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 1.0 INTRODUCTION 
Close to 31,000 people living in the city of Hamilton1 in 2021 came to Canada in the 1980s or later as 
refugees. That represents about 6% of Hamilton’s overall population. This population is culturally and 
linguistically diverse, with various life circumstances and journeys that brought them to Canada. This 
report uses Census data and other sources to give insights into the demographic characteristics of this 
population. The report also provides a general overview of the asylum-seeking process in Canada and a 
summary of country conditions around the world that currently push their citizens to leave to seek asylum 
and become refugees in Canada. 

Principally due to the limitations in data sources about refugees and asylum seekers, this report has major 
gaps in important areas, such as demographics of asylum claimants, housing conditions for refugees, 
gender identity and sexual orientation, physical and mental health, and food security, among other vital 
topics.  

The Hamilton Immigration Partnership’s Immigrant Voices: Hamilton Immigrant Survey 2023 Report2, 
provides deeper insights from immigrants themselves, including refugees. One refugee quoted in that 
report discussed how their refugee journey led them to contribute in multiple ways to improve Hamilton 
and help others:  

“I have worked as a volunteer for different organizations in the city and for more than ten 
years I have belonged as part of the board of directors and as a volunteer to a nonprofit 
organization that helps immigrants from the Hispanic community looking to provide as 
much support to people no matter the age, status, religion or anything. I love to give as 
much as I can because it's just a little bit of [what] I got when I came as a refugee.” 

  

 

1 Whenever possible, data in this report is for the city of Hamilton, but occasionally, data will refer to the 
Hamilton CMA when city data is not available. The Hamilton Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) includes 
the cities of Hamilton, Burlington, and Grimsby. The city of Hamilton’s population is about 70% of the 
Hamilton CMA population. 
2 https://hamiltonimmigration.ca/wp-content/uploads/HIPC-IS2023-report.pdf 

https://hamiltonimmigration.ca/wp-content/uploads/HIPC-IS2023-report.pdf
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2.0 REFUGEE PATHWAYS 

2.1 How does a person become an “Asylum Claimant” or a 
“Refugee”? 

Figure 1 shows that persons become refugees in Canada either as Protected Persons, if they came to 
Canada on their own and made an asylum claim that gets accepted, or Resettled Refugees, if they came to 
Canada through the government-assisted or privately sponsored refugee programs. Both Protected 
Persons and Resettled Refugees are counted in data on refugees in the Census. 

Figure 1. Definitions and pathways to become a refugee in Canada 
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2.2   Eligibility for services and supports 

Once making a refugee claim including the eligibility interview with Canada Border Services, a person is 
given the temporary status of “Asylum Claimant”. This status allows them to access work permits so they 
can support themselves while waiting for their refugee hearing.  

However, as asylum claimants are on a temporary status, they are not considered immigrants, during this 
time. Asylum claimants are not eligible for most federally funded settlement services which are only for 
immigrants. This means asylum claimants can’t easily access free English language classes, or federally 
funded employment support programs, until they are accepted as Protected Persons, which is a years-
long process. This delay in settlement services delays asylum seeker's integration into the Canadian 
economy and society. 

This issue is highlighted as a key area for action in the Canadian Council for Refugees National Plan for 
Asylum with Dignity3: 

“A highly developed network of organizations across the country offering specialized 
services to new arrivals already exists, however their hands are tied as they are not 
allowed to serve refugee claimants. Extending IRCC’s existing successful settlement 
program to include refugee claimants would be a fast and cost-efficient way of providing 
quality services to claimants. The Program provides needs and assets assessment and 
referrals, information and orientation, language training, employment-related services and 
community connections. There is already precedent for this - in 2022, access to 
settlement services was exceptionally (but appropriately!) extended to Ukrainians fleeing 
war who would have been otherwise ineligible due to their temporary status. Refugee 
claimants deserve no less.” 

Currently, another critical delay is that the Eligibility Interview process for asylum seekers, conducted by 
the Canadian Border Services Agency, is not meeting the increased demands, and wait times are much 
longer than they have ever been. In previous years, asylum seekers arriving at the border, or who 
completed an Inland Claim, would have an Eligibility Interview shortly after making their claim to 
determine if they met the criteria to make a claim. This interview does not judge if their claim is legitimate 
(that is an adjudicated process that occurs late at an Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada hearing), 
but rather the Eligibility Interview determines that they don’t pose a security risk, have not been previously 
denied refugee status, and other checks that verify that they can be allowed to make a claim. Only after 
they have an Eligibility Interview can they then receive temporary Asylum Claimant status.  

In recent months, service providers in Hamilton have reported that asylum seekers are given dates for 
eligibility interviews months in the future, leaving them without official status while they wait for the 
interview. In the case of children of asylum seekers, this means they aren’t eligible for public schooling in 
Hamilton, given that schools require documentation of their official status in Canada. Service providers 
have been working with school boards to have letters from an immigration lawyer explaining this delay in 
their status determination to be used as an official document in the interim, however, not all boards permit 
this type of exception. 

