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Introduction
The Indochinese Refugee Movement
and the Launch of
Canada’s Private Sponsorship Program
Michael J. Molloy and James C. Simeon

T

of two acclaimed novels, Vincent Lam’s The Headmasters
Wager and Kim Thuy’s Ru brought the Indochinese refugee
movement into sharp focus for the first time in decades.4
The guest editors of this special issue met for the first
time in 2012. Mike Molloy was giving a series of lectures at
Ontario universities on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the Ugandan Asian refugee movement of 1972. His
host at York University’s Centre for Refugee Studies was the
acting director, James C. Simeon. When Simeon learned
that Molloy and a group of colleagues from the Canadian
Immigration Historical Society (CIHS)5 were working on
a book—Running on Empty: Canada and the Indochinese
Refugee Movement 1975–1980 (McGill-Queen’s University
Press, Spring 2017)—he suggested that CRS and CIHS host
a conference on the refugees from former Indochina. The
conference took place in November 2013 at York University
and heard the testimonies of Vietnamese, Sino-Vietnamese,
Cambodian, and Laotian refugees. Individually and collectively, these speakers reflected on the processes of becoming
refugees, their arrivals in Canada, their first encounters
with sponsors, and their long-term adaptation to life in
Canada. The conference also included panels of former visa
officers, media representatives, political leaders, community
activists, and coordinators as well as academics.
Preparation for the 2013 conference revealed a surprising lack of academic attention to Canada’s Indochinese
refugee movement, given its magnitude, its impact,6 and

his special issue of Refuge comes as Canada is receiving a second tranche of Syrian refugees processed in
Beirut in May 2016. They are admitted as governmentassisted refugees (GARs), privately sponsored refugees (PSRs),
and Blended Visa Officer-Referred (BVOR), a category where
the UNHCR selects the refugees for resettlement and the
Canadian government and private sponsors share the costs
and commitment for settlement of the refugees in Canada.1
The historical precedent for Canada’s Syrian program took
place forty years ago when 60,000 refugees from Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos were admitted. These included 25,978
GARs, and 32,281 under the newly launched private sponsorship program. An additional 1,790 were sponsored by
relatives in Canada.2
It is not entirely serendipitous that, as shocking images
from the Mediterranean motivated Canadians to press their
government to react to the needs of the Syrians in 2015 and
2016, Canada’s response to the Indochinese refugees in 1979
and 1980 was cited as a model to emulate.3 In the past three
years, a series of academic and public events have focused on
the movement of refugees from former Indochina, including events across the country in 2015 that commemorated
the 40th anniversary of the fall of Saigon and the start of the
movement of Indochinese refugees to Canada. In addition,
Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodian groups organized an
event in Ottawa recognizing the anniversary of the awarding of the Nansen Medal to the people of Canada. The release
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University, the Canadian Museum of History, the Canadian
Museum Association, Pier 21, and CIHS, among others, on
an ambitious project called “Hearts of Freedom” to collect
artifacts and 200 oral histories and produce a documentary and public history book. Involvement of the Canadian
Museum of History has positioned community leaders to
argue successfully that, when the Canadian History Gallery is opened next year, the arrival of the “boat people”
and other Indochinese refugees will be part of the exhibit.
Complementary initiatives are underway or contemplated
in Montreal and Toronto.
This special issue of Refuge covers three broad areas dealing with the Indochinese refugee movement in Canada: the
human experiences and memories of the refugees that led to
their flight from their homelands and their ongoing settlement within Canada; Canadian refugee policies that shaped
the Indochinese refugee movement in specific ways and how
they have subsequently evolved; and how the mayor of one
Canadian city mobilized his fellow citizens to receive Indochinese refugees almost two years before the rest of Canada.
Priscilla Koh’s article examines the recollections of six
Vietnamese Canadians from different regions of Vietnam.
Their accounts reveal a rich diversity of experiences covering
efforts to accommodate to the new Communist regime; the
conditions that triggered decisions to escape and the consequent splitting of families; the boat experiences—smooth
sailing and terrifying; life in the refugee camps where robbery, rape and murder were not uncommon but where kindness and mutual assistance were part of the experience as
well; the decision to come to Canada and the post-arrival
struggles. In some cases those interviewed managed to find
employment, obtain university degrees, and pursue professional careers. Others were not so fortunate and struggled
for years. The value of studies like Koh’s is that they remind
us of the human experiences of fleeing oppression and seeking asylum and that within each population displacement
there are myriad individual experiences.
