
approved 
refugees are 
generally 
able to 
travel to 
Canada 
within 1-4 
months.  
 
 

start-up costs and 6 
months of financial 
assistance (therefore 
just a little over half 
the cost of PSR). 
Due to difficulties 
recruiting sponsors 
for BVORs in 2018 
the University of 
Ottawa Refugee 
Hub, Shapiro 
Foundation and 
Jewish Family 
Services Ottawa 
created a fund to 
cover the costs of 
sponsorship.11 
 

Joint 
Assistance 
Sponsorships 
(JAS) 

Sponsorship 
Agreement 
Holder 
or 
Constituent 
Group 
working with 
a SAH 
working in 
partnership 
with the 
IRCC 

Be eligible for the 
Convention Refugees 
Abroad Class or the 
Country of Asylum Class 
and have exceptional 
resettlement needs, for 
example one of the 
following: physical or 
mental disability, which 
could require treatment 
in Canada; unusual 
family configuration 
such as single-parent 
families with several 
young children or 
families consisting only 
of siblings, one or more 
of whom has assumed 
parental responsibilities; 
separated minors; 
elderly persons; or other 
special needs identified 
by the visa office.12 

To assist sponsors 
in selecting cases, 
IRCC publishes 
profiles of refugees 
on a secure 
website, available 
only to SAHs. 
Sponsors can 
review the cases 
and request to 
sponsor someone 
they believe they 
have capacity to 
assist.  

As with 
BVORs, 
relatively 
fast given 
refugees are 
already 
processed 
and 
accepted for 
resettlement 
before 
being 
matched 
with 
sponsors.  

Refugees usually 
receive 24 months 
of financial support 
from the 
government and 
some initial  
services provided 
through the 
Resettlement 
Assistance Program. 
Sponsors provide 
additional support 
(usually for 24 
months) in the form 
of orientation, 
assistance accessing 
services, 
companionship and 
advocacy. In some 
cases, sponsors may 
be asked to provide 
support for up to 36 
months.13 

                                            
11 Refugee Hub, “UNHCR Blended Visa Office Referred (BVOR) program to Cover Costs for Canadians 
Sponsoring Refugees”, 22 August 2018, available from: http://www.canadavisadesk.com/unhcr-blended-
visa-office-referred-bvor-program/ (viewed 28 September 2018).  
12 Government of Canada, Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program – 3. Additional 
sponsorship opportunities, section 3.3, available from: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/guide-private-sponsorship-refugees-program/section-3.html 
(viewed 28 September 2018). 
13 Government of Canada, Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program – 3. Additional 
sponsorship opportunities, section 3.3, available from: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
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Sponsorship innovation in Canada 
 
While refugee sponsorship was first initiated by faith-based organisations in Canada, in 
recent years Canada’s private sponsorship programs have expanded significantly to 
include a diverse array of sponsors from across civil society.  

A major strength of the Canadian program is its flexibility. Canada’s programs 
accommodate multiple types of refugee applicants; multiple types of sponsorship 
groups; and multiple cost structures. This flexibility has enabled a wide range of 
stakeholders to use the program in exciting and innovative ways. Particularly innovative 
models have emerged from the higher education and business sectors. 

World University Services Canada (WUSC) Student Refugee Program 
 
WUSC is a Canadian international development organisation which uses Canada’s 
refugee sponsorship arrangements to run its Student Refugee Program – a unique 
initiative that combines private sponsorship with higher education opportunities for 
refugee students.   
 
WUSC works with campus-based Constituent Groups (called “WUSC Local Committees”) 
based in around 100 higher education institutions to facilitate sponsorships. Local 
Committees consist of students supported by faculty, staff, enabling a student-to-student 
support model that ensures young refugees are supported by their peers on campus.  
 
WUSC works with Local Committees to agree on a budget for each sponsorship covering 
mandatory items (accommodation, food, books and supplies etc) and recommended 
discretionary support (including things like a laptop and funds to assist the student to 
repay their travel loan). Sponsorships are then funded by financial contributions from 
students (often through a small tuition levy) as well as campus administrations (through 
tuition scholarships, meal plans and student accommodation).  
 