 

3 A National Plan for Asylum with Dignity: Five Key Pillars | Canadian Council for Refugees (ccrweb.ca) 

https://ccrweb.ca/en/national-plan-asylum-dignity-five-key-pillars


7  Refugees and Asylum Claimants in Hamilton: A Demographic Profile 
  

 

3.0 REFUGEE REQUIREMENTS AND CHANGES 

3.1   How Canada determines refugee status 

Canada’s refugee laws are based on the 1951 Geneva Convention which states that asylum seekers must 
have a well-founded fear of persecution based on one of five factors: 

• Race 
• Religion 
• Nationality 
• Membership in a particular social group 
• Political opinion 

This human rights-based framework has helped provide protection to over 1 million refugees accepted into 
Canada over the last seven decades.  

Canada’s laws add more specific criteria than the Geneva Convention. Between 1976 and 2002, the 
prospective economic independence of refugees was part of the assessment process. In 2002 an 
emphasis on humanitarian criteria was deemed more important, with the goal to accept more asylum 
seekers living in refugee camps worldwide, and other situations of critical need for protection.  

Statistics Canada explains the policy changes that occurred after 2002: 

“The 2002 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) replaced the Immigration Act, 
1976 as the primary legislation guiding immigration in Canada. It marked a major policy 
shift—from an emphasis on adaptability to vulnerability—in the admission of resettled 
refugees. Prior to the IRPA, those awarded refugee status had to demonstrate their 
capacity for economic independence in Canada. This would normally be within a year 
after arrival and would consider age, educational attainment, skills, presence of family 
members and other factors. The IRPA significantly altered Canada’s refugee priorities by 
committing to admission on humanitarian grounds and prioritizing those in need of 
protection (Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2016; Lu et al., 2020)4.”  

This change means that many refugees in Canda have higher needs since 2002, than in previous decades, 
because their education may be lower, and literacy and employment skills may be more limited due to 
living in a refugee camp, for example. This increased vulnerability of refugees in recent decades means that 
service providers have had to adapt services to offer more types of assistance for their refugee clients, 
because of the higher support needs clients have, and to help integrate them into Canada’s economic and 
social life. 

The changes in the needs of the refugee population in recent decades also extends to physical and mental 
health challenges as after-effects of trauma from war, violence and difficult living conditions prior to arrival 
in Canada.  

 

4 From adaptability to vulnerability: Changes in admission criteria and refugee participation in social 
assistance (statcan.gc.ca) 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022003/article/00002-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022003/article/00002-eng.htm
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3.2   Asylum claim acceptance rates at the Immigration and 
Refugee Board of Canada 

In 2023, the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (IRB) issued 45,000 final decisions on asylum 
claims. Each asylum claim is adjudicated individually at in-person or virtual hearings, and currently, the 
number of applications is higher than IRB capacity. As of September 2023, there were over 125,000 cases 
still pending at the IRB. According to the IRB, wait times for hearings have been fairly stable, around two 
years for an asylum application, and one year for an appeal5. 

Figure 2 lists the acceptance rate of refugee claims in the most recent period available. Myanmar, Iran, 
Sudan, Yemen, and Burundi are the five countries with the highest acceptance rates. The five countries 
with the lowest acceptance rates are Brazil, the Philippines, Mexico, Ecuador, and Peru. Section 7.0 of this 
report explores conditions in countries of origins. 

 

5 Backlog and wait times (Refugee claims and appeals) - Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (irb-
cisr.gc.ca) 

https://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/transparency/pac-binder-nov-2020/Pages/pac8.aspx
https://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/transparency/pac-binder-nov-2020/Pages/pac8.aspx
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Figure 2. Rate of Acceptance of Refugee Claims by Country of Alleged Persecution, January – 
September 2023, Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada
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4.0 ECONOMIC AND HOUSING CONDITIONS OF 
REFUGEES IN CANADA 

The housing conditions in which refugees live, combined with the typically low incomes they earn, increase 
challenges for settlement and integration compared to other immigrants to Canada.  

Since 2002, refugee immigrants have been accepted to Canada on humanitarian, not economic grounds, 
meaning their earnings and total incomes are much different than the largest category of immigrants to 
Canada, economic class immigrants.  

Even before the 2002 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, a refugee’s need for protection according to 
the Geneva convention was a primary criterion. Economic class immigrants, in contrast, are selected 
solely based on their potential economic integration in the Canadian labour market, using criteria such as 
language skills, education level, and labour market skills, or who bring financial investment to Canada. In 
contrast, education and language skills are not a criterion for acceptance as a refugee, and therefore on 
average, refugees have lower rates of knowledge of English or French and lower education levels than 
other immigrants to Canada. Additionally the ways that trauma from the journey of become a person in 
need of protection can manifest in ways that impact a person’s ability to integrate fully into the labour 
market. 

4.1  Income 

In a 2019 study6, Statistics Canada examined administrative datasets linking immigrant status and income 
tax filing to track labour market outcomes of refugees who came to Canada from 13 selected countries in 
the 1980-to-2009 period, and who were aged 20-49 years old at landing. Using data from this report, 
Figure 3 illustrates how refugees start with lower incomes when arriving in Canada, compared to 
Economic Class immigrants, due to the challenges of finding a foothold in the Canadian labour market for 
newcomers with lower skills and often limited official language fluency. With time, refugee incomes 
increase substantially but consistently remain lower than those of Economic Class immigrants. Refugee 
incomes also vary more substantially, after 15 years, with a much more significant difference between 
maximum and minimum average earnings, compared to economic class immigrants, among the countries 
included in this dataset. (All dollar amounts in Figure 3 are adjusted for inflation, using January 2024 
constant dollars.) 

