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Abstract
Since initiating the Canadian low-skilled Foreign Worker Program (FWP), in 2002, the 
federal government has increasingly relied on the disposability of temporary migrants to 
fill labour shortages in unskilled and low-skilled sectors not sought after by local workers. 
By normalizing the intensified recruitment of foreign workers in Canada the government 
and employers are able to capitalize on the institutionalized disposability of hyper-
exploited foreign workers. The intention of this paper is to analyze the emergence of 
Canadian low-skilled FWP, explore the federal government’s shifting neoliberal approach 
to migration management, and provide insight into the insecurity and vulnerability that 
migrant workers are exposed to in this program. 

Introduction

A selection of temporary migration programs were implemented by the Canadian govern-

ment throughout the latter half of the 20th century, devised to fill voids in domestic and 

agricultural labour sectors, amongst others. In the past, the Temporary Foreign Worker 

Program (TFWP) only allowed for the recruitment of skilled foreign workers and has since 

been revised to permit the entry of low-skilled foreign workers to Canada. The Immigra-

tion and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) was modified in 2002 to allow the Canadian 

immigration system to be more flexible and responsive to local labour market needs 

and demands. Fudge and MacPhail (2009, 11) claim that the IRPA and regulations that 

followed “reinforced and facilitated the polarization of temporary foreign worker programs 

in Canada.”   By streaming high- and low-skilled workers, the newly tailored TFWP 

sanctioned the categorizing of foreign workers based on their sought after economic 

contributions. While the TFWP has operated for more than four decades, the streaming 

of foreign workers resulted in an unprecedented admission of temporary foreign workers, 

especially those filling low-skilled occupations. 

The Institutionalized Disposability of Temporary 
Migrant Workers
Assessing the Canadian Low-Skilled Foreign Worker 
Program

Research
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The federal government’s objectives to expedite the process of selecting foreign workers 

and convert immigration into a more efficient and competitive process were realized, in 

2002, through the implementation of the pilot low-skilled Foreign Worker Program (FWP), 

also referred to as the Pilot Project for Occupation Requiring Lower-Levels of Formal 

Training. The streaming of the TFWP provides the federal government with the means of 

recruiting low-skilled workers to fill in labour shortages experienced in sectors that local 

nationals are unwilling to fill. Deemed by the Canadian government and employers as an 

essential part of a company’s business strategy (HRSDC 2009), economic advantages 

can be acquired from hiring temporary migrant workers over local nationals. The federal 

government has historically accepted immigrants based on potential economic contribu-

tion, a strategy that has shaped the legislative mandate of immigration policy and been 

accepted as a long standing practice in the Canadian immigration system (Reed 2008). 

Siemiatycki (2010) maintains that Canadian immigration policy has been rapidly shaped 

to accommodate market interests and principles, given that immigrants are regarded as 

economic inputs, paying their own settlement and integration costs. 

The Canadian government has become increasingly dependent on foreign labour 

given the flexibility and disposability of temporary migrants from poorer labour-sending 

countries and their ability to fill cumbersome labour shortages in unskilled and low-skilled 

sectors. Deliberate reliance on temporary foreign workers is recognized by the labour-

receiving states as a means to attain economic prosperity through the employment of a 

flexibilized and regulated labour force. While the recruitment of foreign labour for eco-

nomic optimization is not a novel phenomenon, the recent intensified reliance on tempor-

ary foreign labour over other more permanent migration streams highlights the Canadian 

government’s interest moving away from social welfare towards more economic 

concerns. Migration in Canada is increasingly shifting away from humanitarian assistance 

and family unification into a matter of expanding the pool of temporary flexibilized labour 

to minimize the state’s welfare responsibility over migrants and in turn maximize capital 

gains. Normalization of such a process permits the Canadian government and employers 

to benefit from the institutionalized disposability of hyper-exploitable foreign workers. 

The intention of this paper is to analyze the emergence the Canadian low-skilled FWP, 
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exploring the federal government’s shifting approach to immigration. An analysis of the 

low-skilled FWP provides insight into the insecurity and vulnerability migrant workers 

are exposed to as a result of labour-receiving states’ neoliberal approach to migration. 

Therefore, it is necessary to examine how states opt to select particular facets of neolib-

eral discourse that favour their economic concerns. 

Scholars argue that neoliberalism is not uniformly implemented over space, and what 

is more, neoliberal policies are selectively enacted by governments to regulate specific 

economic struggles (Castree 2006, Jessop 2002, Larner 2009, Peck 2004). Labour-

receiving states selectively utilize the neoliberal scheme to advance economic concerns, 

labelling neoliberalism as “a hegemonic, unified entity” (Castree 2006, 2). Theoretically, 

a neoliberal paradigm calls for state withdrawal from and liberalization of markets to 

maximize human welfare. In order to maximize human potential individuals, must be 

allowed to be autonomous actors entering into contracts with other individuals within a 

free market that permits free competition (Johnston et al. 2000, 547). Under the premise 

of maximizing human potential and welfare, wealthier labour-receiving governments 

will employ this model to develop an approach to migration management that advances 

state control over flexibilized foreign labour, therein institutionalizing the disposability of 

temporary migrants. Overbeek (2002a) argued it best when highlighting how migration is 

shaped into a process of disciplining and selectively freeing the mobility of the emerging 

regime of migrant labour in order to extract maximum capital gains.

Analysis of the low-skilled FWP entails an overview of how the pilot program was first 

introduced, an outline of the policies and procedures that define the programs, and a 

comparison of statistical data on the number of temporary foreign workers relative to 

the overall temporary resident population and permanent residents entering Canada. 

