Organization seeks more resources, faster application processing times
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A group that represents refugee sponsors is asking the government to do more to help move people running for their lives.

The Council of the Canadian Refugee Sponsorship Agreement Holders Association (SAH) warns this country might lose its recognition as a leader in helping refugees get to safety.

"Refugee resettlement is about the urgent need for protection," the group wrote in a statement Sept. 4. "Sponsorship procedures need to be fast and efficient so that lives are not lost in the current situation of endless red tape."

SAH urged the government to supply more resources and staff to speed up application processing times. It also called for reducing barriers to private sponsorship and efforts to reunite families faster.

"The government of Canada needs to quickly resettle many more Syrian refugees, and not at the expense of its resettlement commitments in other places around the world."

The Archdiocese of Vancouver has a sponsorship agreement with the federal government. Evelyn Vollet, who oversees the process as director of the Service and Justice Office, said she shares their concerns.

"Immigration needs to review the process," she said. "There are people in desperate need."

According to the UN Refugee Agency, a civil war that started in 2011 has caused more than 4 million Syrians to flee their country and look for safety in nearby Lebanon, Turkey, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt, or further afield.

That number doesn't include the estimated 7.6 million people who have left their homes and are displaced somewhere within Syria.

"This is the biggest refugee population from a single conflict in a generation," said Antonio Guterres, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, in July. "It is a population that needs the support of the world but is instead living in dire conditions and sinking deeper into poverty."

Canada has resettled about 2,300 Syrians so far, according to a recent statement from immigration minister Chris Alexander.

Vancouver mayor Gregor Robertson hosted a town hall meeting Sept. 9 to talk about ways locals can get involved. He unveiled a motion that asks the federal government to "establish a new baseline national target of 20,000 government-assisted refugees annually by 2020."

Vollet attended the meeting. She said the current annual number of refugees from all over the world, sponsored privately as well as by government, comes out at only about 13,000.

Robertson also said the city has ongoing projects such as Welcome House underway. The 136-bed housing project off Victoria Drive is being built for government-assisted refugees.

He called on city staff to find ways to "step up our game" when it comes to supporting refugees, and he urged locals to donate money or time to existing organizations.

Vollet said she left feeling the efforts of the archdiocese had been affirmed by what Robertson had said. She also urged Catholics to donate to aid organizations to support refugees overseas.

"While we know thousands of refugees are coming to Canada, there are millions who are displaced (in the Middle East). We need to take care of them, because winter is coming."