 

6 Picot, G., Zhang, Y., Hou, F. (2019). Labour Market Outcomes Among Refugees to Canada. Statistics 
Canada: Analytical Studies Branch Research Paper Series. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019007-eng.htm 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019007-eng.htm
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Some of the differences in income between refugee and economic class immigrants are due to the mental 
health burdens carried by refugees due to pre- and post-migration trauma they experience7, and how those 
issues can make it harder to find and maintain employment8.   

“In the workplace, flashbacks, and other intrusive and distressing thoughts 
produced by traumatic experiences surrounding resettlement may impede 
performance, limit self-advocacy and hinder the development of professional 
relationships. These symptoms negatively impact our sense of self-worth, limit 
our ability to maintain existing relationships and reduce opportunities that would 
otherwise lead to productive and fulfilling work lives. When considered over an 
extended period of time, trauma effects overall work experiences. But, beyond 
stunting the growth of our resume, trauma effects how we engage with recruiters, 
how we interview and how we think about the future of our careers. 

[…] 

Employers […] benefit as they learn to understand the experiences of refugees as 
advantageous to the workforce. The resiliency, resourcefulness, willingness to 
adapt to constantly changing environments, and goal-oriented attitudes of 
refugees are all shown to be invaluable additions to any workforce” 

─ Louise Makhtar, in Trauma Informed Care: Supporting Integration Into Canada’s 
Labour Market For Refugees9 

Figure 3 further illustrates differences in earnings between male and female immigrants are substantial, for 
both refugees and economic class immigrants, with women earning much less than men, in all categories 
at all time periods. This is similar to the Canadian labour market in general where gender segregation 
between occupations, and lower pay for female dominated jobs, is a major driver of these differences. 
Another factor is the higher rates of women than men leaving the paid labour force for longer periods to 
care for children.   

 

7 Interview with Leo Johnson, Empowerment Squared, and Terri Bedminster, Refuge: Hamilton Centre for 
Newcomer Health. (2020). Mental Health and Newcomers: Pre and Post Migration Trauma. Youtube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LerCe1-Jeoc 
8 Makhtar, L. (2024). Trauma Informed Care: Supporting Integration Into Canada’s Labour Market For 
Refugees. In Canadian Diversity Special Issue: Newcomer Pathways to Employment, p. 46-51. Toronto 
Metropolitan University 
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.p
df 
9 Makhtar, L. (2024). Trauma Informed Care: Supporting Integration Into Canada’s Labour Market For 
Refugees. In Canadian Diversity Special Issue: Newcomer Pathways to Employment, p. 46-51. Toronto 
Metropolitan University 
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.p
df 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LerCe1-Jeoc
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.pdf
https://www.torontomu.ca/content/dam/diversity/reports/860_AEC_CanDiv_Vol19No42024_EN_V7_LR.pdf
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Figure 3. Labour market outcomes of immigrants aged 20-49 at landing, in the 1980-2009 period, from 13 selected countries, by refugee and 
economic class immigration status, gender, and years since arrival to Canada. All figures in 2024 constant dollars. Statistics Canada, Analytical 
Studies Branch Research Paper Series: Labour Market Outcomes Among Refugees to Canada (2019)10 

 

 

10 Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019007-eng.htm 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019007-eng.htm
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4.2   Housing 

The lower incomes of the refugee population, limited settlement services available to asylum claimants, 
increasing population growth in urban areas, and record increases in rental housing costs across Canada, 
are all factors combining to create extremely difficult challenges for newcomers to finding housing in 
recent years.  

Discrimination in housing by landlords who require previous Canadian housing history, and/or credit scores 
is also major barrier for all immigrants, including refugees and asylum claimants to find housing11,12. 
Landlords also discriminate against refugees and asylum claimants when they have large families, 
claiming that the home is too small for the size of the household13. 

A recent survey of immigrants in the Waterloo region incorporated these important testimonials from 
recent immigrants including refugees about their experiences of housing discrimination14: 

“It is difficult to ask for something when you are in a country that opens its doors to you 
voluntarily, maybe it is difficult for us but I think that in general they do a very good job. 
However, it might be a good option to regulate housing costs and advocate with landlords 
so that we can get a rent without being discarded because of our immigration status.”  

“Talk to the landlords, and tell them that immigrants and newcomers are human too.” 

The insecure and unsafe housing conditions continue for refugees and asylum claimants even after they 
are able to access housing. Because of the difficulties in finding housing, and their low incomes, most can 
only find housing in overcrowded conditions, with large groups of individual asylum claimants living in two 
or three bedroom apartments designed for small families. These housing conditions situations cause 
physical and mental health challenges15: 

“Recent immigrants and refugees in Canada are more likely to live in smaller and more 
crowded homes or in sub-standard conditions than are non-immigrants in  

Canada (CMHC 2004; Carter et al. 2008), with the attendant health risks.  

