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Preface
This report has been prepared by the Immigrant Workers Centre and the Association of Migrant
Workers of Quebec, two organizations based in the Province of Quebec, in response to the
Stakeholder Consultations on Mandatory Requirements for Employer-Provided
Accommodations in the TFW Program launched by the Government of Canada in October 2020.

Immigrant Workers Centre / Centre des travailleurs et travailleuses immigrants
Founded in 2000, the Immigrant Workers Centre advocates for the rights of marginalized
workers, particularly migrant, immigrant and racialized workers, and endeavours to empower
them and develop their leadership.
https://iwc-cti.ca/contact/
iwc_cti@yahoo.com
514 342-2111

Association of Migrant Workers of Quebec / Association des travailleurs et travailleuses du
Québec
Founded in 2013, the Association of Migrant Workers of Quebec is an association of temporary
migrant workers of Quebec, working in various economic sectors and in diverse regions. The
Association aims to organize migrant workers and represent their voices.
https://www.facebook.com/ATTMQ
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INTRODUCTION
The Immigrant Workers Centre (IWC-CTI) and the Association of Migrant Workers of Quebec
(ATTMQ) welcome the government's plan to improve the housing conditions of migrant
workers. The government's consultation process and frame are far too limited, however. The
government’s consultation process does not go far enough to directly consult with those who will
be most affected by the changes: migrant workers. Furthermore, the government’s consultation
framework is too narrow to address some of the most pressing concerns of migrant workers
regarding their housing conditions, particularly around privacy, autonomy, and the unfree
condition of their labour.
1. We performed two consultative workshops with migrant workers who are currently working or
who recently worked in the agricultural sector in Canada. The consultation groups include male
and female workers, and their countries of origin are Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Cameroon. All of them have worked in Quebec and have resided in employer-provided
accommodation, and one worker also has worked in Ontario.
2. This report also draws from one-on-one interviews performed with migrant agricultural workers.
These workers were asked the same questions as the workers who participated in the workshops,
however they responded individually.
3. We were only able to touch on a small number of the myriad of issues facing agricultural
workers. It is important to note, however, that our framing and treatment of these problems
varies greatly from the government’s consultation framework. The government consultation
focuses on the physical characteristics of employer-provided housing, but workers’ housing
issues go far beyond these concerns. Their problems are rooted in the unfree condition of their
labour as temporary foreign workers on closed work permits. This unfreedom creates a
dependency on the employer not only for housing, but for their living conditions in general. The
threat of deportation looms over their heads, making it difficult for them to demand more
dignified housing and work conditions. The unfree character of their labour and housing
conditions undermines their overall quality of life.
4. Our report also notes that workers do not currently have access to adequate mechanisms to
inform the federal government of their housing conditions or to report issues. Workers do not
trust either the federal government or their own consulates. This distrust is rooted in workers’
concern for their safety and anonymity. Our workshops provided a safe space for workers to
express their concerns without the fear of reprisal that makes them reluctant to communicate
their concerns with government officials.
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MAIN FINDINGS:
PROBLEMS AND ISSUES IDENTIFIED BY WORKERS
1. Lack of privacy
● Workers identified a lack of privacy as a major problem in employer-provided housing.
● Workers stated that several workers were often cramped into a single apartment, room, or living
room. This overcrowding can reach extreme levels, with 15 or more workers sharing a single
dwelling.
● Overcrowded housing conditions create tension between workers. Individual workers have their
own specific needs and privacy preferences. These needs and preferences often conflict with
those of other workers, particularly when shared spaces and utilities, such as bathrooms, washing
machines, or kitchens, are in poor condition.
● Some workers may smoke or listen to music, while others do not, creating conflict when living in
cramped conditions. Workers often have different eating habits and dietary preferences that they
struggle to maintain in overcrowded, shared spaces.
● Workers also lack space to safely and privately store their personal belongings. This lack of
space also makes workers reluctant to purchase additional goods that may be essential to their
well-being, such as clothing or items to properly furnish their dwelling.
● Workers also stated that overcrowding becomes worse during certain times of year when
additional workers are needed, such as during harvest season.
● In short, workers are often deprived of the privacy they need in employer-provided housing. This
severely diminishes their quality of life. Employer-provided housing is often overcrowded and
insufficient for workers, undermining their sense of privacy and well-being. Under such
conditions, the line between work life and private life become blurred, generating tension and
conflict between workers.