This will be followed by a theoretical discussion of how the growing flexibilization of the 

labour market and ncreased state regulation of migration have led to the institutionalized 

disposability of foreign labour. This will provide an analytical framework for assessing the 

state’s political economic concerns in conceiving and promoting the low-skilled FWP on 

a neoliberal foundation. An analysis of government documents, including administrative 
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guidebooks for the FWP, a speech delivered by the minister of Human Resources and 

Services Development Canada (HRSDC), and other relevant documents written by 

HRSDC and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC), will provide insight into the 

state’s strategic utilization of disposable foreign labour. This analysis will conclude with 

an overview of rudimentary faults and problems with the low-skilled FWP, which have 

been cited by the Auditor General of Canada Report. An analysis of the Canadian low-

skilled FWP draws attention to how the federal government validates the recruitment 

of flexibilized migrant workers by normalizing it as an economic necessity that benefits 

the local labour market, therein institutionalizing the disposability of foreign labour. By 

promoting the increased control of the labour and movement of migrants the Canadian 

federal government has set a precedent, sanctioning the insecurity and vulnerability of 

low-skilled foreign workers. 

Overview of the Level C and D Low-Skilled Foreign Worker Program

Shifts in the global labour market, that push for a more flexibilized workforce, triggered an 

expansion in temporary foreign worker programs and a stronger dependence on migrant 

labour from poorer countries. Canada is no exception to this growing global phenomenon, 

as made evident with the advancement of the temporary foreign worker programs and 

influx of temporary foreign workers. The Canadian government originally developed such 

programs as a way to address the skill and labour shortage in the local labour market. 

While the Canadian government has continually modified its migration management 

approach to temporary foreign labour, the Non-Immigration Employment Authorization 

Program (NIEAP), introduced on January 1, 1973, signalled a shift towards embracing 

temporary foreign workers over permanent residents (Sharma 2006). The NIEAP pro-

vided the federal government with the structural basis to administer the program, granting 

temporary work permits to foreign workers with a specified employer, occupation, resi-

dence, and length of occupation. In the past, temporary foreign worker programs were an 

obscure federal initiative that accepted a greater number of high-skilled than low-skilled 

workers for more specialized jobs; this quickly changed with the implementation of the 

low-skilled FWP (Fudge and MacPhail 2009). Fudge and MacPhail (2009, 11) maintain 

that the NIEAP incited a shift from migration programs with a focus on specific sectors 
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and occupation, to a more general program that “more efficiently recruited and monitored 

increasing numbers of foreign workers from a wide array of occupational ‘labour short-

ages’ in Canada.”

In 2002, the pilot low-skilled FWP was initially introduced by HRSDC to fill demands in 

Canada’s meat, construction and tourism industries, but has now come to include various 

other sectors such as agriculture, oil refineries, and food services, amongst others. The 

implementation of the program shifted the federal government’s approach to migration 

management and allowed for a substantial increase in temporary foreign labour, but 

more importantly now granted work permits to low-skilled foreign workers. Prior to 2002, 

the only foreign workers eligible to apply for a temporary work permit were skilled work-

ers employed on short-term trade projects, academics at universities, and select other 

occupations. According to Byl (2010), protective mechanisms were not implemented 

in the past since foreign workers were provided protection through their contracts of 

employment. 

Under the larger TFWP, workers are streamed on the basis of duties they are expected 

to perform using the National Occupational Classification system, with skilled workers 

grouped into level O, A, and B and low-skilled and unskilled workers categorized into 

level C and D. Levels C and D are the categories under which foreign workers are 

brought through the low-skilled FWP. The federal government separates highly skilled 

workers from low skilled workers with the aim of drawing in skilled foreign workers to 

become permanent residents. Low-skilled workers are excluded from a program that 

allows the Canadian Experience Class to gain permanent status by entering Canada 

through the TFWP. Streaming of foreign workers based on their education, training, and 

skills has created very distinct realities for highly skilled and low skilled migrants, a dis-

tinct separation that has made low-skilled foreign workers more vulnerable to exploitation. 

Previously, the TFWP only permitted employers to bring workers for up to twelve months 

in Canada; workers were then obligated to reapply to the program after four months. 

Recent changes implemented by HRSDC and CIC, two federal departments that admin-

ister the TFWP, now allow temporary migrants to stay up to twenty-four months without 
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having to request an extension. In addition, while the TFWP does not require workers to 

pay transportation costs, they are obligated to cover the costs of their accommodation.

When hiring workers under the low-skilled FWP employers must first submit an applica-

tion to HRSDC and meet the assessment criteria for the Labour Market Opinion (LMO), 

which is a necessary mechanism that protects the domestic workforce from foreign 

competition. The application ensures that (1) the employer has undertaken reasonable 

efforts to hire and/or train Canadian for the job and (2) the employer is experiencing a 

genuine labour shortage. In order to recruit foreign workers to fill in National Occupational 

Classification C and D occupations employers are required to advertise employment 

opportunities for fourteen days during the three months prior to applying for a LMO, 

demonstrating reasonable efforts to recruit local nationals. Recent modifications to the 

program now allow LMO applications from employers, who qualify to participate in the 

low-skilled FWP, to be expedited and processed within five business days of having 

received all the required information, which is known as the e-LMO. The expedition was 

fuelled in large part by lobbying efforts of business groups who sought to simplify the 

process of navigating the program and expand the low-skilled FWP. In addition, this effort 

on the part of business groups allowed employers to minimize advertising efforts and 

avoid the more comprehensive process, which is normally required of any employer wish-

ing to contract foreign workers (Fudge and MacPahil 2009). Once HRSDC has approved 

the application foreign workers can then obtain work permits from CIC. The expedition 

of applicants is reinforced by the just-in-time approach of the government, discussed in 

more depth in the latter portion of this paper. Byl (2010) maintains that two factors can be 

attributed to the recent increase in temporary foreign workers: (1) changes to the TFWP 

that permitted low-skilled foreign workers to be recruited through the program and (2) the 

TFWP becoming the ideal program for employers in dealing with shortages for skilled and 

low-skilled labour. 
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Statistical Overview of Temporary Migrants

Facts and Figures 2008: Citizenship and Immigration Canada’s (CIC) overview of the 

composition of Temporary Residents

1989 2002 2003 2007 2008
Foreign Workers 89,525 101,259 109,860 199,943 251,235
Foreign Students 61,569 150,541 159,711 176,077 178,227
Humanitarian Population 117,379 119,706 124,496 85,394 96,427
Other 41,153 56,020 55,942 59,873 61,892
Total 309,626 427,526 450,009 521,286 584,781
Source: http://www.cic.gc.ca/ENGLISH/resources/statistics/facts2008/

In 1989, foreign workers made up 28.9 percent of the total number of temporary residents 

granted temporary visas, with a total of 89, 525 temporary workers entering Canada 

through various temporary worker programs such as Seasonal Agricultural Worker Pro-

gram and Live-In-Caregiver Program (CIC 2009a). While there had been steady growth 

of temporary residents over subsequent years, the introduction of the pilot low-skilled 

FWP, in 2002, triggered a dramatic increase in the recruitment of temporary foreign 

labour. 