Anh Ngo’s article delves deeper into the human experience with an examination of the barriers, divisions, and
tensions within the Vietnamese community in Toronto.
Sources of discord include intergroup differences stemming
from war and displacement, mediated identities of region,
class, and the different waves of arrivals. She examines discourses about the Vietnamese as “legitimate,” “productive,”
and “inassimilable” refugees before discussing the results
of a study involving focus groups and in-depth interviews
delving into the frictions that exist within the community.
Ngo highlights the problems faced by refugees from former
North Vietnam and a tendency within the community to
disparage later arrivals as “economic” refugees as opposed
to the “genuine refugees” of the earlier arrivals. Her study

the enormous barriers that confronted refugees in adapting
to and integrating into Canada. W. Courtland Robinson’s
Terms of Refuge7 provides a thorough examination of the
refugee crisis and the international response but touches
on the Canadian effort only briefly. Howard Adelman’s
Canada and the Indochinese Refugees8 remains a relevant
examination of the policy choices of the government and
how Canadian civil society responded but contains little
on the overseas operation. Having been published in 1982,
the book came too early to describe the challenges that
newcomers faced in adapting to a country so vastly different from their own. Lawrence Lam’s Vietnamese-Chinese
Refugees in Montreal: Long-Term Settlement (1985)9 makes
a useful contribution in this regard, as does his From Being
Uprooted to Surviving: Resettlement of Vietnamese-Chinese
“Boat People” in Montreal, 19801990 (1996).10 And Doreen
Indra’s “Southeast Asian Refugee Resettlement: A Research
Bibliography,” (1984)11 makes a useful contribution in listing
the most helpful sources available.
A decade after the refugees arrived there was a spate of
studies on how the refugees had fared in different parts of
Canada. Anh Ngo, one of the authors in this special issue,
identified 85 scholarly works in a search of social sciences
websites.12 Among these, Morton Beiser’s Strangers at the
Gate: The “Boat People’s” First Ten Years in Canada13 is
perhaps the strongest, but it focuses exclusively on British
Columbia. Ten Years Later: Indochinese Communities in
Canada14 and Uprooting, Loss and Adaptation: The Resettlement of Indochinese Refugees in Canada15 provide insights
into Vietnamese, Sino-Vietnamese, Cambodian and Laotian communities in different parts of the country. There
is no overarching study that covers the experience of these
refugees Canada-wide, and little academic work seems to
have been done since the 1990s.
The 40th anniversary of the fall of Saigon in April 2015
was marked by events across the country to recall the loss
and suffering of the refugee experiences, acknowledge the
welcome they received in Canada, and celebrate the rebuilding of lives here. The anniversary provided an occasion for
the proclamation by Parliament on 30 April 2015 of a bill
championed by Senator Thanh Hai Ngo designating 30
April as Journey to Freedom Day, despite opposition of the
Vietnamese government and parts of the Canadian Vietnamese community.16
In June 2016, the Vietnamese Canadian Federation, Cambodian Association of the Ottawa Valley, and the Laotian
Association of the Ottawa Valley came together to organize an event in Ottawa to celebrate the 30th anniversary of
the awarding of the Nansen Medal to the people of Canada
for their efforts on behalf of refugees. Individuals from
these three organizations are collaborating with Carleton
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Resettlement, the Global Consultations, etc.) and the policies and practices that emerged to reinforce UNHCR leadership. He identifies the Canadian role helping to shape UNHCR
policies and initiatives and traces parallel developments in
Canada, including the fundamental changes implemented
through the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA).
Robert C. Batarseh’s contribution covers the same
period, but with a focus on definitions and the evolution
of contemporary group-processing practices employed in
partnership by UNHCR, Canada, and other resettlement
countries. He describes Canadian experimentation with
alternatives to the UN Convention Refugee definition going
back to the Oppressed Minority Policy of the early 1970s,
the three designated classes that emerged from the 1976
Immigration Act and successor categories rooted in the
IRPA. Batarseh describes Canada’s role in revitalizing resettlement within UNHCR in the early 2000s. Perhaps the most
interesting part of the this article is his description of how
concerns about pull factors, fraud, and security along with
resource constraints has led UNHCR and the resettlement
countries to a resettlement model that seeks out homogenous and self-contained groups of refugees that can be
efficiently group processed, skipping time-consuming individual refugees’ status determination.