Through the program WUSC has supported universities, colleges, polytechnics and 
CEGEPs (vocational institutions) to sponsor 1,900 refugee students from 39 countries to 
come to Canada and participate in post-secondary education since its inception.14 
Currently only 1 per cent of refugee young people around the world have access to 
higher education, compared to 36 per cent of the global youth population.15 Targeted 
initiatives like the Student Refugee Program are therefore sorely needed and could be 
replicated in Australia. 

                                            
citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/guide-private-sponsorship-refugees-program/section-3.html 
(viewed 28 September 2018). 
14 Email to author from Michelle Manks, 4 December 2018.  
15 UNHCR, Left Behind: Refugee education in crisis, 2018, p. 10, available from: 
https://www.unhcr.org/59b696f44.pdf (viewed 10 September 2018).   
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Case study: Wilfrid Laurier University and the 
Student Refugee Program 

Wilfrid Laurier University (Laurier) is a public university with campuses in 
Waterloo and Brantford, Ontario. Laurier’s involvement with WUSC goes back 
to the 1950s, but student sponsorships formally began in 1985.16  
 
In 2011 students at Wilfrid Laurier University voted in a $4 levy on each term's 
tuition that goes towards supporting two refugee sponsorships per year 
through WUSC.  
 
Laurier has WUSC local committees in both the Brantford and Waterloo 
campuses that help to arrange sponsorships, welcome refugee students, assist 
them with administrative issues and help them navigate campus life.  
 
According to Peter Donahue, Associate Director of International Student 
Support at Laurier, the program has been life changing for refugees, but also 
gives Canadian students the opportunity to learn more about global issues and 
migration: 
 
The students who get involved with the WUSC program, like the Laurier 
students, it changes their lives just from what they’ve seen and what they’ve 
learned about the other parts of the world through these students is a very 
valuable experience.17 
 
Ali Ibrahim, a Somali student of refugee background joined Laurier in 2017, 
after completing his high school education at Dadaab refugee camp in northern 
Kenya. The WUSC program was a beacon for him while he was displaced:  
 
When my friends would say ‘Ibrahim, why are you studying?’ I would say, ‘I have 
dreams, my friend.’ I want my dreams to become a reality. I just worked hard, I 
set up my schedules, my timetables, just to get this scholarship … I had that 
passion and dream to get this WUSC scholarship because it was the only one 
that combines both the resettlement opportunity and education.18 
 
 

  
                                            
16 Laurier, From a refugee camp in Kenya to Laurier’s Brantford campus: one student’s story, 14 November 
2018, available from: 
 https://www.wlu.ca/news/spotlights/2018/nov/from-a-refugee-camp-in-kenya-to-lauriers-brantford-
campus.html (viewed 30 November 2018) 
17 Kaitlyn Severin, “What are these fees Laurier students are paying?”, in The Cord, 16 December 2015, 
available from: https://thecord.ca/student-refugee-fee/ (viewed 30 November 2018) 
18 Ali Ibrahim cited in Laurier, as above.  
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Business-based sponsorship 
 
Since 2015 a number of businesses have gotten involved in bringing refugees to Canada 
– as sponsors, co-sponsors and funders of sponsorships. A particularly famous example is 
that of Jim Estill, entrepreneur and CEO of Danby Appliances, who sponsored 61 Syrian 
refugee families to live in Guelph, a town in southwestern Ontario, where Danby is 
headquartered.19  
 
Jennifer Bond, who was Special Advisor to Canada’s Immigration Minister on Canada’s 
Syrian Refugee Initiative in 2015/16 and now Chairs the Global Refugee Sponsorship 
Initiative (GRSI), has highlighted the benefits of mobilising sponsors through the 
workplace:  

We’ve seen some business-based sponsorship schemes which are really exciting. And 
there the idea is not necessarily to bring in a worker, but to mobilise the workplace and 
use that as a site of community building which can then support any kind of newcomer. 
It just changes your definition of community.20 

One such example is Goldblatt Partners, a Canadian law firm that supported staff to 
sponsor a refugee family from Syria to resettle in Toronto (see case study below). The 
firm provided participating staff the opportunity to organise the sponsorship on work 
time, and also matched dollar for dollar the funds that staff raised to support the 
sponsorship.  
 
