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• Forcing employers who rely on TFWs to have a “firm 
timeline and plan” in place to transition to a Canadian 
workforce over time.

• Strict penalties for employers that break the rules.
Even among riled opponents of the new TFWP, there 

aren’t many who actually doubt allegations and reports 
about random and isolated program abuses. 

From disputed government research alleging that more 
than 2,500 Canadian companies are operating with more 
than a third of their workers as TFWs to a recently cited abuse 
scenario and subject of an ongoing federal investigation of a 
large Saskatchewan electrical contractor and allegations that 
it laid off 58 Canadian electricians while keeping temporary 
foreign workers on the job. 

Even the most cynical of objectors accepts the federal 
government’s superficial and warm ’n’ fuzzy goal to assure 
that Canadians get first dibs on any job opportunities. 

But there is widespread consensus, especially in 
drastically low unemployment areas like Alberta, that 
plugging abused TFWP loopholes with the announced 
changes may be well-intentioned but generated by 
misguided generalizations that ignore important regional 
needs and differences. 

Some go as far as accusing the new rules of painting 
the drastically varied regional labour situations with one 

indiscriminant broad brush and that the changes are a gross 
overreaction, using a shotgun to kill a fly.

“We look at a lot of things when it comes to a dire 
labour shortage for our members,” says Justin Smith, 
director, policy, research and government relations with the 
Calgary Chamber. “Having access to a pool of immigrants is 
extraordinarily important. It could also be one of the biggest 
barriers to growth and competitiveness. 

“These rule changes make it more expensive to hire 
TFWs and it disqualifies them. Not only the unreasonable 
hike in application costs but the reducing limit – 50 to 30 
and eventually 10 per cent of TFWs to be compliant. It’s 
crazy! What happens if they have 10 or fewer staff? This is 
a serious problem for many businesses.”

The TFWP changes are not totally without their allies and 
defenders. Some, like labour unions in northern Alberta 
areas such as Fort McMurray, have consistently voiced 
strong concerns about on-site safety, pay scales and other 
implications of skilled labour being replaced by often 
unskilled, temporary foreign workers.

“This is simply an example of bad judgment and poor 
enforcement by the government,” Smith says. “Because some 
employers abuse the rules, why punish all employers? It’s like 
not ticketing drivers for speeding but taking away everyone’s 
right to drive.” 

The New Rules   •  Immigration

Calgary’s booming economy is driven by various busi-
ness boosters. 

Suddenly, Calgary must deal with some crippling 
broadsides from some infuriating business busters.

That’s what the momentum of frustration, concern, anger 
and even outrage is all about. It’s pushback from many 
Calgary business leaders, the Chamber, some MPs, the 
premier, MLAs and some connected lobbyists, provoked 
by the drastic changes and the restrictive new rules about 
Ottawa’s Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP).

According to the mostly business and consultant pushback, 
some of the key and contentious changes are: 

• A cap on the number of low-wage temporary foreign 
workers at each worksite, with a 10 per cent limit by 2016.

• Companies being required to reapply each year to hire 
low-wage TFWs, instead of every two years.

• The cost of the applications has spiked to $1,000 per 
employee, up from $275; barring employers from hiring 
low-wage TFWs in regions where the unemployment rate is 
above six per cent.
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Despite the sources and motives of current TFWP feedback and positioning, 
one impacted business fact is undisputable. Alberta creates more jobs, attracts 
more workers, and has more job vacancies than other provinces. 

It is also a documented Canadian stat that people from around the world 
increasingly choose Alberta as the place they want to live, work and raise 
their families.

Other Canadian and Alberta-specific details are also telltale and relevant.
• In 2013, Alberta welcomed 36,366 new permanent residents, accounting for 

14 per cent of Canada’s total of 258,619. 
• Alberta has led all provinces in economic growth during the past 20 years. 
• Over the past year, Alberta has accounted for nearly half of the job creation in the 

country (47 per cent of Canada’s job growth between August 2013 and August 2014).
• Alberta consistently has the second-lowest unemployment rate in the country. 
• Alberta consistently has the highest workforce participation rate (73 per 

cent in 2013).
• According to trending projections and strictly mathematical calculations, in 
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various industries and sectors, from the oilfields and lab technicians to grocery 
stores and hotels, Alberta will be short 96,000 workers over the next decade. 

Despite possibly biased number crunching and interpretation, one business fact 
is for sure: Alberta’s growing economy needs workers.