While Batarseh follows the impact of the definitional
innovations that Canada pioneered in the Indochinese
program, Shauna Labman examines how the Canadian
private sponsorship program, launched just as the Indochinese exodus reached crisis proportion, has fared over the
past 40 years. The viability of the sponsorship program is
not merely a parochial concern: Canadian sponsors have
provided quality, durable solutions for an estimated 225,000
refugees since the program was launched in 1978. Conceived
as a complementary partnership, sponsorship, according to
Labman, plays out as a “tug-of-war between the conflicting
interests of government and sponsors over selection control
and numbers.” When the program was first marketed to the
churches and the voluntary sector, the notion of “additionality” was central: privately sponsored refugees would be
admitted over and above government refugee targets and,
therefore, would increase the overall Canadian contribution. In addition, sponsors would be free to choose their
refugees by name or group. Labman documents a series
of experiments where the government and sponsors payed
varying proportions of the first-year settlement costs. She
then explores the erosion of the bedrock additionality principle, particularly under the Harper government, including blurring the distinction between the two streams and
the imposition of more complicated rules and procedures.
Particularly troubling for sponsors was a pattern of ministers announcing international commitments with heavy

demonstrates the heterogeneity—and at times divisions—
within populations that are too often outwardly perceived
in group terms.
In the next paper Anna N. Vu and Vic Satzewich provide
insights into the roles and perceptions of NGO settlement
workers in refugee camps in Southeast Asia in the late 1970s
and early 1980s. On the basis of interviews and information
gathered from 14 former settlement workers, Satzewich
and Vu examined the role of these “meso-level” workers
in assisting refugees to navigate the selection systems of
Western countries of resettlement. According to settlement
workers interviewed for the study, refugees presented their
situations to national resettlement officials in ways intended
to maximize their chances of acceptance, based in part on
rumours about which refugees were successful and why, as
well as advice, not always reliable, from friends and families
already in resettlement countries. The authors conclude
that the experience of working with refugees had reciprocal
benefits for workers and refugees alike and that the workers
were profoundly changed by the experience.
The three next articles take the Indochinese refugee
program as a point of departure and then follow three distinct but complementary vectors to the present. Michael
Casasola examines how Canadian and UNHCR resettlement
policies were affected by the Indochinese refugee experience and how they have alternatively diverged and converged over the succeeding decades. Robert C. Batarseh
looks at the Indochinese Designated Class Regulation the
government implemented on the eve of the 197980 resettlement program, how it was later modified to bring it into
compliance with the Comprehensive Plan of Action, and
how it foreshadowed current UNHCR and Canadian group
processing practices. Shauna Labman discusses how the
foundational “additionality” principle, which held that
privately sponsored refugees would be admitted over and
above the government’s refugee resettlement commitments,
has been eroded over the years.
Michael Casasola’s article characterizes the resettlement
of Indochinese refugees as a defining movement for refugee
resettlement internationally and for Canada. Almost two
million Indochinese were resettled between 1975 and 1997
from countries of first asylum and through orderly departure programs. Two innovations shaped the Canadian
response: the Indochinese Designated Class that simplified
the selection process, and the private refugee sponsorship
program, which engaged tens of thousands of Canadians
in helping new arrivals to adjust and greatly increased the
number of refugees Canada was willing to resettle. Casasola
describes the evolution of UNHCR’s post-Indochinese resettlement policy and the institutions (e.g., the Working Group
on Resettlement and Annual Tripartite Consultations on
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decade later in studies by Yuen-Fong Woon and Beiser.
More work could be done on this issue.20
In addition, there has been little attention to the fact that
a very high proportion of refugees were Sino-Vietnamese
(30 per cent of the 60,000 identified with a Chinese mother
tongue21) and it would be fascinating to know, four decades
later, the extent to which they maintain a distinct identity
or have perhaps assimilated in the larger Canadian Chinese
community.
The locations of the private sponsors and deliberate destining decisions by the Immigration Department between
1979 and 1980 ensured that the refugees who came were
spread across the country as never before, including small
towns and rural communities. As early as 1980 officials were
reporting a significant degree of secondary migration from
smaller towns and rural areas in the direction of Canada’s
largest cities. This would continue.22 However not all moved
on, and in an era when smaller Canadian towns and communities are desperate to attract and retain population, it
would be fascinating to understand the reasons and factors
that caused some to remain in the smaller communities.