The number of temporary foreign workers more than doubled within seven years from 

101, 259 in 2002 to 251,235 in 2008, making up 42.7 percent of the total number of 

temporary residents (CIC 2009a). In 2008, approximately 65,000 foreign workers, cat-

egorized under the National Occupational Classification Level C and D, were temporarily 

contracted to work in Canada, making up 34.9 percent of the total number of temporary 

foreign workers (CIC 2009a). In contrast, the number of refugee claimants and humani-

tarian cases has subsided since 2003, when the humanitarian population totalled 124, 

496. This has since dropped to 96, 427 or 16.4 percent of the total number of temporary 

residents in 2008 (CIC 2009a).
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Facts and Figures 2008: Citizenship and Immigration Canada’s (CIC) overview of the 

composition of Permanent Residents

1984 1993 2002 2007 2008
Family Class 44,521 121,666 62, 290 66, 232 65, 567
Economic Immigrants 26,079 105,663 137,863 131,244 149,072
Refugees 15,361 30,622 25,116 27,955 21,860
Other 2,315 7,751 3,780 11,322 10,742
Total 88,276 256,702 229,049 236,754 247,243
Source: http://www.cic.gc.ca/ENGLISH/resources/statistics/facts2008/

Historically, the number of temporary residents has always outnumbered the number of 

permanent residents brought into Canada. Immigrants classified as permanent residents, 

who fall under the categories of either family class, economic immigrants, refugees, or 

other immigrants, however, have not risen in number as quickly as the number of tempor-

ary foreign workers. In 1984, the number of permanent residents brought into Canada 

totalled 88,276 and this quickly peaked at 256, 702 in 1993. Since then, the number of 

permanent residents has neither stagnated nor increased considerably. Family class 

immigrants have fallen, however, from 121,666 in 1993 to 62,290 in 2002. By 2008, in 

fact, temporary foreign workers (251, 235) alone had completely outnumbered all perma-

nent residents (247,243) with a total of 65, 567 family class immigrants and 149, 072 

economic class immigrants. 

Regulation of Flexibilized Migrant Workers and their Institutionalized Disposability

Delineating the neoliberal conceptual framework used by the Canadian federal gov-

ernment to justify the institutional disposability of migrants provides insights into the 

government’s shift towards embracing the non-permanency of foreign labour, especially 

unskilled and low-skilled migrant workers. The theoretical discussion begins with a 

conceptualization of the process of flexibilizing migrant labour, followed by a discussion 

of how the state is able to validate the contradictory promotion of a free flow of capital 

and trade and controlled flow of people and their labour, and ends by evaluating the 

relationship between state regulation of flexibilized foreign labour and the institutionaliza-

tion of disposability. The regulated flexibilization of foreign labour sets the precedent for 

the institutionalized disposability of migrant workers, providing the government with the 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 16

leverage to control the labour and movement of migrants. 

  According to David Harvey (1989, 284-285), for labourers the transition to flexible 

accumulation and production entailed “an intensification (speed-up) in labour processes 

and an acceleration in the de-skilling and re-skilling required to meet new labour needs.”  

As a result, states seeking to gain a competitive advantage adapt labour to be less 

demanding relative to capital investment. Peck (1996) goes on to explain that labour 

flexibility is not triggered by the need for production efficiency; rather, it is rooted in the 

disintegration of organized labour, the intrusion of the state-led neoliberal policies and 

practices, and the growth of long term unemployment. 

 The state-led flexibilization of the Canadian labour market has triggered a rise in 

temporary and seasonal employment, but more importantly growth in the foreign labour 

pool (Smart 1997). For migrant workers of the Global South seeking to find the financial 

means to improve their livelihoods and that of their family, flexible accumulation and 

production requires them to be (1) hypermobile and just-in-time (available for overtime 

and variable shifts); (2) simultaneously reliable and disposable, even when working in an 

unreliable employment environment; (3) productive and working at their upmost limits; 

and (4) affordable, ensuring that wages are kept to a minimum (Chin 2008). Flexible for-

eign workers, especially unskilled and low-skilled workers, are defined by labour market 

demands, forcing them to submit to live with both limited social reproduction rights and 

the contradictions of state-led neoliberal initiatives and policies in their pursuit for capital 

and labour in wealthier countries. 

Migrant workers are willing to assume the low paying and insecure jobs that local nation-

als are unwilling to fill, driven by the lack of economic opportunities made available to 

them in their home countries. While temporary migrants are recognized as a structural 

necessity and actively recruited to work in wealthier labour-receiving countries, they are 

not welcome to permanently stay nor granted the same rights and privileges as nationals 

(Smart 1997). State-led initiatives of flexibilizing migrant labour have temporary foreign 

workers succumbing to disposability and uncertainty, in face of economic hardships. By 

accepting to participate in flexible labour markets, foreign workers assume unprotected 
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employment, accepting the disposable status imposed on them by the state and employ-

ers. Over time labourers engaging in a flexible market are no longer making free choices 

and instead must comply with fluctuating conditions and demands, losing many rights 

along the way (Remery 2002).

Through the implementation of regulations that favour the flexibilization of labour, states 

seek to naturalize contingent employment with minimal rights attached (Chin 2008). 