Overcrowding, generally associated with poverty, can aggravate existing health problems 
(Murphy 2006; Australian Indigenous HealthINFONET 2008) and increase the 
transmission of viral and bacterial infections (Goux and Maurin 2005). A number of studies 
have linked overcrowding to skin infections, meningitis, respiratory infections, childhood 
tuberculosis and poor mental health (Harker 2006; Murphy 2006). The reduction of 
overcrowding would, therefore, reduce the risk factors for infectious diseases and improve 
physical and mental health (Cohen 2007; Goux and Maurin 2005).” 

 

11 Sponsors seeking homes for Syrian refugees instead find closed doors - The Globe and Mail 
12 Some Hamilton landlords won't rent to Syrian refugees, volunteers say | CBC News 
13 Big families, small budgets: The challenge of housing for refugees | CBC Radio 
14 Waterloo Region Immigration Partnership (2023). Housing Summary: Results Immigration Partnership 
Survey 2023 https://www.immigrationwaterlooregion.ca/en/resources/DOCS_ADMIN-4478004-v5-
IS2023_Housing_summary.pdf 
15 Hadi, A. and Labonté R. Housing and Health of Recent Immigrants in Canada: A Narrative Review. 
University of Ottawa Institute of Population Health Research.https://globalhealthequity.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/Housing-and-Health-of-Recent-Immigrants-in-Canada-A-Narrative-Review.pdf 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/sponsors-seeking-homes-for-syrian-refugees-instead-find-closed-doors/article28094994/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/headlines/some-hamilton-landlords-won-t-rent-to-syrian-refugees-volunteers-say-1.3345508
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/nowornever/how-far-would-you-go-to-find-affordable-housing-1.5315055/big-families-small-budgets-the-challenge-of-housing-for-refugees-1.5326632
https://www.immigrationwaterlooregion.ca/en/resources/DOCS_ADMIN-4478004-v5-IS2023_Housing_summary.pdf
https://www.immigrationwaterlooregion.ca/en/resources/DOCS_ADMIN-4478004-v5-IS2023_Housing_summary.pdf
https://globalhealthequity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Housing-and-Health-of-Recent-Immigrants-in-Canada-A-Narrative-Review.pdf
https://globalhealthequity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Housing-and-Health-of-Recent-Immigrants-in-Canada-A-Narrative-Review.pdf
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In recent years the shelter system in many communities is experiencing crisis levels of overcapacity, due in 
part to many newly arrived asylum claimants and resettled refugees not being able to find affordable rental 
housing and needing emergency shelter.  

In 2023, approximately one quarter of Hamilton emergency shelter beds were occupied by refugees16, 
which means at least 90 refugees across Hamilton emergency shelter system on any given night (Figure 4). 
In comparison to many other communities in Ontario experiencing high shelter usage, the rates of bed 
capacity used by refugees in Hamilton is on the low end. At the high end, in Peel, over half of shelter users 
are refugees.  

Figure 4. Refugee occupancy within emergency shelter system, selected Ontario communities, 2023, 
based on media and city reports17 

  

The lack of housing and shelter beds for asylum claimants has led to tragic outcomes – in Peel two deaths 
have occurred this past winter. In November 2023, a Nigerian asylum seeker was found dead in a tent in 
Mississauga, likely due to carbon monoxide poisoning from a heating device used in the tent18. In February 
2024, Delphina Ngigi, from Kenya, has been in Canada only two days and sought shelter from below 
freezing weather at the Dundas Shelter in Mississauga, and due to being over capacity, was only let in after 
a 6 hour wait outside. The next day she died inside the shelter due to a cardiac event19.  

 

16 In the context of shelter use, the term “refugees” includes all categories of status: anyone who is an 
asylum claimant, persons who have been granted protected person status, or resettled refugees, so a 
broader use of the term than in legislation or in Statistics Canada data.  
17 Data sources are from the following: 
Hamilton: Hamilton shelter system calls on support for asylum seekers (thespec.com) 
London: Asylum seekers impacting shortage of winter shelter beds | CTV News 
Ottawa: Surge of refugee claimants overwhelming some Ottawa shelters | CBC News 
Peel: Asylum Claimant Update (escribemeetings.com) 
Toronto: Refugees still being told there is no space in Toronto’s shelter system | CP24.com 
Shelter capacity: Homeless Shelter Capacity Report - Open Government Portal (canada.ca) 
18 Death of asylum claimant outside Mississauga shelter prompts calls to Feds for support 
(Globalnews.ca) 
19 Woman who died in Peel shelter was mother of four (thestar.com) 
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https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/shelter-system-calls-for-support-as-more-asylum-seekers-land-in-hamilton/article_05f768dd-61d4-5b9c-a7ce-da337310613e.html
https://london.ctvnews.ca/asylum-seekers-in-london-impacting-shortage-of-winter-shelter-beds-1.6668552
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/surge-refugee-claimants-shelters-1.6935873
https://pub-peelregion.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=29584
https://www.cp24.com/news/refugees-still-being-told-there-is-no-space-in-toronto-s-shelter-system-1.6553608
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/5800a008-02b1-4621-bc83-f745ae44931e
https://globalnews.ca/news/10095841/asylum-claimant-dies-mississauga-shelter/
https://globalnews.ca/news/10095841/asylum-claimant-dies-mississauga-shelter/
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/a-hard-working-mother-so-loved-by-her-family-woman-who-died-in-a-peel/article_df0edc14-d27c-11ee-8a38-1fd90e21c1cf.html#:~:text=She%20was%20stepping%20into%20the,to%20be%20by%20natural%20causes.%22
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5.0 OVERVIEW OF HAMILTON’S REFUGEE 
POPULATION 

To understand the overall population of refugees living in Hamilton, 2021 Census data was explored, 
summarizing data by period of arrival to Canada, which includes people who were refugees to Canada 
many decades ago. 