Business-based sponsorship can be the result of leadership from the top, or leadership 
from the grassroots of the organisation (eg. the staff). A business case is critical in order 
to ensure organisation-wide commitment to the sponsorship. Like universities, 
workplaces can be transient places. While people don’t tend to move on from their 
church, they do move jobs fairly regularly. A business-based sponsorship therefore 
cannot rely on individual staff alone. It needs institutional buy-in given the length of time 
a sponsorship can take (including processing wait times and the actual sponsorship 
period).  
 

 

                                            
19 See eg. Mark Mann, “The man who saved 200 Syrian refugees”, in Toronto Life, 20 December 2016, 
available from: https://torontolife.com/city/life/jim-estill-the-man-who-saved-200-syrian-refugees/ (viewed 
1 August 2018); Jessica Murphy, “The Canadian businessman who sponsored 200 refugees”, in BBC News, 
9 January 2017, available from: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-38473532 (viewed 1 August 
2018);  
20 Jennifer Bond speaking at Annual Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement (ATCR), “Towards expanded 
and effective resettlement”, 25-26 June 2018, breakout session on “Expanding resettlement through 
innovative approaches and partnerships”, Geneva, Switzerland.  
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Case study: Louis and the Goldblatt Partners 
sponsorship group 

Louis Century is a lawyer working for labour law firm Goldblatt Partners. In the 
summer of 2015 he began learning about Canada’s history with private 
sponsorship, as a number of groups started to mobilise around the Syrian 
refugee crisis. He was interested in the idea of mobilising sponsor groups in the 
workplace:  
 
You know we had a private sponsorship system for decades. But it seemed to 
me, at least as far as I knew, it was mostly churches and religious groups that 
were involved in that. And you know the reality is a lot of people just don’t go to 
church anymore … Our social lives are really centred around our work. We’re 
maybe here a few too many hours in the day - but that’s the reality.  
 
A business proposal  
 
Louis wrote a business proposal to Goldblatt Partners with a simple pitch: 
 
I said you know obviously it’s the right thing to do. We should be sponsors 
because there’s so many people in need. But also, our firm can benefit and we 
can show that we are leaders and be first movers in this within the legal 
community. We could encourage other law firms to follow suit. We could use 
this as a way to engage clients and organize around fundraising and planning 
and that sort of thing and use it as a team building.  
 
Louis proposed that the staff in the firm pledge to raise CAD $15,000 for the 
sponsorship, and the firm commit to match that funding to secure a total 
sponsorship budget of $30,000. The firm immediately committed, and Louis 
and a group of staff across the organisation got to work.  
 

 

Getting to work  
 
The “sponsorship group” was comprised of people across the firm – from legal 
personnel to administration, IT, accounting and other support staff – and also 
their spouses, family members, friends and clients.  
 
Initially the group focussed on fundraising. As things progressed they split up 
into different committees responsible for housing, health, education, language 
training and so on. These tasks were not imposed on staff, but rather Goldblatt 
provided staff with the space and mandate to participate. The group was able 
to access resources and training through the Refugee Sponsorship Training 
Program (RSTP), which was invaluable.  
 
All of that training is essential and I think that we genuinely learned a lot. And as 
a result of those trainings and those discussions we changed our attitudes and 
our approaches and kind of thinking about what to expect.  
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The firm sponsored a young couple with three children from Syria. They arrived 
in Toronto in October 2016. The dad is a doctor, and the mum is a teacher. 
 
They have aspirations of continuing their professions … So they have been 
focusing on their language for quite a while. They came with very little English 
skills and they’ve been fortunate in some ways not to have to enter the 
workforce immediately, in the sense that they had some financial support, but 
also really fortuitously they had housing and that was available through lawyers.  
 
From legal undertaking to a human connection 
 
While the sponsorship ended after 12 months, the relationship is ongoing.  
 
Certainly, we see them less now than we did when it was within that year … but 
they’re friends now … I think that’s pretty typical of sponsors. I mean the 
sponsorship is a legal undertaking on one level … But on a human level you’re 
welcoming people into your life and into your community.  
 