Flexibilization and disposability as modes of social organization and processes of self-

constitution push migrant workers to align themselves with the just-in-time production 

mode of the global political economy (Fraser 2003). Transformed by the state into the 

dominant mode of social organization, flexible labour markets have intensified labour 

market segmentation, social exclusion, and wage inequality. In advancing flexible 

accumulation strategies the state is able to take advantage of the growing pool of 

unemployed and the weakened working class of the Global South, forcing disadvantaged 

workers to accept flexible labour as the natural path to take in order to survive the lack 

of economic opportunities (Theodore 2003). The push for a contingent labour market by 

labour-receiving states leaves foreign workers with heightened forms of disadvantage 

and deprivation and little alternative but to accept their disposability. 

The naturalization of flexible labour is part of the state strategy to purse cost-cutting 

approaches that improve its global competitiveness and depict temporary foreign labour 

as an economic necessity. Bauder (2005) argues that temporary workers programs are 

advantageous because of the cheap, disposable labour that it provides to Canadian 

businesses, filling in low-skilled labour voids that local nationals are unwilling to assume. 

Temporary migrant labour allows employers to avoid offering higher wages and improving 

working conditions in order to attract domestic labour. Labour-receiving states present 

the illusion that flexibility is an economic necessity that is not achieved through domestic 

labour and seek out foreign workers willing to comply with the poor working conditions 

and wages of undesirable low-skilled work. 

In addition to advancing the flexibilization of foreign labour, labour-receiving states 

uphold the neoliberal initiative of freeing capital and trade, while regulating the flow of 
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migrants, even though foreign workers are a defining feature of the global labour market. 

Conceptually, neoliberal claims call for economic growth by means of economic integra-

tion and reduction of state intervention, liberalizing the market and in turn inducing an 

economic environment of flexible accumulation. The promotion of a steady flow of capital 

investment and trade, alongside the state-imposed restriction of the flow of labour across 

political borders reveals the contradictory nature of the state-led neoliberal initiative 

to expand the pool of temporary foreign workers. The expanded discussion of the 

paradoxical state decision to advance the increased free flow of capital and trade, while 

simultaneously regulating the immobility of labour to ensure economic advancement in 

their country exposes the perilous state-led neoliberal approach to international migra-

tion (Pellerin 1999, Overbeek 2002a, Dreher 2007, Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 2007, 

Hatton 2007, Turner 2007). 

Researchers and academics highlight three key motives that have prompted states to 

restrict the flow of people, while in tandem attempting to preserve the façade of uphold-

ing neoliberal claims through policy initiatives. First, the age old argument of defending 

national borders and territorial sovereignty drives states to control and restrict entry into 

their country with increased fortitude (Turner 2007). Hatton argues that the permanency 

of migration is deemed to have the potential to “affect host societies and their cultures 

in ways that trade does not” (Hatton 2007, 327). While these grounds for exclusion 

contradict the rationale behind the ‘free individual,’ who should be granted the ability to 

maximize their accumulation potential, foreigners continue to be exempted from state-

supported neoliberal notion. Secondly, by controlling the flow of people, labour-receiving 

governments can evade the responsibility of managing the social reproduction needs 

of migrants, which allows the host state to ignore the financial costs and burden of the 

social welfare of migrant workers (Dreher 2007). Lastly, a flexible migrant labour regime 

allows the state to diminish pressure on precarious labour shortages and helps to mini-

mize wage inflation, which is crucial to productivity and high profit margins (Dreher 2007). 

The free flow of migrants leads to entitlement of increased wages and in turn a loss to 

the labour-receiving state. The receiving state’s intent to gain financially from the entry of 

regulated migrant workers and maximize accumulation potential through a “free” market 
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drives the state to accommodate only certain conceptual neoliberal claims. The state 

façade—validating the need for regulated foreign labour—has allowed the Canadian 

government to advance neoliberal policies and programmes that promote the selective 

flow of flexibilized foreign labour, and in turn nourish the free flow of capital into the 

Canadian market. 

While neoliberalism “celebrates the return of individual freedom and seeks to restrain 

state intervention that aims at reducing the inequality of outcomes on the marketplace,” 

Dreher (2007, 107) argues that the neoliberal state-led project of regulating and disciplin-

ing flexible labour preserves the power of the economic elite. The unintended conse-

quences of the neoliberal state-led initiatives in the Global South has driven the poor and 

working class to seek economic opportunities outside their country, forcing people to look 

upon migration as a survival strategy and an advantageous means of gaining access to 

capital gains to support their families (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 2007). Based on the 

overarching claims of the neoliberal framework it may appear as though labour-receiving 

states are infringing upon free market principles. Overbeek (2002b) argues that closer 

review of the rationale behind the state controlled movement of foreign workers reveals 

how the state is merely attempting to maximize its accumulation potential. Through 

the implementation of disciplinary neoliberal policies the labour-receiving state is able 

to control the mobility of foreign workers and their access to rights and benefits, while 

simultaneously extracting maximum accumulation potential from them. The disciplinary 

and informal nature of the state-led initiative to free capital and trade, but not labour, 

allows states to strategically accommodate certain capital freedoms, in order to maintain 

regulatory and disciplinary control over the flow of workers.  

What often fails to be recognized is how the contradictory nature of neoliberal policies 

and initiatives are forcing marginalized workers from the Global South to seek out 

economic opportunities outside of their borders. Intensified privatization and liberaliza-

tion of the market has increased the number of displaced people in the Global South. 

This circular paradox of rising capital mobility and restrictive border policies to maintain 

workers fixed in space demonstrates not only the inefficiency of the neoliberal framework, 
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but also highlights the illusionary nature of neoliberalism (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 

2007). Neoliberalism is a term that is easily tossed around without taking into account its 

strategic use to legitimize and naturalize the government disciplining and regulation of 

flexible foreign workers. The state-led neoliberal model is in danger of subsiding, given 

the variant and contradictory nature of the government’s approach to migration manage-

ment. 