5.1   Period of Arrival 

The City of Hamilton was designated by the federal government as a destination community for 
Government Assisted Refugees, along with 35 other cities in Canada (including in Ontario, the cities of 
Kitchener, London, Ottawa, Toronto, and Windsor). This designation, along with Hamilton’s historically 
lower rents among GTHA communities, has led to Hamilton welcoming a larger proportion of refugees than 
the average across Ontario. 

In total, about 5.6% of Hamilton’s population is made up of refugees, compared to 4.2% average across 
Ontario (Figure 5). Refugees arriving in Canada most recently (between 2011 and 2021) and living in 
Hamilton, are just under 2% of the local population. 

Figure 5. Proportion of refugees among total population, by period of arrival of refugees, City of 
Hamilton, 2021 Census 

 

The number of refugees living in the City of Hamilton was about 31,000 in 2021, with just under 11,000 
arriving in Canada in the 10 years prior (Figure 6). It is important to note that Figure 6 only counts refugees 
who were living in Hamilton in 2021. Refugees who moved to other cities after first settling in Hamilton, or 
who have passed away in the intervening decades are not counted in Hamilton’s census data. Therefore, 
while there are only 440 refugees living in Hamilton who arrived as refugees prior to 1980, that number is 
much smaller than the total number of refugees in that early period who originally settled in Hamilton. 
However, because immigration data was not linked to Census data in previous decades it is not possible to 
know the total number of refugees who originally settled in Hamilton in those earlier time periods. 
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Figure 6. Total number of refugees living in the City of Hamilton, by period of arrival, 2021 Census 
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5.2  Refugee Categories 

Resettled Refugees make up the majority (about 70%) of refugees living in the Hamilton area (Figure 7) 
currently. These government assisted or privately sponsored refugees applied for refugee status while in a 
neighbouring country (often in a refugee camp), through a temporary Refugee Resettlement program 
offered by Canada during select periods. Recent resettlement programs have allowed refugees from 
Ukraine, Syria, and Iraq to move to Canada20.  

Figure 7 shows that Protected Persons (persons who came independently to Canada not through a 
resettlement program) are a growing portion of the refugee population in Hamilton. 

Figure 7. Period of arrival to Canada and Refugee Status, for refugees living in the Hamilton CMA, 
2021 Census 

 

* Data for protected persons not available before 1991. 

This is reflected in Figure 8, which shows among the most recent refugees (coming to Canada between 
2011 and 2021), Resettled Refugees (which are in large part government-assisted refugees), made up 
about 60% of the Hamilton CMA’s refugee population, compared to 50% average among the refugee 
population across Ontario’s communities. 

 

20 Seven-Decades-of-Refugee-Protection-In-Canada-14-December-2020.pdf (unhcr.ca) 
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Figure 8. Percentage of Resettled Refugees and Protected Persons among refugee population in the 
Hamilton CMA and Ontario, 2021 Census 

 

* Data for protected persons not available before 1991. 
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5.3 Refugee trends within immigrant admission types 

As a proportion of the overall immigrant population living in Hamilton, refugees have remained around one 
third of types of immigration admissions, over the last decades, except the 2001-2010 period where 
refugees were only 24% of immigrants settling in Hamilton (Figure 9). The largest immigration admission 
group is Economic Class immigrants, who are admitted based on their highly sought after labour market 
skills or economic investment that they bring to Canada (sometimes referred to as the “points system”).  

The data in Figure 9 only include Hamilton’s immigrants, who are those who have been admitted to Canada 
as permanent residents, and does not include non-permanent residents. Non-permanent resident 
category includes foreign students, farm workers (seasonal agricultural program), and others on temporary 
work permits.  

 

Figure 9. Proportion of residents, immigration admission categories, City of Hamilton, by period of 
arrival, 2021 Census 
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5.4 Age distribution among refugees 

The overall age distribution of Hamilton’s refugees is similar to Ontario’s, however, Hamilton’s population 
has a higher proportion of young refugees than Ontario’s.  The largest proportion, 68% of refugees in 
Hamilton are in their prime working ages of 25 to 64. (Figure 10). 

Figure 10. Age distribution among the refugee population, City of Hamilton and Ontario, 2021 Census 
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5.5   Continents of birth of residents with a prior asylum claim in 
Hamilton 

Examining the persons with an asylum claim prior to admission as a permanent immigrant in the Hamilton 
CMA, Figure 11 shows growth in this category is mainly due to persons from countries in the Americas 
since 2001, and more recently a large growth in persons from Asian countries since 2011.In total between 
2011 and 2021 there were 4,790 immigrants living in the Hamilton CMA who had an asylum claim prior to 
admission. 

