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Refugee protection is an integral and vital part of Amnesty International’s human rights work.  It is one of the few areas of AI’s activities, which is exempt from the “work on own country” rule. While Amnesty members generally do not target their own governments in their human rights campaigning, in refugee protection our efforts are focused on both our own domestic politicians and the governments of countries to where refugees are being removed. In Canada, we actively lobby the federal government to live up to its international obligations to protect refugees.  

There are several dimensions to Amnesty’s work with refugees: 

1. Assistance to individuals.   

Around the world, governments frequently put refugees in danger by returning them to countries where they face serious human rights abuse.  Refugee Network caseworkers throughout Canada interview refugee claimants who have received negative decisions and approach Amnesty for advocacy.  In some cases, AI is able to determine that an individual facing removal from Canada is at risk of grave human rights abuses in their country.  When that happens, AI appeals to the Canadian government to oppose the person’s removal to the country of harm.  

AI has also been involved in cases on detention of immigrants and refugees on security certificates (Harkat, Jaballah, Almrei, Charkaoui and Mahjoub) and made submissions on information and intelligence sharing among countries in relation to the Arar inquiry.  

AI members also campaign on behalf of people facing deportation in other countries.  Amnesty often mobilizes its vast international membership to intervene in such cases, hoping that global pressure will force governments to relent and provide refugees with the protection they need.

2. Policy work and advocacy. 

One of the best ways to ensure that refugees are protected is to ensure that the procedures of the Canadian government uses to examine their case is fair.  Network members monitor the Canadian Refugee Determination System through the policy committee.  When we see shortcomings we bring them to the government’s attention and suggest improvements.  When the government initiatiates legislative or policy changes, we review the proposal carefully.  We support measures that improve refugee protection and we campaign against any measures that may put refugees at risk.

Policy work has an international dimension.  For example, the Canadian government has just entered into a border agreement with the United States, which will result in new barriers for refugees when it is operationalized.  Very few refugees will be allowed to enter Canada via the U.S.  There is a trend for countries of the North to work together to develop policy to make it harder for refugees to reach their countries.  

AI is also currently lobbying the government to implement an appeal process for rejected refugee claimants. The Immigration and Refugee Protection Act provides for the creation of a Refugee Appeal Division (RAD), which would consider refugee appeals on the merits. However, the implementation of the Act’s provisions has been delayed, thus, jeopardising the safety of genuine refugees and the integrity of the Canadian refugee determination process.

3. Public education and media work. 
Worldwide we are witnessing less public support for refugee protection and less compassion for the plight of refugees.  Canada is unfortunately no exception.  Following the events of September 11, 2001 refugees were labelled as potential terrorists or security threats.  Some media regularly portray refugees as threats, queue-jumpers, criminals, or welfare cheats.  These myths have led politicians to contemplate more restrictive refugee policy in Canada. 

Amnesty has an important responsibility to try to counter these myths and educate the Canadian public.  Through our extensive contact with refugees, we can remind the Canadian public that refugees require protection and our welcome.  We can educate people about the conditions of violence and human rights abuses that force refugees to flee their homes.  And we can point out that the vast majority of refugees are law-abiding, grateful to Canada, and eager to make a contribution to Canadian society. 

The Refugee Network does a variety of public education activities.  We are especially interested in increasing capacity within Amnesty to provide public presentations on refugee issues to a variety of individuals and community groups.  Where appropriate, we also work with other structures in Amnesty to submit letters to the editor and press advisories.

Get Involved

While refugee protection is part of AI’s overall human rights work, members who want to become more involved can join the Refugee Network ("RefNet") of the Canadian Section, English-speaking Branch. In conjunction with the two staff Refugee Coordinators RefNet members engage in a variety of activities with, and on behalf of, refugees.  The RefNet is directed by a Steering Committee of five members.  RefNet  Groups are active in Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Saskatoon, Ottawa, Toronto and Montreal.  Individual RefNet members outside of those cities, work in other Canadian communities as well.
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