Economic migration and refugee sponsorship 
 
Canada is also exploring innovation within its economic migration program, which 
welcomes more than 190,000 newcomers to Canada each year,21 to provide an additional 
avenue for refugees to settle in Canada. While this work is squarely in the economic, 
rather than refugee resettlement stream, Canada’s approach draws on some of the same 
strategies found in its community sponsorship programs. 
 
For example, in 2018 Canada launched the Economic Mobility Pathways Project (EMPP), 
in partnership with Talent Beyond Boundaries (TBB), UNHCR and RefugePoint.22 Through 
the program TBB and RefugePoint are referring skilled refugee candidates from the 
Middle East and East Africa to six participating provinces and territories. Eligible 
candidates must have either an employment offer or have received an expression of 
interest from the respective province.23  
 
While candidates in the EMPP are not privately sponsored per se, they will be assisted by 
a network of partners on arrival to settle into Canada with their families – including their 
employer, respective settlement agencies and nominating provinces, and TBB. At the 
time of writing no candidates have yet arrived in Canada through the scheme, but once 
the pilot is further advanced it will be a rich source of lessons on innovative business-led 
refugee admission and settlement. 
                                            
21 Government of Canada, Notice – Supplementary Information 2019-2021 Immigration Levels Plan, 31 
October 2018, available from: https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/news/notices/supplementary-immigration-levels-2019.html (viewed 30 November 2018) 
22 Lawrie, Wagner and Wilson, as above, p. 6.  
23 Information provided by Dana Wagner, Canadian Partnerships Adviser, Talent Beyond Boundaries, 
Toronto, Canada, via email on 24 November 2018.  
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Summary of findings and recommendations to Australia 
 
LESSON 1: 
Refugee 
sponsorship will 
reap the greatest 
benefits when the 
wider community is 
involved.  
 

 
Canada’s refugee sponsorship programs benefit both newly 
arrived refugees and the broader host community. Sponsored 
refugees report positive settlement outcomes, particularly in 
relation to employment and social integration, and sponsors 
report positive social benefits of their involvement in the 
program. These benefits are a result of Canada’s mainstream 
embrace of community sponsorship.  

Recommendation 1: Australia should put in place measures to expand community involvement in 
refugee sponsorship, beyond immediate family members of sponsored refugees. The number of 
sponsored refugee places should increase in line with community capacity and demand for sponsorships, 
based on broad consultations with key stakeholders across civil society.  

 
  
LESSON 2: 
Start from the 
grassroots 
 

Canada’s refugee sponsorship programs began because of the 
leadership of faith-based groups, and at all stages since then it 
has been civil society and experienced sponsors who have driven 
the program forward.  

 
Recommendation 2: Civil society groups in Australia should not wait for the government to institute the 
perfect refugee sponsorship scheme to start experimenting with sponsorships. The best advocates for 
policy reform will be those actively involved in refugee sponsorships in their communities. 

 
LESSON 3: 
Allow both 
“named” and 
UNHCR-referred 
sponsorships 
 

 
Naming refugees for sponsorship is popular with sponsors and is 
a key way to facilitate family reunion and promote repeat 
sponsorships (through family-linked cases). However, an 
organisation like UNHCR is best placed to refer refugees who 
are in most need of resettlement for sponsorship. Community 
sponsorship programs should allow both options to ensure 
vulnerable refugees are not excluded.  
 

Recommendation 3: Australia should allow both named and UNHCR-referred refugee sponsorships. 
Australia should set an annual quota of UNHCR-referred refugee places for community sponsorship and 
actively promote this form of sponsorship. The UNHCR-referred program should be modelled on 
Canada’s Blended Visa Office Referred program, with costs shared between sponsors and government. 
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LESSON 4: 
Use simplified 
humanitarian 
eligibility criteria  

Canada does not impose any human capital eligibility criteria on 
privately sponsored refuges, and yet they tend to enter the job 
market sooner and on higher income levels than refugees who 
are not privately sponsored.   

