AS: On July 25, I spoke with Kike a temporary foreign worker from Spain and organizer with the Immigrant Workers Centre in Montreal. He joins Rank and File to discuss the importance of migrant and foreign worker organizing and advocacy in Quebec. Kike also illustrates the shortfalls of the federal government's recent changes to the temporary foreign worker program, which he argues will do nothing to improve the conditions of employment or status for foreign workers in Canada. Here's my interview with Kike.
AS: So I was wondering if you could begin by talking about how important migrant workers are for Quebec's economy and how many temporary foreign workers and migrant workers there are in the province.

K: Well yeah, the thing is we have it tricky here. When we are talking about migrants, we are not really talking about temporary foreign workers. I'm a temporary foreign worker and in fact, we aspire to be migrants. But before, like 20 or 30 years ago when my father immigrated or emigrated, it was considered to be a precarious situation in itself, which is to be a migrant. Now, we are aspiring to get there. We are only temporary foreign workers, we don't even qualify as migrants. So when we speak about the importance of migrants in building Canada, we have thousands of examples of all these things that have been constructed by people no longer ignored coming together, settling down and building a society here in Canada. But when we look back, we also find that there were temporary foreign workers in worse situations than we are. For example, Canadians used the Chinese to build the railway. It was a concept pretty similar to what they are trying to do now with the temporary foreign workers. Only today they need to be politically correct out to the gallery.

AS: So you mentioned that you were a temporary foreign worker yourself...

K: I am, yes.

AS: and what industry are you employed in?

K: If I told you now, I am a community organizer, but when I arrived, I came here to work for the video game industry as a video game interpreter and later tester.

AS: How would you describe the conditions of work in that industry?

K: Well they are very, very, very, poor. The first thing is that these industries when they hire you, they tell you about some conditions which are in existence. They tell you they will employ you for this amount of time, this amount of hours, but then then they may not call you in four months, or they may call you for one week in a row and may not call you again for another two weeks. So it's never stable and you never know when you're going to work. You have to be by your computer everyday until 8 o'clock in the night because you never know if seven o'clock in the morning the next day you need to go to the office or not. When you receive a call and say no, then you go the the bottom of a list, and you're are not called again God knows how long. And the thing is, video game companies are playing their talent very well with the temporary foreign worker program. They are doing loads of contracts because they need people that speak loads of languages. And to the government it looks like these people is employed and staying in the country. Actually, are visas are tied to that employment. But in reality, we don't get employed, we don't have an income. What that is doing is to push everyone to work like mad, in a month you only work for two days being paid $12 per hour. You're not able to eat and you're not able to pay for your rent. So you got to look for another solution, and we are talking about which is international experience category, so we are talking about skilled labour here. And this is skilled labour who offer their services for half of the price that Canadians get for the simple reason of greed.

AS: My understanding with the temporary foreign workers program is that when an employer completed a labour market opinion (LMO), they have to guarantee you a certain standard of wages and salary and they also have to guarantee you a certain amount of hours. Is it the case that the employers are violating these rules or are they somehow being granted an exception?  

K: They employers have repeatedly violated these rules. We have to make a difference here, Andrew. I'm a temporary foreign worker, but I'm part of the international mobility program. When we are talking about cultural workers, they are part of temporary foreign worker program. We both temporary foreign workers, but the situations are different. The people like me, that come on an international mobility program, we come in the same program like the temporary working holiday visa, and we become professional which gives us the permission to work in the country for a year with an open work permit and in the second year we are only permitted to one employer. This is one of the conditions that creates the precarity. But at the end of the day, the employer when they hire us during those two years that the program lasts for, which is mostly for Europeans, then you have to pay for an LMO. We are stilled tied to an employer, but they don't have to pay for a LMO for us under this kind of program which is called an international mobility program.     

AS: When you were coming to Canada under the mobility program, and you were going to work in the video game industry, were you under the impression it was going to be a well paying job, more illustrious than it turned out to be?