Ever since mid-summer, federal Employment Minister Jason Kenney has been 
under fire from not only fellow Conservative MPs in Alberta, but Alberta MLAs of 
various stripes, vocal (mostly western) business leaders, industry groups, lawyers, 
and lobbyists about the TFWP changes he introduced in June.

The frustration and anger is often rooted in the accusation that it ignores – or, 
at best, discounts – Alberta’s unique and delicate labour situation, and that the 
changes will exacerbate Alberta’s already drastic labour shortage.

“Let’s face it,” warns the dynamically knowledgeable Calgary lawyer 
Evelyn Ackah at Ackah Business Immigration Law. “Alberta business and the 
strength of Alberta’s economy impacts the strength of the country. Alberta, 
B.C. and Saskatchewan seem to be the strong economies negatively impacted 
by TFWP changes.” 
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In a mid-summer statement, Alberta 
Premier Jim Prentice said that labour 
policy, including the fate of temporary 
foreign workers, is at the top of 
his agenda for key 2014 meetings 
scheduled with Ottawa. 

He acknowledged concerns that the 
TFWP changes will limit the number 
of foreign workers that large and 

medium-sized Alberta companies 
are allowed to hire while also 
acknowledging the positive rationale 
as an attempt to ensure that Canadians 
are first in line for Canadian jobs.

Some independent business owners 
feel the frustration of spitting into 
the wind about that frequent logic 
as being a hollow, loose and flawed 
theory. Their response is that, in the 
real world of their businesses, it’s a 
nice thought but the practical reality 
is that there simply are no Canadians 
knocking on the door or filling out 
applications for jobs they can’t fill.

“Look! The changes are a veiled 
attempt to eradicate the TFWP,” 
warns the Chamber’s Justin Smith. 
“The changes refuse to consider huge 
regional variations. What makes sense 
for Calgary doesn’t apply to Mississauga 
or Montreal.” 

The premier did echo concerns 
that, given Alberta’s current and 

worsening labour crunch, the new 
TFWP rules make it even more 
difficult for some Alberta businesses 
to just continue their current staffing 
or fill job vacancies. 

“Despite some short-sighted attempts 
to focus only on low-wage work, that’s 
misleading,” Ackah points out. “It’s 
also a problem for high-end restaurants 
and Tim Hortons, multinational oil 
companies, grocery stores, small IT 
companies with a staff of four or five, 
independent hotels and ski hills.”

“With the population pressure we’re 
under and with the job-creation pressure 
that we’re facing in this province, I’ve 
heard it loud and clear from business 
people that the changes on temporary 
foreign workers are going to be very, 
very difficult,” Prentice cautioned in a 
statement. 

Under the Alberta Immigrant 
Nominee Program, Alberta can 
nominate 5,500 people each year for 
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“It’s also a problem for high-end 
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and ski hills.” ~ Evelyn Ackah

 Calgary lawyer Evelyn Ackah at Ackah Business Immigration Law

permanent residence. Most of the current nominees are 
temporary foreign workers who are filling permanent jobs. 

Prentice also reiterated the familiar rebuttal from many 
provincial business leaders and industry groups that 
Ottawa must resolve the discrepancy that while Alberta has 
accounted for almost all of Canada’s job growth, it receives 
only two per cent of the immigration nominees.

“The good news and bad news about the TFWP changes,” 
notes Calgary’s Evelyn Ackah, “is that it is ‘framework 
legislation’ and it doesn’t have to go through the House. 
The minister has the discretion to look at facts and make 
adjustments – either way, without notice. He has the power 
to make it better or make it worse.” 

The Honourable Ric McIver, Alberta’s minister of jobs, 
skills, training and labour, spoke exclusively with Business 
in Calgary, and explained the urgency of his government’s 
TFWP concerns. 

“The recent TFWP changes are quite troublesome for us. 
One of the key issues is regional differences and making 

important rules like the TFWP changes which differently 
impact specific areas of a large and diverse country. It’s 
clearly not a one-size-fits-all situation and should not be 
treated like one.

“Alberta has a labour shortage,” the minister says, 
bluntly. “And the urgency is that we need to get people 
coming into the province to work. It’s not just one sector. 
It’s across Alberta’s economy. Are there people without 
work? Yes. 

“But there are also a lot of temporary foreign workers who 
have already been trained and experienced and they want 
to stay here, and the employers who rely on keeping them 
working in their businesses,” McIver points out. “They pay 
taxes, they contribute to society and a vast majority of the 
employers have followed all the TFWP rules. So why are 
they being penalized? 

“The clock is ticking and there is definitely an urgency for 
dialogue with Ottawa to achieve a workable solution. I’m 
confident we can do it.” BiC
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