 
Recommendation 4: Refugees and other individuals in refugee-like situations should be eligible for 
private sponsorship. Australia should not impose additional human capital eligibility criteria, as these are 
redundant and complicate the process of sponsor-refugee matching. Human capital criteria are also 
fundamentally at odds with the humanitarian purpose of refugee resettlement. 

 
LESSON 5: 
Empower a diverse 
and dynamic 
community of 
sponsors  
 

 
Canada fosters a dynamic sponsor community by allowing 
citizens and organisations to come together in a variety of ways 
to sponsor: through umbrella organisations, community 
organisations, businesses and as groups of citizens. This 
flexibility is key to the schemes success – enabling Canadian 
sponsors to get creative and take ownership. 

Recommendation 5: Australia should broaden the range of organisations and groups of citizens and 
permanent residents who can sponsor refugees. Groups that demonstrate they are capable of 
sponsorship should be able to apply either directly, or under the auspices of an organisation with special 
sponsorship status granted by government (for example an Approved Proposing Organisation). 

 
LESSON 6: 
Build an informed 
and capable 
community of 
sponsors and 
volunteers 

 
Canada invests heavily in training and guiding sponsorship 
groups, particularly through the Refugee Sponsorship Training 
Program. Training and ongoing guidance is critical to ensure 
sponsors fully understand their responsibilities; that risks are 
managed; and sponsors and refugees know where to go for help 
and support. 

Recommendation 6: Australia should fund a training program to ensure prospective sponsors and 
refugees receive consistent and high-quality training and information before they embark on 
sponsorship, as well as access to guidance and resources during a sponsorship. 

 
LESSON 7: 
Community 
sponsorship should 
increase 
resettlement 
capacity 
  

 
Since at least 2012 Canada’s refugee sponsorship schemes have 
significantly increased Canada’s overall refugee resettlement 
intake. In light of global refugee resettlement needs, it is 
imperative that community sponsorship contributes to increasing 
a country’s overall refugee resettlement intake.  

Recommendation 7: Australia should make future community sponsored refugee places additional to 
the 2018/19 humanitarian intake baseline of 18,750 refugee places. Australia should commit to the 
principle that community sponsorship will increase the size of Australia’s refugee resettlement program. 
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LESSON 8: 
Encourage 
community 
fundraising and 
eliminate visa fees  
 

Sponsors in Canada do not have to pay fees to sponsor 
refugees. They have to raise funds to support the refugee family 
they are sponsoring. The community fundraising effort is aided 
by the fact that donors are highly motivated to contribute to 
tangible expenses like accommodation, transport and daily 
essentials. 

Recommendation 8: Australia should eliminate visa fees from its Community Support Program, and 
either offset or restrict fees charged by Approved Proposing Organisations (APOs). Instead of paying 
fees, sponsors should be required to fundraise to meet an agreed budget to help sponsored refugees 
establish themselves in Australia. 

 
LESSON 9: 
Have safeguards in 
place to manage 
risks  
 

 
Things can and do go wrong in refugee sponsorship 
relationships. Canada invests in pre-vetting of sponsors, pre-
approval of settlement plans and training to minimise these 
risks. Canada also has a sponsorship dispute resolution process 
and a clear procedure for when sponsorships breakdown.  
 

Recommendation 9: Australia should have robust safeguards for preventing and responding to cases of 
exploitation and abuse and addressing disputes between refugees and sponsors. In addition to vetting 
sponsors to ensure they have the required capacity and resources to undertake the sponsorship, Australia 
should have clear and consistent policies and procedures to address grievances, resolve disputes and 
manage sponsorship breakdowns. 

 
LESSON 10: 
Explore 
sponsorship 
models that 
support refugees 
to migrate for 
work  
 

 
Millions of refugees around the world have skills and talents that 
are going to waste as they languish in countries without work 
rights. Australia and Canada could be the beneficiaries of these 
skills and talents by providing refugees with an innovative 
pathway out of displacement. Canada is starting to explore 
business-sponsorship and skilled migration as a complementary 
pathway for refugees. 
 

Recommendation 10: Australia should pilot a hybrid skilled/humanitarian visa program that enables 
employers to sponsor refugees to work and reside permanently in Australia, and matches newcomers 
with community co-sponsors for settlement support. 

  

 

 