Figure 11. Continents of birth of immigrants living in the Hamilton CMA, with an asylum claim prior to 
admission, 2021 Census  
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6.0  MAPS OF REFUGEES IN HAMILTON 
Figure 12 is a map of refugees in Hamilton including refugees from all periods of arrival, and shows that the 
neighbourhoods with the highest proportion of refugees (over 12% of residents) are in parts of downtown 
and central Hamilton (specifically the Central, Beasley, Gibson neighbourhoods, and the northern part of 
the Strathcona neighbourhood), in the east Hamilton neighbourhoods of Riverdale West and Mount 
Albion/Davis Creek area, as well as the Bruleville and Greeningdon neighbourhoods of central mountain. 

Figure 12. Map of refugees as a proportion of all residents in Hamilton 

 

 

Building on the data shown in Figure 12, Figure 13 adds pie charts depicting the number of refugees who 
arrived in Canada between 2011 and 2021 in each area, symbolized with the piec charts. The size of the 
pie charts represents the total number of recent refugees in each area (arriving from 2011 to 2021). The 
colours within the pie chart show the distribution of the most recent refugees (arriving between 2016 and 
2021) in orange, and slightly longer arrived refugees (between 2011 and 2016) in yellow. 

This map shows that along with many of the same the neighbourhoods highlighted by the data in Figure 13, 
the Meadowlands neighbourhood in the West Mountain/Ancaster area and the Corktown neighbourhood in 
central Hamilton, are neighbourhoods with a large population of recent refugees. Each of these 
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neighbourhoods has around 500 recent refugees (arriving between 2010 and 2021), and a total of about 
3,600 recent refugees across these seven neighbourhood areas. 

Figure 13. Map of recent refugees in Hamilton 
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7.0 COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN AND CURRENT 
CONDITIONS 

The context of current asylum applications in Canada is part of the wider migration trends seen around the 
world. The United Nations Refugee Agency reports in 2023 that there were over 6 million asylum seekers 
around the world, plus an additional 62 million internally displaced persons, who were forced from their 
homes to other parts of their countries to seek safety21.  

The political, social, economic, and environmental context of why people leave their homeland to seek 
asylum differs in every region and country. To give a high- high-level overview of conditions across the 
world contributing to people being forcibly displaced or otherwise fleeing to another country to seek 
asylum, the following figures includes data summarized data from Amnesty International’s individual 
country reports, available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/.  

7.1  Continents of birth of residents with a prior asylum claim in 
Hamilton, 2011-2021 

Figure 14 offers a deeper analysis of the same 4,790 recent immigrants living in the Hamilton CMA with a 
prior asylum claim previously summarized by continent of birth in Figure 11.  

The data shows the diversity of country of origin conditions among these recent immigrants who came to 
Canada and claimed asylum. Anti-democratic regime and/or practices including political persecution and 
corruption is the most common category of conditions described in the Amnesty reports, for the top 
countries of origin. 

It is important to note that not all these categories are a reason a person can make an asylum claim. As 
section 3.0 of this report explains, persons must provide evidence of a specific claim of fear of persecution 
according to the Geneva convention categories of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular 
social group, or political opinion. 

This analysis only shows what are some of the political, social, economic or environment forces that may 
be the catalysts for why people leave their country to come to Canada and seek asylum, but if they cannot 
make a credible claim in one of the five Geneva Convention categories they will not be accepted as a 
refugee. 

 

 

21 Global Trends Report 2022 | UNHCR 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/
https://www.unhcr.org/global-trends-report-2022
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Figure 14. Hamilton recent immigrants in 2021 with asylum claim prior to admission: Analysis of 
country conditions based on Amnesty International reports, for the top countries of citizenship, City 
of Hamilton, 2021 Census 
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7.2  Continents of birth of Ontario asylum claimants, 2015-2023 

 

Turning to data on all asylum claimants arriving at Canada’s borders in recent years, Figure 15 shows the 
number of arrivals by country or citizenship since 2015 making a claim in Ontario. The pandemic 
extensively impacted air migration, resulting in a sudden drop in arrivals. The general trend, outside of the 
pandemic period, is increasing total arrivals every year, although countries of citizenship change 
significantly over time. 
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Figure 15. Asylum claimants by county of origin, arriving at Ontario’s border crossings, and inland applications in Ontario, 2015-2023, Immigration 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
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7.3  Estimate of new asylum claimants in Hamilton, 2020-2023 and 
country conditions 

Overall, the Hamilton Census Metropolitan area is about 5% of Ontario’s population. Using the data in 
Figure 15, looking at the asylum claimants in about the last three and a half years (2020-2023)22, there 
were a total of about 54,000 asylum claimants arriving at a border crossing in Ontario. An approximation 
could be made to estimate that about 5% of asylum claimants will settle in the Hamilton area, which 
would be about 2,700 persons.  