K: Yeah. You don't necessarily know where you are going to work when you come in on the international mobility program, when you come with an open work holiday visa. This is designed, if you are the Canadian government, he's going to tell you what he always say. This is designed for youngsters from Europe who want to spend a year traveling in Canada and having an experience and work occasionally here and there in order to sustain themselves. So maybe these people come for holidays, check Canada out, whether they like it or not, earn money here and spend the money here. This is the theory, but it doesn't make sense. We have our biggest crisis, one of our biggest crisis in present Europe after 2008, there was only 700 spaces in Spain under this program, and then the government of Canada is not helping Canadians to do the same because these programs reciprocate. So when you ask the Canadian government, hey is this program being useful for you? Because lots of people determined no Canadians are going to work there, so they say this is intended for holidays. But next year, 2010, they open up 300 more spaces for Spain. Spain is in deep crisis, 56 per cent on dole, and they open 300 new spaces so more qualified people will come here and work for half of the wages a Canadian would. Two of my best friends here are engineers working in engineering company with five persons on his staff, each of them with their own team that are Canadian, all of the employees get paid much more than they do because they are temporary foreign workers. They can be paid less and they can be disposed of.

AS: That being said, what kind of legislative protections are in place to uphold the rights of migrant workers, of temporary foreign workers, such as yourself who are here on the mobility program? 

K:Well you come under the laws of the international mobility program and these programs are designed to be to be confusing. When you arrive here and call immigration many times when you are able to get through because many times it takes days and days to get through. Many times an immigration agent gets confused with your reasons. They don't understand it as you have a right to this and a right to this, let me check it out and I will call you in two to three days. You call your embassy, they can't give you any information. You go to Emploi Quebec, they are confused. For example in my case, when I came here, they told me that I have to pay for private insurance but I have been paying taxes here for two years, why do I have to keep paying for private insurance if I'm paying for the RAMQ (health insurance) and don't have access to Emploi Quebec? So with our employment, we cannot get the benefits but we are paying the taxes. And if I want to work in the social domain which is my domain, I cannot compete with a Canadian, I cannot access Emploi Quebec. And many of those places that we work for will be paid for by Emploi Quebec et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. You don't receive any of the benefits of being a citizen.    

AS: You've worked as an organizer, you currently work as an organizer at the Immigrant Workers Centre, you've worked with Spanish immigrants in Montreal, what leads you to work for and help organize with the IWC?

K: Well, the thing is the IWC realized around like a year ago we needed a section within the centre that deals only with the temporary foreign worker program. The Temporary Foreign Workers Association, the TFWA in English, deals with only temporary foreign workers, but in these, we have a huge diversity. We have welders in Mascouche, we have Filipinos all around Quebec who start setting up the telecommunication towers, we have people working in the meat and poultry industry, we also have laundry. We are all from different countries, mainly Guatemala, Mexico, and Southern Europe, and all of us feel the same. We are in a precarious condition, temporary people with no rights. Many of us are isolated. Many of us don't even speak the language when we come and we're the sole responsibility of our employer. So this is basically the privatization of immigration. Government says I will deal with this, I will manage this, but I will pass it all to the private enterprises so they will manage the influx of migrants to my country. Well when you are doing that, you are passing it on to a person who will benefit. They don't mind to injure people and get them back to their own country. These are cases like it was the 16th or 17th Century, you know.

AS: Now, how responsive has unions and organized labour been to generally improve the conditions of temporary foreign workers. 

K: Well I have to be fair in that respect because we have built the Temporary Foreign Workers Association, we have started a partnership with some of the main unions. That is Unifor, and that is CSN. Now, our partnership is not a contract where we get funding no, it's more of a learning interchange. When we separate foreign workers, they are cut off, they are mainly isolated. That cannot, many times they cannot go to buy groceries on their own. They need to depend on their employer for their most basic things, and this employer is in control of all their private data from their passports to their private mail to their bank accounts, employers control it. There is no no public list in Quebec in which you can see where these people are living or what employers are hiring temporary foreign workers. So you need to look for them. To look for them is not easy. Sometimes you know a friend of a friend of a friend that came to the centre says that he's got a friend, and we're in Victoriaville let's say, and you've got to go with your car, right around until you meet somebody. And you start pulling the thread like that. And it's not easy because these people that can track you, they don't, where the countries they come from, politics means struggle and risk. And unions, this means getting out of the country. So it's very hard, it's very difficult to get in touch with them. Now unions have been helping us doing that, especially CSN. We have very good relations in Montreal. They have been supporting us, they have been sending some of their outreach workers out there to meet the workers and help to provide for them, provide advice so they can get healthcare, provide when they can access benefits when they are sick, to provide so they won't be sent back to their countries if they are injured as if they are some old poor or something like that. So in that respect, Unifor has been this in the sense of community chapters, that's their model which has had moderate success so far, but it needs to be reengineered every time it deals with a different kind of temporary foreign workers. It's not the same, a temporary foreign worker that's in the video game industry, and temporary foreign worker in a casino in Ontario, and a welder in Mascouche. Then what happens with unions, is that some of them are learning about this new reality, and we don't live in that world that we used to live two decades ago where the people get a job, and stays in that job for 20 or 30 years in the same trade. So that unifies and you have groups. Nowadays, things are much weaker and scattered. And we have to say that many of the temporary foreign workers are forbidden from unionizing from law number eight, which is native to Ontario, which is intended to be passed in Quebec in the next months.