Flexibilization of production and controlled movement of temporary migrants has become 

the accepted and favoured means to attaining competitive advantage, allowing the 

Canadian government and businesses to enhance their profitability. The reserve of 

temporary migrant workers allows the market system to function profitably by keeping 

costs down and maintaining control over a pool of workers living a precarious existence 

(Magdoff and Magdoff 2004). The promotion and naturalization of flexible foreign labour 

as an economic necessity has allowed the Canadian government to institutionalize the 

disposability of migrants, so as to retain control over their labour and movement. By 

maintaining authority over a large pool of flexible foreign labourers the Canadian govern-

ment and businesses are able to weaken the position of migrants. The precarious nature 

of foreign worker’s jobs and the knowledge that they could lose their jobs helps to create 

a docile labour force that can easily be disposed of and replaced by other workers in the 

large reserve of foreign labour (Magdoff and Magdoff 2004, Kalleberg 2003). Temporary 

foreign worker programs, now regarded as a stable facet of regulatory infrastructure of 

labour markets, help to mediate and legitimize the institutionalization of disposability 

(Peck and Theodore 2007). Ultimately, the institutionalization of disposability permits the 

disciplining of migrant workers, with minimal recourse, and the normalization of insecurity 

at the workplace. The strategic use of neoliberal discourse, in promoting the low-skilled 

FWP, allows the Canadian government to justify and normalize the institutionalization of 

the disposability of foreign workers. 
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Advancing the Neoliberal Project through the Strategic Implementation of the Pilot 
Low-Skilled Foreign Worker Program

Informed by the Canadian labour market’s demand for cheap and flexible workers, fed-

eral immigration policy and programmes have been aligned to comply with the requests 

and claims of local employers. By allowing the local Canadian market to control the flow 

of inward migration, through the low-skilled FWP, the federal government advances 

institutionalized disposability through the regulation of flexibilized foreign workers. By 

assuming a neoliberal offensive the federal government not only reinforces the eased 

accessibility of disposable temporary migrants but also minimizes the government’s 

social welfare responsibilities (Overbeek 2002). While Canadian immigration policies 

have long been historically linked to economic objectives (Hiebert and Ley 2006), the 

rapid expansion and growth of temporary foreign worker programs underscores the 

intensified liberalization and flexibilization of inward migration. 

The government’s regulatory efforts to control the migrant population while simul-

taneously liberalizing and expanding economic migration is seemingly contradictory, 

nevertheless the federal government continues to promote the TFWP as an economic 

necessity. The institutionalization of disposable foreign workers has become a grow-

ing global trend and a defining facet of the state-led neoliberal approach to maximize 

economic accumulation. The agenda to expand the pool of disposable foreign workers 

and selectively regulate the economic market reinforces the state strategy to naturalize 

their neoliberal approach to migration management as the only path to optimal economic 

advancement. 

The escalating enhancement and development of temporary foreign worker programs 

is not a trend limited to Canada. This phenomenon is a growing international strategic 

approach assumed by various industrialized states as a means of improving their 

competitive advantage in the global market. The global race to flexibilize labour markets 

further exacerbates the disposability and vulnerability of unskilled and low-skilled labour 

by drawing in larger pools of temporary foreign workers who are not provided with the 

same social protections as national workers or permanent immigrants. In the interest of 

profit, richer states are now turning to temporary migrant labour programs as a neoliberal 
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offensive to draw in flexible labour that is cheaper and provided with fewer benefits. 

Globally, the recruitment of temporary foreign labour has become a trend, with approxi-

mately 2.5 million temporary foreign workers entering OECD countries in 2006, which is 

triple the number of workers who permanently entered (OECD 2008).

In the Asian Pacific region, numerous programs have been developed to facilitate the 

flow of temporary migrants, including the Industrial and Technical Training System in 

South Korea, the broker system in Taiwan, Foreign Domestic Helpers in Hong Kong, 

and the Australian Visa Sub-Class 457 for business entrants (Bultron 2006). In addition, 

there have been more longstanding guest worker programs in Western Europe and 

North America that have become models for the newly rising industrial nation-states, 

which includes the Seasonal Worker program in Germany based on Memorandums of 

Understanding and over twenty non-permanent immigrant programs in the United States 

(Martin 2003). The growing global trend not only validates Canadian government’s 

strategic approach to migration as a standard and necessary international scheme it also 

drives the federal government to augment the development of temporary foreign worker 

programs, ensuring competitive advantage in the global labour market. 

The implementation of a series of immigration programs in Canada, aside from the low-

skilled FWP, permits Canada to open its doors to a plethora of non-permanent low-skilled 

foreign workers who are both secure and cheap. Hiebert and Ley (2006) maintain that 

while the neoliberal state strategy allows Canada to be economically competitive and 

profit from foreign workers, as trade barriers fall, the government is not providing enough 

funds for effective social programmes, thereby hindering the rights and entitlement of 

migrants. The low-skilled FWP allows the Canadian government to draw in migrants 

without granting them permanent status and access to certain rights endowed to citizens 

and permanent residents. 

The recent intensified shift in the Canadian immigration system calls for a scrutiny of 

the state’s concentrated efforts towards drawing in large numbers of temporary foreign 

labour. By utilizing neoliberal discourse to frame the low-skilled FWP the Harper Gov-

ernment has been able to validate the regulated flow of flexibilized foreign labour as 
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an economic necessity, beneficial to the greater good of Canadian labour market. The 

normalization of a flexibilized foreign labour regime has in turn validated and promoted 

the institutionalization of the disposability of migrant workers through the low-skilled FWP. 

According to Siemiatycki (2010), the government of Prime Minister Stephen Harper 

has been especially adamant in aligning immigration policies with market and employer 

interests. Since being elected into office in 2006, Prime Minister Stephen Harper and his 

cabinet ministers have “been explicit in promoting a ‘quicker fix’ regime of immigration 

admission to meet immediate employer needs” (Siemiatycki 2010, 61). Siemiatycki’s 

(2010) article on foreign labour discusses how the national economic plan titled Advan-

tage Canada: Building a Strong Economy for Canadians pushes to provide greater global 

competitive advantage by generating a more flexible workforce (Department of Finance 

Canada 2006). For the Conservative Government, temporary foreign workers have 

become an integral component in the federal government’s design to develop a more 

flexible workforce while also maximizing Canada’s global competitive advantage (Flecker 

2010). 