2. Lack of basic supplies, furnishings, and utilities
● Workers identified insufficient or poorly maintained appliances, kitchenware, furnishings, and
other essential household items as another major concern in employer-provided housing.
● Workers often do not have access to enough washing machines and dryers in employer-provided
housing. For example, a house of 15 people might only have access to one or two washing
machines. Workers must sometimes sacrifice their sleep in order to gain access to the machines,
staying up until 2 am in the morning for the machines to be free.
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● Workers reported that kitchenwares are also often lacking, and kitchen space can be limited. In
some accommodations cutlery, pots and pans are old and in poor condition. Some workers stated
that they are often required to purchase their own kitchenware, despite the fact that they are not
in a position to take these wares with them when they move on from this employment. Workers
must also take turns cooking food.
● Workers reported that refrigerators are often old, in poor condition, and provide insufficient
space for everyone sharing the kitchen.
● Workers reported that their sleeping arrangements were often inadequate in employer-provided
housing. Workers are often forced to sleep in bunk beds in crowded rooms. Their mattresses can
be uncomfortable and in poor condition, depriving them of quality sleep. Some workers reported
that they had to provide their own bedding.
● Workers reported that they had insufficient bathroom space in employer-provided housing. In
some cases 8 to 10 workers must share only one or two bathrooms, and both men and women
share the same bathrooms. These conditions are particularly insufficient given the nature of
agricultural work, as access to showers is an essential for workers who must work outdoors and
handle livestock.
● Most workers stated that they had access to wireless internet in their employer-provided housing.
Workers noted that it is particularly important that they have access to the internet as many of
them work in remote areas where they might not have cell reception. Many workers do not have
cell phone plans at all and rely exclusively on internet access to remain in contact with their
families and communities, or to access legal support. Workers reported that they feel particularly
vulnerable when they do not have access to the internet. Some workers reported that they had to
travel on foot to a public park in a nearby town just to access the internet.
● Most workers reported that the water in their employer-provided housing was not potable,
forcing them to continually purchase bottled water. One worker reported that he did not even
have running water in his housing and had to access water from an external faucet. Furthermore,
the quality of this water was so poor that he had to use bottled water for cooking.
● Employers also exercise control by regulating energy consumption in the house. Some workers
reported that their employers prevented them from properly heating their accommodations, even
in very cold weather.

3. Control and surveillance by the employer
● Workers reported that the most pressing issue they faced in employer-provided housing was a
feeling of a lack of freedom from control and surveillance by their employers. Workers stated
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that this lack of autonomy was more of a concern than any of the physical inadequacies of their
accommodations. Employer-provided housing intensifies the condition of unfreedom and
dependence that migrant workers experience.

● Workers reported stories of control and surveillance by their employers while in
employer-provided housing. Some of the women who participated in our consultations stated
that their employer prohibited them from going out at night. They also reported that their
employer held their passports, despite the fact that this practice is illegal. This kind of excessive
control is also upheld in their workplace. For example, some female workers told us that the
formen accompanied them when they went to the bathroom. In this context, housing can function
to enhance the power and control that employers have over their employees, both during work
hours and in employees’ private lives.
● Some workers reported that their employers prohibited them from having guests. Others stated
that they had to report any visitors to their employer, and that their employer regularly inquired
about their private relationships. Two workers reported that their employer specifically
prohibited them from contacting or communicating with past employees who had filed
complaints against the employer.
● Some workers stated that their employers would enter into their housing, and even into their
rooms, without the workers’ explicit permission. Two workers said they had to buy locks for
their bedroom doors in order to prevent their employer from entering into their rooms while they
were not there.
● Workers reported that their employers exercised more control over women workers than men. As
stated previously, one employer prohibited women from leaving the house after a certain hour.
Workers also reported that some employers insisted on accompanying women when they went
shopping in town and gave the women no more than 15 to 20 minutes to do their shopping in
each store.
● Workers reported an additional layer of control when it came to their ability to run errands in
town. Workers in employer-provided housing often rely on their employers to be able to get a
ride into the nearest town to do their shopping. This means that workers’ independence is
compromised when they are away from their worksite and housing as well. For example,
workers are more reluctant to contact a union, community center, or other forms of external
support when their employers accompany them to town.
● Workers reported that often their only alternative to employer-provided transport into town is to
rely on taxi services, which can prove prohibitively expensive.
● Workers also noted the cruel irony that, while employers insisted on accompanying them to town
when they needed to run errands, employers were also often unwilling to provide workers with
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transportation when they needed to access health care. Two workers reported that their employer
had outright refused to drive them to the hospital when they were experiencing health problems,
insisting that the workers recover without proper medical support and preventing them from
reporting their health issues to the proper authorities.
● The workers who participated in our consultations made it clear that employer-provided housing
for agricultural workers has profoundly negative implications with respect to workers’
autonomy. This arrangement further undermines the freedom of an already unfree labour force,
providing employers with additional mechanisms of control and surveillance.