AS: Can you tell me more about that law?

K: Well that's a law. TUAC (UFCW is English) the union that is defending agricultural workers, successfully won a case for a farm, a farm that was full of workers, to unionize and to be able to negotiate for a collective bargaining agreement. This was in March of 2013. The Superior Court of Quebec have issued that decision. From there, we had some moderate success in unionizing some workers in places, a moderate success. What happened now was that Jason Kenney and Mr. Hamad, they think and they believe that the workers shouldn't have the right to unionize, but to associate. And they are trying to bring this ridiculous amendment to the law, which is a  two pages thing that basically says that the association of workers on a farm with more than three employees, because less than three employees they are not even able to associate, will have to suggest nicely to the employer whenever they want to talk to him about the work conditions, and the employer can say no to talk to them, if he feels there is a lot of work to be done, or quick time of the year, or a rushing time of the year where they need to do other things. Basically, the employer has full power, and the association ask that he hear, and the employer can decide if he listens or not. That is the new law in Quebec they are trying to approve in Quebec congress as well. The change of law on the 20th of June that affects temporary foreign workers, there are two frontal attacks against temporary foreign workers in this country. And what the unions are realizing now is that this is not only discipling foreign labour, but is doing the same with the local labour. They are making Canadians to accept lower wages in order to compete and they are taking them far away from home.

AS: Does the Liberal government in Quebec give you a sense that they are trying to protect and expand the rights of foreign workers in the province, or is this just responding to public pressure or bad public relations?

K: Well if you ask my opinion, I believe that the government, they are conservative right, there is not much difference from conservatives in Europe in North America. At the end of the day, it's pretty much the same thing. So what they're pushing for, they have been very good at doing stories which is dividing people. They are using it from 2006, Harper takes government, then the number of temporary foreign workers in Quebec increases threefold. It is the highest number of temporary foreign workers during his mandate in all the history of Quebec. Then they are telling me the temporary foreign workers are becoming a problem, they are threatening Canadian workers, so they start dividing people with the moratorium. These people aren't going to work in this industry, this is unacceptable, instead of the employers who are abusing the program, they punish the workers who have been suffering the abuses of the employers. And they consistently do that. And now they are using this technique to divide Canadian labour from immigrant labour. So they are discipling us, and when they have done that, they will go to Canadians and say, look guys we defended you because you are our guys, you are Canadian. Now let's go out there and take this shitty job that your employer can provide you for the minimum wage.

AS: You mentioned a really good point there about the federal change, and before that the actual moratorium on the low skilled food service and hospitality sector. What's going through the mind of foreign workers when Jason Kenney introduces the moratorium but then the reforms subsequently?

K: Well from the mind of temporary foreign workers, Jason Kenney's not very present, because most of them cannot even speak French or English, and their they're isolated in a farm who knows where. So Jason Kenney says nothing to them. They suffer everyday. For those of us who are politicized and who are trained to get informed, it seems like an attack that is from his main lobby - by McDonald's, by Tim Horton's, by other huge companies that profit greatly from hiring these people. If you look at Tim Horton's numbers or McDonald's numbers since the temporary foreign worker presence has increased widely, in Canada, their profits have done so well, because they can dispose of them whenever they like. It's not expensive to fire these guys. They can do what they like because nobody's watching. And also I think Jason Kenney is being lobbied very hard. And he's paying attention to those he shouldn't be. 

