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How can we help Syrian Refugees find permanent housing in Canada?
The case of Syrian newcomers who arrived in 2015-2016

Moving into their first permanent home is a major milestone for newcomers to Canada.

What you need to know

What is this research about?

Fulfilling Canada’s international
commitment to resettle refugees includes
ensuring that they have decent, affordable,
and stable housing. In each city, the
government has put a newcomer-serving
community organization in charge of
finding housing for government assisted
refugees. The Syrian operation was not
only the largest in decades, but also the
first major one since rent levels spiraled
and the affordable housing shortage
worsened in many of the cities welcoming
newcomers. Advance planning and
cross-sectoral collaboration were key to
finding housing for all the Syrian refugees.

This study presents the challenges and successes of the
refugee-serving organizations tasked to find first permanent
housing for a 2015-2016 group of Syrian refugee
newcomers. Such a large operation had not been seen in
35 years. It is also the first one since the 2002 Immigration
and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) that opened the doors to
more high needs refugees. Resettlement Assistance
Program (RAP) providers are newcomer-serving community
organizations whose work includes finding housing for the
government assisted refugees (GARs). Sponsoring
organizations are responsible for privately sponsored
refugees (PSRs). This study focuses mainly on GARs.

How was the research carried out?
The researchers selected 13 metropolitan areas, in 7 provinces, that participated in welcoming Syrian refugees. They
designed the sample to reflect differences in city size and housing market conditions. After compiling a database of
media and other reports on the Syrian resettlement in each city, they conducted in-depth interviews in winter-spring
2017 with senior supervisory and management personnel of the RAP providers in each city, followed by a group
discussion with the interviewees.
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What have we learned from the research?

How can you use this research?

In the face of the shortage of affordable housing in many
Canadian cities, RAP providers emphasized five
strategies to house Syrian refugees. Advance planning
through unprecedented multi-stakeholder collaborations
involving all levels of government, private landlord
associations, social housing providers and immigrant
serving organizations helped them prepare for the
newcomers. Volunteers assisted in the housing search
process. The RAP providers used corporate donations,
administered by Community Foundations of Canada, to
create rent supplements to bridge the gap between RAP
allowances and rents. They also negotiated rent
discounts with private landlords. Some of the neediest
Syrian refugees were granted access to taxpayer funded
rent assistance or social housing. The Child Benefit gave
crucial financial assistance to some families.
Despite the advance planning, insufficient information
about the timing of arrivals and the size and composition
of families generated stress, unnecessary delays and
additional costs for RAP providers. The upsurge of
volunteer groups posed challenges for organizations
with limited resources to coordinate their activities. In
some cities, long waiting lists and eligibility criteria for
publicly funded housing assistance excluded Syrian
refugees. RAP providers struggled to house newcomers
with very large families or high health needs. The
earmarking of corporate donations and rent discounts
for the Syrian refugees posed ethical issues for RAP
providers who help refugees of many nationalities.
The research highlights the need for the new
collaborations to become permanent and for a better
information flow before the arrival of refugees. It
recommends expanded access to non-profit affordable
and social housing and reinstating government funding
to rehabilitate older rental buildings that are an invaluable
source of affordable housing. A durable solution, for
single people as well as families, to the untenable gap
between RAP allocations and rents is needed urgently.

The Syrian operation provides important lessons as to
the collaborations that can foster successful housing
outcomes for refugees and other vulnerable Canadians.
But it is also a wake-up call about gaps in income
support and affordable housing. Because the
researchers studied the situation in many Canadian
cities of different sizes with different housing markets,
the study draws out generalities and also highlights
important differences in local context that should inform
housing and settlement policies. With adequate
resources, the immigrant-serving sector can innovate
successfully to find permanent housing for Syrian
refugees, a finding of interest to academics and
government and community stakeholders concerned
about refugee housing and settlement in Canada.

Who is leading this research?
Damaris Rose is an Honorary Professor of Urban
Studies and Social Geography at the Urbanisation
Culture Société research centre of Québec’s Institut
national de la recherche scientifique.
Alexandra Charette (MSc, INRS) will soon complete a
doctorate in Political Science at the University of Ottawa.
Her expertise is in housing, homelessness and social
integration for newcomers.

Learn more
The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada funded this study under the Targeted
Research proposal call, 2016: Syrian Refugee Arrival,
Resettlement and Integration.
The full report (in English) and executive summary
(English and French versions) are available for free
download here: http://espace.inrs.ca/6458.
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