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Talking past each other: 
Immigration, resettlement, and 
jurisdiction in British Columbia



Negotiations of any sort between federal and provin-
cial governments are often tricky, and they become 
even more so when both parties feel they have ju-
risdiction. In British Columbia, recent disagreements 
between federal and provincial governments over the 
status of immigration and resettlement programs have 
led to the appearance of a contradiction between the 
stated aims of the governments involved, and the im-
plementation of policy. The results of this contradiction 
are confusion, frustration, and inefficient policy imple-
mentation. 

THE RESEARCH
Through its work examining borders and bordering 
processes in the globalized world of the 21st century, 
the Borders in Globalization project (BIG) has uncov-
ered a new challenge in federal, provincial, and now 
municipal intergovernmental cooperation in Canada. 
The research reveals that federal level immigration, 
resettlement, and temporary foreign worker initiatives 
are working at cross-purposes with their provincial-lev-
el counterparts. Further, the initiative at both levels are 
running into challenges from municipal and regional 
governments whose voices are often overlooked.
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When it comes to immigration settlement and integra-
tion policies, Canadian cities and municipalities are on 
the front lines. It is their staff and their infrastructure that 
needs to respond to these initiatives, but due to their 
constitutionally weak powers, they have little control 
over how, when, and where newcomers are settled. 
In British Columbia, one of the roots of the problem 
is the language found in the expansive, multi-faceted 
agreements between the federal government and its 
provincial counterpart, specifically the 1998 and 2004 
Agreements for Canada-British Columbia Co-oper-
ation on Immigration, and the 2010 and 2015 Cana-
da-British Columbia Immigration Agreements. These 
four agreements provided a framework for how im-
migration is managed within the province. Because of 
their expansive natures, they present policy makers 

with three challenging areas:
• Conflicting emphases on delineating responsibilities 
between provincial, federal, and municipal govern-
ments
• A decreasing emphasis on provincial influence and 
a rise in federal policy priorities
• The framing of immigration as primarily an economic 
concern at both federal and provincial levels

The first challenge-area – the often-conflicting delin-
eation of federal/provincial partnerships – emerges 
as a result of provincial governments flexing their leg-
islative and constitutional muscles within confedera-
tion. Whereas in the early days of confederation, the 
federal government assumed virtually all responsibility 
for immigration and settlement in Canada, today pro-
vincial governments exercise significant control over 
their own populations and territory. 

The second area of challenge emerged as the federal 
government began to reassert its right to set nation-
al immigration policy, and to reshape immigration and 
settlement programs to fit its agenda after a long peri-
od of budget cuts and restructuring in Ottawa. As the 
federal government cut the budgets of immigration 
services, provincial governments stepped in to as-
sert their own authority. In the mid 2000s however, as 
the federal government decided to enact sweeping 
changes to the numbers and types of immigrants ac-
cepted each year, its control over the provinces and 
territories re-emerged.2  

IMMIGRATION IS NOT A PROBLEM 
FOR OTTAWA OR FOR THE 
PROVINCES BUT RATHER A 
CHALLENGE FOR BOTH. IT 
REQUIRES COLLABORATION AT 
ALL LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT, 
FROM FEDERAL TO PROVINCIAL 
TO MUNICIPAL.
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Finally, provincial immigration priorities have increas-
ingly been superseded by shifting federal priorities 
– particularly by federal policies that re-cast immigra-
tion as a primarily economic issue.3  Where immigra-
tion was historically split between economic migra-
tion, family reunification, and refugee/humanitarian 
grounds, recent changes at the federal level have em-
phasised highly-skilled economic migration over oth-
ers. As a result, provincial and regional priorities – to 
say nothing of municipalities – have been overlooked 
by Ottawa.4 

Recently, both federal and 
provincial jurisdiction over 
immigration and resettle-
ment have been challenged 
by the resurgence in Indig-
enous governments, who 
have begun to assert their 
own authority over issues of 
settlement.5  As Indigenous 
communities continue to as-
sert themselves and test the 
boundaries of their own con-
stitutional rights, these juris-
dictional debates will continue to grow.

THE POLICY
Efforts to recentralize control over immigration and 
settlement are akin to trying to shut and bolt the barn 
door after the horse has already fled. The provinces, 
particularly British Columbia, Quebec, and Ontario, 
already have experience with managing flows of im-
migrants into their territories and are unlikely to want 
to relinquish their control easily. Ottawa will have little 
choice but to work in partnership with provincial gov-
ernments in the future. 

This should hardly be surprising; collaboration and 
cooperation are a fact of life in provincial policy in 
British Columbia, not only between Victoria and Otta-
wa, but between British Columbia and regional actors 

throughout the Cascadia region6 and around the Sal-
ish Sea.7 

Put simply: immigration is not a problem for Ottawa or 
for the provinces but rather an issue for both. It re-
quires collaboration at all levels of government, from 
federal to provincial to municipal. As Canada grows, 
and as the influence of both the provinces and mu-
nicipal governments expands, collaboration on immi-
gration will become a mainstay of intergovernmental 

operations. While there has 
been some forward momen-
tum on this at the provincial 
level, more work is required 
to incorporate municipal-level 
concerns into existing frame-
works.

More information and research 
can be found by visiting the 
Borders in Globalization web-
site.
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