To give a more precise estimate, an analysis was done of countries of birth of immigrants with a prior 
asylum claim, comparing the percentage of each nationality who have previously settled in Hamilton. 
Persons arriving from another country will often seek out co-national or co-ethnic groups and 
communities, which influences where people from different countries choose to initially settle. In the 
Hamilton CMA, among the larger immigrant communities with asylum claims prior to admission, 
Columbians, Iraqis, El Salvadorans, Sudanese and Zimbabweans all had between 10 and 20% of Ontario’s 
representation living locally, much higher than the average of 5% of Hamilton’s CMA proportion of Ontario’s 
population. 

To arrive at the estimates in Figure 16, the country-specific representation data for Hamilton compared to 
Ontario was used, and overall shows that the total number of asylum claimants from 2020-2023 living in 
the Hamilton CMA could be around 2,000 persons. This does not account for any deportation persons who 
were deemed ineligible at their hearing, or persons desiring asylum who have crossed into Ontario and 
haven’t yet made a refugee claim at a border crossing. 

Figure 16 also breaks down the estimates by country and adds the summary analysis of conditions in each 
country. 

The top countries of the estimated population of asylum claimants in Hamilton (2020-2023) are Columbia, 
Turkey, Mexico, Nigeria, India and Pakistan.  

As noted in section 7.1 the country conditions analysis only shows what are some of the political, social, 
economic or environment forces that may be the catalysts for why people leave their country to come to 
Canada and seek asylum, not what claim under the Geneva Convention will be deemed credible or not at a 
refugee hearing.  

 

  

 

22 Since the average processing time for an asylum claim is 2 to 3 years, asylum claim data from years 
prior to 2000 are ignored as most of those people having arrived before 2020 will either have been 
accepted as refugees already, or been denied refugee status and deported, with a smaller number 
otherwise leaving the country or becoming persons without status and trying to remain in Canada.  
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Figure 16. Estimated number of current asylum claimants living in Hamilton: Analysis of country 
conditions based on Amnesty International reports, for the top countries of origin, based on number 
of asylum claims at Ontario's borders from 2020-2023, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada data 
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7.4 Broad trends in changes of asylum claimants’ country conditions 

A comparison of Figures 14 and 16 was performed to determine any trends in the conditions of the 
countries of origin among the asylum claimants accepted as refugees in the 2011-2021 period (and living 
in Hamilton), and the most recent asylum claimant population estimated to be living in Hamilton (2020-
2023). The summary of this comparison is presented in Figure 17.  

While this analysis does not directly link to specific situations in refugee hearings that may or may not lead 
a person being accepted as refugee in Canada, it does offer insights as to the root causes of migration and 
why people may become desperate to risk coming to Canada, even in situations where their refugee claim 
may be less likely to be accepted. Improving conditions in countries around the world, such as increasing 
strength of democratic institutions and influencing the promotion and protection of human rights are ways 
to address the migration crisis. 

Figure 17. Summary comparison of conditions of the country of origin for the estimated population of 
current asylum claimants living in Hamilton (2020-2023) and Hamilton’s recent immigrants who had 
asylum claim prior to admission (2011-2021). Data sources: Amnesty International reports, 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, and Statistics Canada 2021 Census. 

 

Figure 17 shows that the most common country conditions contributing to asylum claims are anti-
democratic regime and/or practices (over three quarters among asylum claimant countries of origin). The 
country conditions that show an increasing trend between the group of asylum claimants in the 2011-2021 
period accepted as refugees, and the more recent asylum claimants estimated to be living in Hamilton 
(2020-2023) are: 

• Environmental and/or food system collapse: from 24% to 33% among countries of origin. 
• Minority and/or women’s rights targeted by government actions: from 60% to 67% among 

countries of origin. 

The increasing trend in environmental crises and famine are largely due to climate change and related 
effects. This category will increase even more rapidly in coming decades as the consequences of climate 
change, such as increasing sea levels and flooding, drought and crop failures, hurricanes and other natural 
disasters get more severe. Thes environment related country conditions are not ones currently linked to 
any Geneva Convention refugee claim.   
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In Amnesty International’s most recent State of the World’s Human Rights report, their analysis points to 
environmental events having more impact of lower income countries23: 

Extreme weather events and slow onset crises made more likely and more intense by 
climate change have affected countries at all levels of income, but disproportionately 
affected lower-income ones. Governments and corporate actors have failed to tackle 
these adequately or to prevent acute environmental degradation. 

The increasing trend in violations of minority and women’s rights has multiple causes, but there is a distinct 
increase specifically in the targeting of gay, lesbian, and transgender communities across multiple 
countries in recent years. 

Amnesty International summarizes the trend of LBGTQI rights attacked across the world14: 

“62 countries across the world have laws that criminalize same-sex sexual conduct, many of 
which trace their origins back to colonialism. In 2023 there was a new wave of legal actions or 
proposals to diminish LGBTI rights. A new law in Uganda introduced the death penalty for the 
offence of “aggravated homosexuality”. In Ghana, parliament approved an “anti-gay” bill. Russia 
adopted new transphobic legislation, Bulgaria ended legal gender recognition for transgender 
people and the UK blocked the Scottish Gender Recognition Reform Act. 

