What follows are the speeches are made by members of the Immigrant Seniors Advocacy Network at the Public Forum on Poverty and Income Security Issues on May 6, 2006
Seniors’ Speeches

Mrs. Shen Hui Zhu 

Good afternoon. Everyone!

My name is Shen. Like my friends here today, 7 years age, my husband and I were sponsored to Canada from China. 

I used to be a Chinese doctor with more than 30 years experience. But being a senior with no English language skills, I could not find employment. It’s not easy for a senior like me to start a new career in Canada. I was only able to get work as a personal care attendant for less than one year with low pay. 

My husband was a Chinese doctor too. He worked as a general worker in Canada for a short time. Four years ago, he left me alone because of liver cancer. I have no income and could not find a job. I was getting depression and feeling hopeless. 

Because of the 10-year residency requirement, I am not able to get OAS or CPP survivor benefits. I applied for ODSP (Ontario Disability Support Program), and after a very long waiting period, I got help from ODSP. 

So I am attending LINC class now and joined the Chinese Seniors Group.

As a senior with knowledge and skills, I’d like to have job opportunities and continue to work to support myself. But employment is impossible for seniors like me. 

In conclusion, we need help from Government for income and more seniors services.

Thank you.

Ms. Kamlesh Oberoi 

Good afternoon, my name is Kamlesh Oberoi. I have been in Canada since 1993, I am a volunteer with 10 community organizations and groups including Senior Awic Club, Indio Canadian, Aryasamaj Senior Citizen Club & Women Awic as Joint Society.  I am working in many senior groups very closely and aware of their problems. I have completed 8,000 volunteering hours and received two awards from the Ministry of Immigration & Citizenship. 

Today I would like to point out that many senior men and women both or living isolation & victim of loneliness.  Some of them are not mobile. Today, I came here to represent my friends and speak out for our needs. 

We need more creation places. Just like in BC, they provide free public transportation to seniors in order to encourage them to reach senior clubs and recreation centre to get together for social gathering & community and events.  They can meet other seniors, they feel happy and it will reduce their loneliness and isolation that can help them to be healthy and stronger. 

Because of my experience with different senior groups, I can say seniors can get motivation from other seniors. Today I have a group of seniors with me here who will present some songs for us.  This is an example that seniors who do not live in isolation, get together and sing songs and dance together. 
I’d like to thank all of you to provide me a chance to tell you the needs of seniors. More places for seniors to improve the quality life in Canada.  

Thank you. 

Mr. Raul Hermosilla 

Ladies and Gentlemen, representatives of federal and provincial ministries, Honorable Members of Parliament and Opposition Critics on Senior Issues, and fellow seniors:

 On behalf of the Asociacion de Seniors Hispanos de Toronto (ASHTOR) -Hispanic Seniors Association of Toronto, I bring you greetings as well as a message on some of the needs over a 125 Hispanic seniors from three different clubs voiced in our consultative meetings. 

After the consultative meetings, our membership identified “ten priority needs”: housing, retirement homes and nursing homes, health issues, transportation, language, pensions, safety in the building we live, security on streets and public places, home rent, and work opportunities. As you can see these identified needs range from the real and doable, to concern and optimistic nature with housing being the number one need. 

A majority of the seniors from emerging communities came to Canada late in their lives, most of the time to help their own children to raise their families. Every elderly individual or couple would like to have their own space, but the income of our community of seniors is so low that we cannot afford to rent in the commercial housing market. 

Therefore, members of our association would like to unify efforts to acquire accessible and subsidized housing without enduring a long waiting list for years, that especially at old age when a prolonged period may become a slow suicide, or can even become a fatal endeavor. To compound the problem, those seniors who need long tem care end up totally isolated in a facility as a consequence of linguistic and cultural barriers, far from their peers and families.  Special attention should be paid to ethnic seniors to place them in culturally sensitized wings or pavilions interacting with members of their own communities.

Like many other senior groups in Ontario we continue to support our public health care system as universal, accessible to all and based on needs rather than ability to pay. Therefore, in view of the large number of people becoming seniors in the next few years, supportive home care and long-term residential care will need adequate funding to make the process of aging a healthy one.

We also appeal to the pertinent authorities, to step up security for the seniors in those buildings and areas of the city where due to their frailty they become victims of crime. This creates a situation that increases the isolation of our senior citizens and opens the doors to depression and other illnesses that make the third age a painful process rather than a peaceful one. Municipal authorities should give to this concern a high priority in their planning for future years.

In closing I would like to state that the $1.4 billion for affordable housing of which $800 million are “for the provinces to draw upon the next three years based on their population” takes into account the needs of the senior population as stated above. 

Therefore, Ladies and Gentlemen, representatives of federal and provincial ministries, Honorable Members of Parliament and Opposition Critics on Senior Issues, I am asking you to bring our message to the House so that our voice is heard through you and we are allowed to grow older in comfort, peace, and security.

Thank you very much.

The Honourable Kiflejesus Woldemichael (Retired Presiding Judge, Supreme Court of Ethiopia)
Honourable Parliamentary Assistant, 

MPs, Director, Other Guests of Honor,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Please allow me to extend my gratitude to you for coming to hear us, immigrant seniors from the African, Chinese, Hispanic, and South Asian Canadian communities. 

I do wish to present to you some of the chronic and common problems we face as immigrant seniors, hoping that you will take them seriously, and take the actions we recommend. 

