
  

Lack of enforcement in B.C. fosters 

‘replaceable, disposable’ workforce 

  

Changes must be made to protect foreign temporary 

workers from unscrupulous recruiters and employers, 

says group that represents domestic workers 
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Migrant workers grab a quick lunch 

beside the blueberry bushes they are 

picking from in the Fraser Valley. 
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The foreign workers picking this year’s bumper crop of blueberries, minding B.C. babies, 

flipping burgers and serving coffee are part of a ballooning “flexible and impermanent 

workforce” that don’t share the same rights as Canadians says a new report. 

The lack of effective enforcement of legal regulations makes foreign workers particularly 

vulnerable, says the report. The report, Access to Justice for Migrant Workers in B.C., 

was presented by the West Coast Domestic Workers’ Association at an SFU discussion 

on Saturday. 

“In recent years we’ve seen a really sharp increase in the number of other temporary 

foreign workers coming into our offices for help,” said Ai Li Lim, staff lawyer and 

executive director of the association, which works predominantly with live-in care 

workers. 

Lim said the number of temporary foreign workers in B.C. has nearly doubled in the past 

7 years and they in agriculture, the service industry, mining and other sectors. 

According to statistics from the Canadian Labour Congress, B.C. had close to 70,000 

temporary foreign workers in 2011. 

Lucy Luna, the Agricultural Workers Alliance coordinator, spoke at Saturday’s event. 

She said temporary foreign workers have little access to help and often fear retaliation 

from employers when problems on the job occur. 

Luna said last summer two berry pickers that were unable to resolve an issue were told by 

their employer that they weren’t allowed to quit their jobs. 

“The employer refused to accept their quitting, refused to pay their return ticket. They 

were being held hostage,” said Luna. 

She brought a complaint to Service Canada, a federal agency. 

“Service Canada said we can accept the complaint but we can’t enforce the contract.” 

She then went to the police with the workers, who told them they couldn’t help with a 

labour issue. Border Services was very kind, said Luna, but also unable to help. 



Luna said when the workers realized their contracts were unenforceable, “they felt like 

they were slaves.” 

“The laws are beautiful when you read them on paper, but when you discover there is no 

enforcement, it’s sad.” 

The absence of an accessible and effective regulatory environment is just one of the 

problems presented in the report. The report has a comprehensive list of 

recommendations to curb exploitation of foreign workers. 

These include an enforceable mechanism for regulating unscrupulous recruiters that 

charge and collect fees from foreign workers, amendments to B.C. labour legislation to 

allow the right to sectoral bargaining, the abolition of the live-in requirement for 

caregivers and open work permits that would allow foreign workers to freely circulate 

within the B.C. labour market. 

“Our report documents that the government has moved toward the idea of a replaceable, 

disposable workforce ... they are often being abused and exploited. It’s un-Canadian.” 
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