There have been arrests and prosecutions of LGBTI people in many regions and restrictions on 
organizations defending LGBTI rights. In 2023, scores were arrested and, in some cases, even 
imprisoned under provisions that criminalize consensual same-sex sexual relations in countries 
including Burundi, Egypt, Libya and Tunisia" 

This increasing homophobia in some countries is one factor leading to changes in the countries of origin of 
asylum claimants in 2023 as seen in Figure 16. For example, there has been increasing persecution of 
members of the LBGTI community Uganda, Nigeria24  and Kenya25, three countries now among the top 10 
countries of origin of asylum claimants in Ontario 

7.5 Sudan: current crisis and Canada’s response  

One example of a country that many residents are feeling from due to horrible conditions caused by 
conflict is Sudan, which the African Union has called the “worst humanitarian crisis in the world”26. The 
armed conflict between forces in the country is a “crisis is unfolding against a backdrop of extreme 
vulnerability, as Sudan remains highly susceptible to the impacts of climate change and disasters”, as 
described by the UN27. Sudanese residents in Hamilton have rallied to bring awareness and attention to the 
plight of their homeland.28  

Canada has recently expanded a resettlement program for up to 4,700 refugees from Sudan. While this is a 
small number compared to the scale of the crisis, the increase in opportunities for privately-sponsored 

 

23 Amnesty International. (2024). The State of the World’s Human Rights. https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/WEBPOL1072002024ENGLISH.pdf 
24 Arrests in Uganda, Nigeria shine spotlight on grim state of LGBTQ rights across much of Africa | CBC 
News 
25 Kenyan Asylum seekers finding work, but remain homeless (thespec.com) 
26 Sudan war is world's 'worst humanitarian crisis', the African Union says (RFI.com)  
27 In Focus: Sudan Conflict (UN.org) 
28 'They are suffering': Hamilton residents worry about relatives caught in deadly conflict in Sudan (cbc.ca)  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/WEBPOL1072002024ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/WEBPOL1072002024ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/uganda-nigeria-africa-lgbtq-rights-1.6952765
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/uganda-nigeria-africa-lgbtq-rights-1.6952765
https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/kenyan-asylum-seekers-finding-work-but-remain-homeless-in-hamilton/article_f8544174-cf54-5aaf-9309-e66c6b463253.html
https://www.rfi.fr/en/africa/20250212-sudan-war-is-world-s-worst-humanitarian-crisis-the-african-union-says
https://news.un.org/en/focus/sudan-conflict
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/sudan-rally-1.6851374
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and government-assisted refugees is welcome news to many Sudanese residents in Canada who may be 
able to connect with family members to recue them from the crisis29. 

One Hamilton resident from Sudan was profiled in a CBC story30 about the struggles of adapting to the 
individualistic features of Canadian culture and society, in contrast to Sudan’s more communal societal 
values. A sense of belonging in the city was created through community, friendship and perseverance, 
which Hamilton’s Immigrant Workers Centre is helping with their “Community Connections” program31.  

  

 

29 Ottawa commits to resettling 4,700 Sudanese refugees, reopens family pathway following outcry 
(cbc.ca) 
30 A Sudanese immigrant's guide to building a community in Hamilton (cbc.ca)  
31 https://iwchamilton.ca/community-connections/ 
 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/ottawa-to-resettle-4700-sudanese-refugees-1.7464002
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/ottawa-to-resettle-4700-sudanese-refugees-1.7464002
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/finding-community-as-a-newcomer-1.6499533
https://iwchamilton.ca/community-connections/
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8.0 CONCLUSION 
“The story of the refugees in Hamilton is about their journey from a home 

and their journey to a find home.”  
─ Huyen Dam, author of Becoming Vietnamese-Canadian: 

The Story of The Vietnamese Boat People in Hamilton 

Hamilton has a long history of welcoming immigrants and refugees. For example, starting in the late 1970s, 
thousands of Vietnamese refugees were aided by private sponsors in Hamilton (private sponsorship was a 
new facet of the Immigration Act enacted in 1976). In 1979, John Smith, an alderman for the City of 
Hamilton, established “The Mountain Fund to Save the Boat People”. The organization operated until 1994 
and assisted more than 3,000 Vietnamese refugees.32 

More recently networks of local churches and mosques have sponsored thousands of refugees from Syria 
and Ukraine. A local multi-church network Open Homes Hamilton has been established supporting 
refugee claimants by offering home-based hospitality33. 

The federal Canadian Council of Refugees has a campaign “Proud to Protect Refugees” to help Canadians 
be part of the solution to combat stigma and misconceptions about refugees: 
Share why are you proud to protect refugees | Canadian Council for Refugees (ccrweb.ca) 

Along with direct support of current refugees and asylum seekers, there’s also work by many organizations 
in Hamilton, Canada and globally to help improve conditions in many countries to ultimately make the 
world a safer, more inclusive and caring place where people don’t have to flee their homelands.  

 
 

 

32 Dam, H. Becoming Vietnamese-Canadian: The Story of The Vietnamese Boat People in Hamilton. 
McMaster University. https://macsphere.mcmaster.ca/bitstream/11375/9235/1/fulltext.pdf 
33 Open Homes Hamilton - IAFR CANADA 

https://ccrweb.ca/en/proud-to-protect-refugees-action
https://macsphere.mcmaster.ca/bitstream/11375/9235/1/fulltext.pdf
https://www.iafr.ca/open-homes-hamilton.html

