
Welcoming Communities
THE RESETTLEMENT & INTEGRATION OF SYRIAN REFUGEES IN RURAL CANADA



Canada’s Commitment 

 Since November 2015, more than 40,000 Syrian refugees have 

been resettled in communities across Canada.

 21, 876 Government Assisted 

 3, 931 Office-Referred

 14, 274 Privately Sponsored 







Smaller communities: boost in population 

and increased diversity

Refugees: enhanced social capital and 
living affordability 

Social Capital: “the relationships between 

people characterized by trust and norms of 

reciprocity that can be used to achieve 

individual and collective goals.”



What are the benefits and challenges of rural 

refugee resettlement and integration across 

Canada? 

And, in the context of a global refugee crisis and 

need for more durable solutions to displacement, are 

rural communities being under-utilized as sites for 

refugee resettlement in Canada?



Community 1: South western Ontario

• Population 8,000

• 155km from nearest urban center
• 1 large family



Community 2: Nova Scotia

• 3 families
• Population 3,000 and 20km from nearest urban 

center
• Population 500 and 50km from nearest urban 

center



Community 3: Southern Alberta

• Population 800
• 102km from nearest urban center

• 1 inter-generational family
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Community 4: Saskatchewan

• Population 6,000

• 112km from nearest urban center

• 1 family

Photo Credit: Malcolm Anderson



Findings: Private Sponsorship

 Each sponsorship group 
mentioned the photo of Alan Kurdi
as a catalyst for their decision to 
sponsor

 The expectations of sponsorship 
members going into the process 
impacted their experiences with 
the refugee family

 Refugees also had their own 
expectations

 Even if sponsorship groups had 
members who were educated in 
the area of resettlement 
processes, finding information was 
difficult



Findings: Rural Canada

 Memory of the Indo-Chinese crisis and private sponsorship

 The communities were welcoming and overall embraced the newcomers                                                            

“the whole response was a lot more positive at least than I specifically thought it would be 

and I think we as a group were really pumped by how excited the whole community 

seemed to be and how supportive, and overall people were really just excited to help.”

 Benefits were similar across the communities and focused on the enhanced 

social capital of rural areas



 Each community recognized the benefits that 

newcomers bring to their community 

 Sponsorship groups helped refugees find work

 Identified challenges of living in a rural 

community were similar across the 

communities - and many are faced by 

everyone living in a rural region



Findings: Rural Canada

 Each community had access to different services

 In each community gender norms were apparent in different 
contexts

 Some refugee families have decided to stay permanently

 When asked if refugees should be resettled in rural regions, 
sponsors overall said “yes”



Conclusions

 We need more longitudinal data

 Rural communities are being under-utilized as sites for refugee resettlement, and being more 

strategic when resettling refugees could benefit refugees and communities 

“If you want to do the best to maximize the 

person’s chances, it seems to me that 

taking somebody from a small rural town 

and dumping them in the middle of 

Toronto or Montreal, doubles or triples the 

amount of adaption that has to take 

place. Whereas if they go from a small rural 

community to a small rural community 

they’ll see a lot of things that are 

familiar…and they will recognize 

agriculture when they see it, they’ll 

recognize the kinds of work they were 

doing.”



 Refugees could be matched through all 

streams of resettlement

1. Government match Government Assisted 

Refugees with smaller communities – with an 

expansion of RAP

2. Sponsorship Agreement Holders consider 

aptitudes and preferences when suggesting 
names to rural sponsors

 While being intentional would not work 

perfectly in every case, such a process 

would still have its advantages

 Stories of Refugee Resettlement are 

important and we should be sharing 

them

“we have so many 

services here, we have 

housing here, why 

aren’t they settling 

some of these people 

here? If they can help 

us with the money 

part…we could 

probably bring a whole 

community in if we 

could afford to find a 

benefactor who could 

pay for it, the housing is 

sitting here, the 

services is here.” 



Where do we go from here?

 Work with existing refugees in your area

 Actively work to create a welcoming community

 Organize and sponsor a refugee – a place to start
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