4. Lack of collective representation structure
● None of the participants in our consultations had access to any kind of structure that would allow
them to negotiate their housing and work conditions with their employers. Given the workers’
vulnerability in relation to their employers, it is critical that they have access to some form of
collective representation that would allow them to secure adequate housing and work conditions
without fear of reprisal. The workers we consulted were not in a position to unionize under
Quebec’s Labour Relations Act, given the seasonal nature of their work and the Act’s
requirement that at least three workers be continually employed in order to be able to unionize.
Furthermore, many of these workers are employed by “family farms”, which also can not be
unionized under the Act.

5. Unreasonable accommodation fees charged to workers
● Workers also addressed the issue of the cost of housing in our consultations. Some workers said
they were paying anywhere from $75 to $90 per week for housing, even while living in
overcrowded conditions. Some workers had calculated that they were effectively renting their
accommodations for well-above the market rate when you add up the weekly costs for all the
workers living in a particular dwelling. Others paid less, with the lowest reported amount being
$30 per week. The workers who paid less generally lived with poorer housing conditions and
faced greater levels of surveillance and control.

6. Impacts of COVID-19
● In both consultative workshops, workers reported that their employers had not implemented
adequate measures to protect them from COVID-19. Workers stated that it was almost
impossible to practice social distancing given their work and overcrowded housing conditions.
Some workers also noted that whatever opportunities there were for social distancing in their
housing were undermined when employers piled them into taxis or buses to send them to new
worksite or to town to run errands.
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● None of the participants in our consultations had contracted COVID-19, however many reported
stories of other workers contracting the virus. For example, one worker told the story of a group
of Guatemalan workers who contracted COVID-19 on a farm in Canada. Their employer locked
them in their apartment in order to quarantine them, taking the only key to the apartment with
him. The employer did not provide them with food or other supplies for this quarantine period.

7. Quality of life and decent housing
● This report does not capture all the ways that the current system of employer-provided housing
undermines the freedom and well-being of workers within the context of the temporary foreign
worker program. We hope to highlight, however, that the problems with housing conditions that
workers have identified in this report can not be separated from the broader context of
unfreedom faced by this workforce.
● Immigrant workers in Canada who are tied to a specific employer through a closed work permit
already experience an unacceptable level of control at the hands of their employers.
Employer-provided housing only further intensifies that control and surveillance, allowing the
employer to exert control beyond the confinement of the working day and into the private lives
of workers. This control, when combined with their closed work permits and the ever-present
threat of deportation, renders this work even more precarious and prone to abuse.
● The problems highlighted in this report—overcrowding, the lack of privacy, the lack of basic
equipment and supplies of quality, the control and surveillance by employers, the lack of proper
transportation methods, the lack of structure for collective representation—all negatively impact
the quality of life of workers. The workers who participated in our workshops all shared the
demand for decent, dignified housing in which they could develop their non-working life in
peace, security, and without the surveillance and control of their employers.
● The current standard of employer-provided housing only generates conflict and stress for
workers. Workers wondered why they are not allowed to enjoy the same standard of living and
freedom in their private lives as Canadian citizens, when these workers are producing the food
that Canadian citizens rely on to feed their families.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the findings of our consultative workshops, the Immigrant Workers Centre and the
Association of Migrant Workers of Quebec jointly present the following recommendations.
The number of workers living in one room must be limited, preferably to one worker per
room.
● Workers must have access to enough storage space for their belongings. They must be
able to lock this storage space.
●
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Workers must have access to a sufficient number of toilets and showers, preferably one
toilet and one shower for two workers. Workers should also have access to
gender-specific bathrooms, if they desire.
Workers must have access to one laundry machine and one dryer for every four workers.
Employers must provide basic equipment and supplies, including bedding and kitchen
supplies, and these should be of good quality and in good condition.
Employers must provide workers with unlimited, free access to WiFi internet.
The quality of potable water should be certified, at least twice a year.
Employers should be prohibited from entering workers’ accommodation without the
consent of workers during the period of their stay.
Workers' right to invite guests to their accommodation must be guaranteed, without any
need for authorization of the employer.
Employers must provide workers with adequate transportation to and from town for
workers who need to run errands. Employers must provide workers with as much time as
workers need to complete their errands. Employers must be prohibited from controlling
or monitoring workers’ itineraries while workers run errands in town.
Employers must provide workers with immediate transportation when workers need to
access healthcare.
Workers must be allowed to form democratically-elected councils that can represent them
in negotiations with employers regarding housing and work conditions. These councils
should be imposed in each farm, and they should have binding authority to determine
working and living conditions of the farm.
Employer-provided housing should be free for workers.
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