An analysis of the discourse utilized by HRSDC and CIC in its promotion of temporary 

foreign labour, namely the development of the low-skilled FWP, provides insight into 

the strategic use of neoliberal discourse. The use of a critical discourse analysis, an 

interdisciplinary approach that examines language as a social practice and analyzes 

how text and talk reproduce social and political domination, will provide insight into what 

the Harper Government’s discourse on foreign labour is built upon (Fairclough 2000). 

Fairclough (2001, 231) underscores that “the increased importance of language in social 

life has meant more conscious attempts to shape it and control it to meet institutional or 

organization objectives.”  Based on critical discourse analysis of the neoliberal discourse 

validating the low-skilled FWP, it was found that the Harper Government utilized language 

as a promotional tool, advancing the neoliberal agenda of disposable temporary foreign 

labour. 

Since language is a powerful instrument to control knowledge and how people process 

certain ideas and truths, the Harper Government strategically uses language to reinforce 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 24

and normalize a political or economic agenda that could otherwise be challenged (Fair-

clough 2003). Examination of the way language is used as a process of governing by the 

current government demonstrates how the state’s neoliberal discourse was employed as 

a tool to naturalize the institutionalized disposability of foreign labour as a standard and 

required design for the advancement of the national economy. Not only does the strategic 

use of language frame neoliberal claims as economic necessities, it also helps to validate 

the development and expansion of the low-skilled FWP. By framing the selective flow of 

cheap, disposable foreign labour as an economic necessity the Canadian government 

hopes to gain competitive advantage at the global scale. 

Since its inception, the low-skilled FWP has been presented to the Canadian public as 

a required and necessary mechanism for the economic development and survival of the 

local labour market. In the Temporary Foreign Worker Guidebook for Canadian employ-

ers, CIC describes foreign labour as “an essential part of a company’s business strategy” 

that helps to “fill labour shortages in Canada and bring new skills and knowledge to help 

the country’s economy grow” (CIC, 2008b). By framing the recruitment of foreign labour 

as an economic necessity the state can then disregard improving employment standards 

of unskilled and low-skilled labour or expanding the pool of permanent residents to fill this 

void instead of expanding the temporary foreign worker regime. 

According to announcements on the CIC website, the Canadian government became 

even more committed to improving the national immigration system in recent years by 

making it “more flexible and responsive to changing labour market needs” (CIC, 2008a). 

On its website, CIC claims that new reforms to the immigration system will make it “more 

efficient and competitive by allowing application to be selected and processed based on 

labour market needs” (CIC, 2008a). These improvements stress the federal government’s 

commitment to expanding temporary foreign workers programs and intensifying neolib-

eral ideologies in support of the Government of Canada’s strategic economic agenda. 

A 2007 speech made by Monte Solberg, then Minister of HRSDC, announced the need 

for improvement of temporary foreign worker programs as a structural necessity. While 

a series of changes were announced to the larger TFWP, more significant changes were 
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made to the low-skilled stream, which employers are more drawn to. One key example is 

the federal government’s designation of the Pilot low-skilled FWP as the “Pilot Project for 

Occupations Requiring Lower Levels of Formal Training,” so as to make it more appeal-

ing in the Canadian market. What is more, the renaming of the low-skilled FWP helps to 

normalize the streaming of foreign labour as a necessary component of recruiting. 

The federal government maintained that by opening the door to foreign workers to fill 

voids in the hospitality sector, tourism, trucking, and other general unskilled and low-

skilled labour sectors, local nationals are granted more opportunities for social and eco-

nomic mobility. Monte Solberg claims that the local labour force is growing far too slowly 

to meet labour market needs and demands, a process which is further exacerbated by a 

record number of baby boomers set to retire. According to Solberg, “industries now have 

to plan much more rigorously to ensure they have the skilled workers necessary. One 

solution is to make sure workers in Canada can move to those career opportunities—

unimpeded by barriers” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). Changes made to the TFWP 

will help to bring down these barriers and provide local nationals with the opportunity to 

improve upon their education and employment. 

Solberg went on to state that “we are making available information on the labour market 

so Canadians can make informed choices about their employment and their education 

so they can better invest in their own future” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). Solberg’s 

delivery promotes the TFWP as a way for local nationals to “invest in their own future” 

by moving into skilled and highly paid sectors of the economy. By shaping this into an 

issue of improving the economic and social mobility of local nationals the state is able to 

validate the use of foreign labour, with promise that labour opportunities will not be taken 

away from the local labour market. In 2007, the government committed $50.5 million over 

two years to improve the processing resources of the TFWP, highlighting the Canadian 

government’s commitment to ensure that temporary foreign worker programs are viable 

mechanisms (CIC 2008a). By assuring improvements to the livelihood and welfare of 

local nationals, the Canadian government is able to rationalize the need for foreign work-

ers, who are not entitled to permanent secure status or the same rights and protections of 
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social welfare as Canadians. 

As a side note, Sharma (2006) maintains that close attention needs to be given to immi-

gration programs that are mobilized under the notion of labour shortages. The economic 

necessity of filling labour shortages with foreign workers is ingrained into the general 

public as common sense. The notion of labour shortages in immigration programs embed 

and legitimize the idea that foreign workers can only take jobs that local nationals refuse. 

This national discourse over employment helps fabricate the common sense belief that 

there are two separate labour markets in Canada: one for local nationals and one for 

foreigners. This entitles workers to differential rights and privileges. The resultant lack of 

rights of temporary foreign workers is justified by the separation between temporary and 

permanent residents (Sharma 2006). 

 In addition, the Canadian government continually endorses the notion that migration 

programs help to facilitate development in poorer sending countries “optimistic about the 

potential for remittances and technology transfer to lead to economic development in the 

source countries” (HRSDC 2009). HRSDC formulated a series of benefits that can be 

gained from the TFWP and explain that “temporary workers need to be well planned and 

facilitated in order to yield results,” advancing the neoliberal claim that free markets help 

to maximize an individual’s potential and welfare (HRSDC, 2009). By portraying itself 

as a provider of foreign aid, helping to alleviate poverty and provided opportunities for 

investment through remittances sent back home, the Canadian government provides the 

Canadian public with a positive image of the program. Ultimately, the Canadian govern-

ment wishes to promote the idea that the state is “helping employers hire disadvantaged 

groups,” converting this from being an economic issue into one of international assist-

ance. 