It would be interesting to document how each of the
Indochinese refugee communities has organized itself
within Canada. As we note above, and some of the contributors have done in their articles, these communities have
been very active in the celebrations that have marked the
40th anniversary of the fall of Saigon and mobilizing to get
official recognition of 30 April as the annual day in Canada
to mark the Journey to Freedom Day for all those who have
sought asylum in Canada.
It is remarkable to note that there has been as little
scholarship on the Indochinese refugee movement, the
single largest and perhaps the most successful resettlement
program in Canadian history. This special issue of Refuge,
we hope, will serve as a primer for further research on this
most fascinating humanitarian effort on the part of both the
people of Canada and all levels of government in welcoming
some 60,000 Indochinese refugees in such a short period to
their country. A public policy initiative of this magnitude
required bold political leadership, a dedicated public service
that was willing to brave harsh and even hostile conditions
at times, and a galvanized Canadian public that wanted to
assist. It was a remarkable period that reminds us of what we
are capable of in the humanitarian field when we are committed to assist those in need of refuge from persecution.
The Indochinese refugee movement has come to serve as
a model for how to respond to our present-day refugee crisis that is unfolding in the Mediterranean Sea and in other
parts of the world at unprecedented levels. Now, the new
“boat people,” predominantly Syria refugees, are seeking

implications for the sponsors without prior consultation.
How much of this was driven by ideology and how much
by severe budget constraints and soaring settlement costs
is unclear, but given the recent change in government, this
article is most timely.
In the final article, Giovanna Roma describes how a few
pieces of scattered documentation enabled her to reconstruct a forgotten piece of important Canadian refugee history. The evidence reveals that in the summer of 1977, two
full years before the establishment of Operation Lifeline and
Project 4000, the mayor of Windsor, Ontario, established
a committee of civic leaders and activist clergy to sponsor
Vietnamese “boat people.” Before there was even a formal
private sponsorship program, the mayor’s committee had
reached out to the visa office in Singapore and was receiving
refugees, including from the famous Hai Hong. This local
initiative had a surprisingly far-flung impact.
This special issue of Refuge was conceived as a vehicle
for stimulating scholarship about the Indochinese refugee
movement and its consequences. It is important to recall that
when Saigon fell in 1975, Canada’s refugee resettlement programs had been open to non-Europeans for only five years
and the intake of refugees from non-traditional sources
228 Tibetans, 100 Chinese from Hong Kong, approximately
7,000 Asians expelled from Uganda17 (virtually all of the last
were fluent English speakers)—was rather modest. The decision to admit 50,000 refugees fleeing by sea, and overland
refugees from camps in Thailand, few of whom had ties in
Canada, was and is remarkable. The rough and ready assessment of these refugees’ capacities in English and French
done by the visa officers in Southeast Asia, based simply
on whether an interpreter had to be used during interview,
gives a hint of the challenge these newcomers would face:
English speakers 4.3 per cent; French speakers 2.5 per cent;
English and French 1.4 per cent; neither 91.8 per cent.18
Following the Indochinese, refugees from non-European
sources would become the rule rather than the exception,
so we would argue that the experiences of this large and
highly varied movement has lessons to teach us far beyond
the impressions gathered at the end of the first decade or so,
both about the adaptation experiences of the refugees and
the efficatcy of Canada’s dual-track resettlement system.
One frequently hears that the private sponsorship program is superior to the government program.19 By the end of
1980, the task force set up to manage the admission of the 50,
then 60,000 refugees was receiving anecdotal indications
to the contrary—the monthly allowance the governmentassisted refugees received from the government and the
independence (and privacy) it brought was highly valued
and envied by the sponsored refugees. This was noted a
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refuge from protracted armed conflict that has resulted in
some 470,000 killed and over 4.2 million displaced.23
Our hope is that this collection will demonstrate how the
Indochinese refugee movement has left its indelible stamp
on Canadian society. But, equally, it has afforded Canada
the opportunity to build on what has come before in resettlement programs. We hope that this special issue of Refuge
will shine further light and provide additional understanding for the key elements and aspects of the Indochinese
refugee movement that will prove helpful for forging future
humanitarian refugee resettlement programs in Canada
and abroad.
4
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