AS: Now with your experience working with the IWC, working with a variety of migrant and foreign workers in Montreal, part of the reforms introduced by Kenney involve shortening the contract from four years to two years that are permissible low skill, low wage, temporary foreign workers. Do you think there's a possibility now of expanding the number of undocumented workers who defy being forced to leave? Will they just become part of an underground economy in big cities like Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver?

K: Well this number is already great. You couldn't imagine the number of people in this country without access to health, education, without even being able to take their kids to school that are still working here. Just ask the agencies. If you come here, I can show you a couple of corners where 200 immigrants wait everyday for busses to come and take them to farms and places to work for the day, and pay less than the minimum wage. So this is already in order. So as for your question, I believe yes. It's going to make it worse. It's not only with this government and the law that they passed on the 20th of June, is making shorter the total temporary foreign worker stay, the main thing about this law is that it is dividing the workforce. You have people with skills, according to them and you have people with no skills. The people with skills, if they try very hard, may have a chance to become part of Canada, to become a resident. But if you are not very skilled, there are no doors opened. You come, you're exploited, you are given back and excuse me, you are brought back. Do you have any chances to become a citizen? Do you have any chances to become an immigrant? The labour market opinion is merely replaced by the LMIA (labour market impact assessment) which costs $1,000, three times more than the cost of the labour market opinion. But this money isn't going to put in place an organization to regulate and investigate employers, we don't know where this money is going. They also have another measure which they aim to have at 30 per cent maximum, 30 per cent of a company can be temporary foreign workers. In 2006, they planned to decrease this to ten per cent. This is of an electoral nature. They only want to make propaganda. At the end of the day, what they are going for is for is ICTs, inter-corporate trade. They will go for a type of law that will be even worse than the temporary foreign worker, which will say, ok we are helping with public money, for example Ubisoft received $27 million, parking spaces, buildings, stuff like that in 2011. And they make $16 million profit in this country. They are being helped with public money because they don't want U.S. or Japanese plants to take this industry. What's going to happen is these lobbies of the video game are going to say, hey 80 per cent of our workforce is temporary foreign worker. If you lower it to ten per cent, we will have to move. They don't want these industries to move, so they will make a special law so they can bring workers from the same industry from different countries, and they will have a corporate trade agreement. So immigration will never be the same as we know it.

K: At the beginning of the interview you had mentioned that for many it's the dream of a temporary foreign worker, a migrant worker, or somebody employed through a mobility program to one day become a permanent resident or ultimately a citizen. If it was up to the IWC, if it was up to activists such as yourself, what needs to happen in the provinces and federally to achieve the aspirations and the future you want to see for foreign workers and migrant workers?

K: Well the first thing you have to do, I mean, is when you look at this situation, you have to be very conscious that what we are doing is, I don't know how to say it in English, when you turn something into merchandise. You are turning people into merchandise. We are objectivizing people, we are turning them into objects and there is willingness to believe, psychologically, that what we are doing is right because we are coming for our own self-interested economic reason. What we will do is first of all, everybody, skill or no skill can that comes here to do a job and complies with society, and pays taxes and becomes a citizen under the law, give them a chance to stay here. This country, as we were talking about at the beginning of the interview, has been built on immigration. If we are people that come and go and we are not integrated, we are creating racialized and segregated society. Already today if you go to Leamington or some other place where there is a high concentration of temporary foreign workers, you already have little ghettoes. Ghettoes of Mexicans, they get together because they don't know the language and they cannot relate to anybody else and they are only going to be here for three months. Even the Canadians don't like that. They don't get to mix with the population and the population that arrives don't get to know the language and the customs of the country. So they will never be a part of it. You will create a society of people that work for you, brews your coffee, takes care of your babies, cleans your shit, but you don't know who they are. They're invisible to you. It's a kind of society that will be segregated. To avoid that, we want the chance to become immigrants, is the chance to have residency. Everybody equally. So we be citizens at the same level, and I insist. Not only with the same benefits, but with the same obligations, and then we can decide, we can talk among each other how we are going to organize ourselves. As long as we are segregated, as long as we are a part of society that is always exploiting us and kicking us, what can you do, you know?

AS: Did you have any else you might want to add?

K: I would like to add that even though the 20th of June law has already been passed, we will keep fighting in order to stop this, and we will also fight to stop the project of law number 8 which is deeply racist and is really discriminating. 

AS: That was Rank and File's interview with Kike Montreal based temporary foreign worker and IWC organizer. Thanks for listening. 