While it is true that “temporary foreign workers benefit from the opportunity to live and 

work in Canada” and “many workers earn much more in Canada than would be possible 

in their countries of origin,” as stated on the HRSDC website, the Government of Canada 

continues to disregard the precarious nature of the programs, which leave foreign work-

ers in a vulnerable position of disposability (HRSDC 2009). Tailored to meet the needs 
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and demands of Canadian employers, the economic gains of the program garnered by 

the Canadian government and employers far outweigh those of temporary workers and 

their sending country. 

Recent changes made by the Canadian government to the recruitment process of low-

skilled foreign workers promotes a “just-in-time” approach to immigration by pushing for 

a growth in “inventory of application, improving services and reducing wait times” (CIC 

2008a). The recent expedition of the low-skilled FWP hiring process, through e-LMOs, 

highlights the flexibilized approach assumed by the government of Canada to circumvent 

labour market rigidities. In his speech delivery, Monte Solberg announced key changes to 

the TFWP that included (1) an extension on the stay time of low-skilled temporary foreign 

workers from twelve months to twenty four months and (2) processing work permit 

applications through CIC and Labour Market Opinions through HRSDC at the same time. 

According to Solberg, these changes are “cutting down dramatically the time employers 

have to wait for the workers they need” (Solberg 2007, Speech Notes). 

HRSDC claims that the recently introduced Expedited Labour Market Opinion (e-LMO) 

Pilot Project “was put in place to accelerate the application process to hire temporary for-

eign workers” in specific unskilled and low skilled sectors in Alberta and British Columbia 

(HRSDC, 2009). As one of the more favoured changes, employers who qualify to partici-

pate in the initiative are processed by HRSDC within approximately five business days 

of receiving the requested information. Under the e-LMO, in order to ensure that proper 

monitoring and compliance measures were fulfilled, so as to protect the safety of tempor-

ary foreign workers, employers were required to prove that they met the conditions of the 

low-skilled FWP for at least two years. Employers are to consent to reviews in exchange 

for an expedited process; these reviews require employers to demonstrate adherences 

to wages, standards of working conditions, recruitment efforts, and other requirements. 

While employers who do not provide the necessary proof could potentially be removed 

from the expedited labour market pilot project, inability to meet the requirements does not 

ban them from the TFWP (Fudge and MacPhail 2009) 

The low-skilled FWP open/unrestricted work permit further flexibilizes the recruitment 
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process of temporary foreign labour by authorizing the employment of foreign workers 

without occupational restrictions. The work permit does, however, tie foreign workers to a 

sole employer, as the employers name is on the work permit. The only way a worker can 

change employers is by finding an employer with an approved LMO and then applying 

for a change of status and work permit (CIC 2008b). By assuming a just-in-time approach 

to the recruitment of foreign labour the Canadian government is skirting the rigidities 

of hiring domestic workers trying “to help make the process of hiring temporary foreign 

workers easier, faster, and less costly for employers when they are unable to find Can-

adians to do the job”  (CIC 2008a). By promoting the low-skilled FWP as a mechanism 

that provides security and facilitates the development of the Canadian labour market, the 

federal government desires to gain the trust and confidence of the local general public. 

In doing so, the government can then justify the need for constraining the rights and 

privileges of flexibilized temporary foreign workers, therein advancing the institutionaliza-

tion of disposability. Sweetman and Warman (2010) are concerned that having temporary 

foreign workers tied to a specific employer by their work permit and lack of rights leaves 

them vulnerable to exploitation, especially for workers in low-skilled occupations. 

Only after the Office of the Auditor General of Canada concluded its report on temporary 

foreign worker programs—but before the report was released— did Minister of Citizen-

ship, Immigration, and Multiculturalism Jason Kenney announce proposed changes to the 

TFWP in October 2009. Most of the proposed amendments seek to protect low-skilled 

workers in the program because of the backlash incited by the lack of oversight on the 

part of the federal government. Recommendations put forward by the Parliamentary 

Citizenship and Immigration Committee suggested that foreigners only work in Canada 

for four years on temporary permits, after which they would be barred from the foreign 

worker program for six years. While this recommendation has yet to be implemented, 

such a modification highlights the disposability the Canadian government is trying to 

impose upon the program. In addition, the regulatory amendments promise a more rigor-

ous assessment of the genuineness of the job offer and a two-year ban of employers who 

are not providing fair working conditions and wages. The Parliamentary and Citizenship 

and Immigration Committee also called for an advisory board to monitor the program, 



Vol. 2, No. 1, 2010 29

for work permits to be sector-and province-specific instead of employer specific, and the 

unannounced spot check of work and housing conditions by the government. While these 

recommendations have yet to be adopted, these proposed amendments expose the 

entrenched mismanagement of the program. 

HRSDC Minister Diane Finley maintains that 

“these changes are an important step by our government. They reiterate 
that our government is committed to improving the integrity of the TFWP, 
while ensuring that temporary foreign workers filling a need in sectors 
where there are still labour shortages are afforded the necessary protec-
tions” (CIC, 2009b). 

Presented to the Canadian public as a way to address the structural flaws of the program, 

the proposed amendments enable the federal government to intensify their control over 

the movement of migrant workers. 

Revising the Canadian Government’s Approach to the TFWP

Since its inception, the low-skilled FWP has been mismanaged, intensifying the vulner-

ability of temporary foreign workers with already limited options. While Minister Kenney 

may have pre-emptively announced proposed changes to temporary foreign worker 

programs prior to the release of the Auditor General’s Report, critical faults and problems 

with the TFWP in Canada have long been cited by researchers and academics (Bauder 

2006, Brem 2006, Sharma 2006, Fudge and MacPhail 2009) and further supported by 

Auditor General Sheila Fraser’s Report, released November 2009, scorning the federal 

government’s migration management approach. The report highlights the lack of over-

sight by the government, which has permitted the continual abuse of foreign workers 

by employers. The report maintains that low-skilled temporary foreign workers are most 

at risk because of language barriers, the economic conditions from which they come, 

and the lack of understanding and awareness of their rights in Canada (Auditor General 

of Canada 2009). The misguided government strategy to have foreign workers meet 

local labour market needs and a lack of regulation leave temporary migrants exposed to 

exploitation. 