The particular problems I wish to present to you focus on two issues: 

· Qualifying for the Old Age Security Pension and the related Guaranteed Income Supplement; and 

· Problems sponsored immigrant seniors and their families face when there is a genuine sponsorship breakdown and the seniors have to seek social assistance. 

A. Old Age Security Pension & Guaranteed Income Supplement

According to the Old Age Security Act and Guaranteed Income Supplement, to be eligible for Old Age Security pension, a person must have lived in Canada as a legal resident for a minimum of 10 years, after reaching the age 18.

This is a major problem that negatively affects the lives of immigrant seniors in Canada:.
(1)  The 10-year waiting requirement causes immigrant seniors to live in poor circumstances that seriously affect their livelihood and mental well-being.

As immigrant seniors, we feel highly discriminated against, as compared to other seniors in Canada.  

(2) The 10-year waiting requirement prevents us from receiving the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) benefit.

This is unfortunate and unfair to us, since the GIS is supposed to be the one safety valve that seeks to prevent abject poverty among seniors in Canada. 

(3) The immigration process is so very slow that our children try for many years before they succeed in reuniting with us, their parents. 

(4) Although we believe the 10-year residency requirement is discriminatory, the Supreme Court of Canada has ruled that it is not discriminatory, agreeing that the government is allowed to set residency criteria for benefit plans.  

However, the Court has not prevented the adjustment or amendment of law in accordance with the present and changed circumstances.

So the government is still free to make policy and legal adjustments to this clearly outdated law.

(5) It is important not to assume that immigrant seniors bring no value to Canada.  On the contrary, senior immigrants bring a wealth of knowledge, skills and culture. Indeed, they only need fair opportunity to exercise their professional work. 

Also, while many are prevented from having equal opportunity to employment when they can work -and wish to work -, as seniors, many others eventually do get some work, and are working.

 (6) Canada prides itself on having one of the world’s most generous old age benefit systems.  

This is true, and as immigrant seniors we value this, also.  

But this is true only for seniors who were born in Canada, or who have lived most of their lives in Canada.

Sadly, when we compare the generosity and fairness Canada shows regarding the Old Age security pension for long-term Canadian residents, and the barriers erected against new immigrants who come to Canada at or above the age of 60, we can not agree with the above description.  

Canada can do better.  It can amend the Old Age Security Act to extend the same benefits to all seniors, regardless of time spent in the country, or immigrant sponsorship status.

As I have said, when situations change, laws and policies must also adapt; and outdated laws must be amended.
Therefore: 

· On the basis of humanitarian consideration; 

· for good public policy purposes; and,

· to sustain Canada’s good name and practice in the area of old age income security, 

It is urgent and necessary that the Canadian government become more flexible and accommodating, and treat immigrant seniors as equal members of the Canadian family by eliminating the 10-year residency requirement.

B. Sponsorship and Income Support
The issue: 

Immigrant seniors and their families are currently put under severe financial and emotional strain through cost recovery and other punitive schemes when there is a genuine situation of sponsorship breakdown, and this practice needs to end. 

Sometimes, unforeseen circumstances develop that make it extremely difficult to handle the situations families face without outside help. 

This sometimes includes obligations our family sponsors sign as a condition of being allowed to reunite with us. 

Therefore, the actions federal, provincial and municipal governments take when there is a genuine sponsorship breakdown involving seniors need to be considered more deeply, and with far greater compassion, than the current practice shows. 

Family reunification is a central aspect of Canadian values, and should apply to all, regardless of place of birth.

In a situation of genuine sponsorship breakdown, where the sponsored person is a senior, the government should not seek enforcement of sponsorship obligations as a condition of social assistance support.

Pensions and social assistance are granted to individuals as they reach the age of 65, or as the need arises.

This should be the case, for example, when the sponsor is still working, earning an adequate income to sufficiently support their family, and there is no genuine breakdown in family relations that would necessitate a separation of the family for emotional or safety reasons. 

Certainly, when a person sponsors their parents, and deliberately breaks their sponsorship agreement, they should be required to live up to their obligations. 

However, in unforeseen situations of unemployment, reduced income, or genuine breakdown in family relations, the consequence is often sponsorship breakdown.

Such an unforeseen situation is what is called force major in law;, and even under the law, individuals who fall victim to force major are excused from their previous obligations.  

In such cases, then, the sponsor should not be forced to fulfill their obligations as a condition of helping the senior.

Specifically, as sponsored seniors, we are asking that:

· When our sponsors face such situations, they should not be forced to repay what assistance is provided to us; and,

· They should not be banned from sponsoring other family members in the future when they are in a better position to do so. 

By forcing poor sponsors to live up to their sponsorship obligation, regardless of the intensity of the poverty they may be facing, governments add undue pressure to the already difficult family situation.  This pressure, in itself, often contributes to family tensions and, ultimately, to family breakdowns and mental anguish for all the family, including the seniors.

We have seen many sponsored immigrant seniors suffer tremendous emotional strain, and choose to remain without any social assistance even when they desperately need the help.

They do this only because they are afraid of the consequences for their families, who they know are not in fact in a position to really help them financially, no matter what their sponsorship obligation says. 

Therefore, this joint meeting of immigrant seniors respectfully asks the concerned authorities to stop enforcing the sponsorship agreements as condition of support, and provide the social assistance to the sponsored seniors immediately after the breakdown of the sponsorship.

Thank you.