What distinguishes the TFWP from other temporary labour programs, such as the 
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Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program and Live in Caregiver Program, is that bilateral 

agreements between Canada and the labour-sending states are not required to temporar-

ily contract foreign workers. Instead, Canadian companies can recruit temporary migrants 

from any country without bilateral agreements limiting the selection process. The absence 

of these agreements reinforces what some scholars refer to as the neoliberal call for 

a roll-back of state intervention and in turn the deregulation of the labour market (Pel-

lerin 1999, Brem 2006, Dreher 2007). The non-existence of bilateral agreements and 

mechanisms of checks and balance has not only permitted the mistreatment of foreign 

workers, it has also advanced the growth of temporary migrant workers. Foreign workers 

granted work permits under the low-skilled FWP stream are often (1) not permitted to 

work for another employer, (2) obligated to live with their employers, and (3) unable to 

gain permanent residency. Restricted labour mobility and dependence on an employer 

makes it rather difficult for foreign workers to leave poor and abusive working conditions 

(Elgersma 2007).

In the audit of the current practices of CIC and HRSDC the Auditor General’s Report 

encountered three critical problems that afflict the TFWP and prevent the delivery of an 

effective and efficient program. The first concern dealt with the vagueness and unclear 

roles and responsibilities of HRSDC and CIC in evaluating the genuineness of job offers 

and how assessments are carried out, as the operational manuals of neither department 

provide a clear understanding of these processes. There is no systematic follow-up by 

the CIC or HRSDC to verify that Canadian employers comply with the terms and condi-

tions of the LMO application. This leads to the second key problem found by the audit: 

neither department is effectively inspecting the working and living conditions provided 

by employers, side from those participating in the e-LMO program. Furthermore, no 

provisions currently exist in federal regulations to make employers or third-party agents 

accountable for their treatment of temporary foreign workers. The need for follow-up 

on job offers impacts the integrity of the Canadian programs, but also the security and 

welfare of foreign workers (Auditor General of Canada 2009). 

Direct assessment of the pilot low-skilled FWP brought to light a third damaging issue. 
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When initially launched the program did not implement a limited analysis of risks and 

had not structured any formal goal, objectives, or basis on which to evaluate its success. 

What is more, the program has been designated a pilot for over seven years. The audit 

made note of how the government has not provided any mechanisms to impose admin-

istrative sanctions on employers or representatives of the program. The audit remarked 

that the delivery of the low-skilled FWP also threatens the integrity of the program and 

the well-being of foreign workers (Auditor General of Canada 2009). While the Auditor 

General of Canada’s Report on the TFWP is a step in the right direction towards dismant-

ling the institutionalized disposability of temporary migrants, the federal government still 

needs to reassess its approaches to migration management and the Canadian immigra-

tion system. 

Concluding Remarks

By naturalizing the process of flexibilizing foreign labour, through the implementation of 

the low-skilled FWP, the Canadian government has intensified the vulnerability of non-

permanent migrants, profiting from the institutionalized disposability and minimal costs of 

recruiting temporary foreign labour. Accordingly, it is critical to scrutinize the contradictory 

and hybrid nature of the state-led neoliberal approach, questioning the sustainability 

of the government’s approach to migration management. For how long, and to what 

extent, can the Canadian labour market be dependent on temporary foreign labour?  

What are the long-term impacts of increasing the number of temporary foreign workers 

entering Canada?  In his own work on temporary foreign labour in Australia, Hugo (2006) 

maintains that this flexible shift in the labour market has not been acknowledged with 

great proficiency by researchers, academics, or demographic and labour data collection 

agencies, as the spotlight continues to be focussed on permanent migration. Continual 

disregard for the perilous nature of the state’s neoliberal offensive of eroding the labour 

market through the imposition of policies of labour deregulation and flexibilization, along 

with less expensive production methods can be quite catastrophic, given the economic-

ally unsustainable nature of the neoliberal approach to migration management. 

The current instability of global markets is now trickling down into the local Canadian 

labour market and with the growth of unemployment and underemployment government 
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officials are now beginning to question the economic necessity and viability of temporary 

foreign labour. A Liberal senator from New Brunswick called for a halt to foreign worker 

programs, “saying that foreign workers should be banned from the country for stealing 

jobs from the growing ranks of unemployed Canadian[s]” (Campion-Smith and Brenna, 

2009). This “Canadians First” approach to labour policy will have dramatic effects on 

the low-skilled FWP, as local nationals are losing jobs in the low-skilled and medium 

skilled labour sectors. This line of inquiry is not intended to support or contest the argu-

ment against the utility of FWPs, rather it highlights the importance of the issue given 

the growing instability of both the global and national labour markets and the Canadian 

government’s volatile approach to migration. 

Aside from providing key recommendations to revise the federal government’s manage-

ment approach to immigration programs, the audit of the TFWP brings light to the over-

use of the program and employers addiction to cheap, disposable labour. Over-depend-

ence on the immigration programs further embeds the institutionalized disposability of 

foreign workers and naturalizes the precarious status of temporary migrants. While the 

audit ultimately pushed for the Canadian government to uphold the integrity of the TFWP 

and improve workers’ protections, this discourse of disposability has historically been 

entrenched in the federal government’s approach to migration management (Auditor 

General of Canada 2009). The Auditor General’s report on the program reveals the need 

for eminent change to amend the structural faults of the program, which leave migrants 

exposed to systemic exploitation. Ultimately, the federal government needs to reassess 

its migration management approach and overdependence on disposable foreign labour in 

order to allow for more sustainable and prosperous temporary foreign worker programs.
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