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A "Controversial” Proposal
For Canada’s Housing Crisis

anada, like the United States, faces a housing cri-

sis, with 5.8 million new homes needed by 2030,

according to the Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation.! The reasons for this are manifold. One of
them is that investors are buying up housing, tripling hous-
ing costs from 2005 to 2024 while wages remain relative-
ly stagnant, as journalist Andre Mayer has reported for
cBc News.? But another reason is that the construction
industry faces a major labor shortage as the population
ages and gets ready for retirement. Canada needs an es-
timated 500,000 additional construction workers to fulfill
housing needs over the next six years according to an
RBC report. Yet, the country has projected an immigration
target of a mere 500,000 permanent residents for 2025,*

* Maria Cristina is a poet and translator, graduated with a PhD
in political and social sciences from UNAM in 2024; you can
contact her at mcf2141@columbia.edu.

who would presumably work across various sectors and
not solely in construction. Furthermore, about 60 percent
of Canada’s permanent migration comes through the Ex-
press Entry Program, which privileges those migrants
considered “skilled”. Although the Canadian federal gov-
ernment announced a Housing Action Plan in late 2023
to prioritize applications from people with specific home-
building skills, including construction, the Express Entry
Program (EEP) requires that applicants have a job offer
already.® This is somewhat contradictory, as apprentice-
shipsin Canada usually last two to five years, with qual-
ifications exams taken throughout before workers can
apply for the Red Seal to certify their skills across Cana-
da.® The EEP also places emphasis on language and edu-
cational background, both of which are less relevant for
the housing sector.

Canada’s construction industry faces the daunting
task of recruiting enough construction workers as its own
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workers age and retire, all while populations boom in
areas like British Columbia. Given that the United States
faces labor shortages in housing construction as well, it
has been reported that Canada’s Prince Edward Island is
now trying to recruit workers from Ireland and the Unit-
ed Kingdom.” Yet this does not make economic sense,
considering that Ireland and the UK are perfectly suitable
places for construction workers to remain—not migrate.
Something has got to give.

Canada is part of the Canada-US-Mexico Agreement
(cusma in Canada or usMca in the United States), so why
not look to Mexico? “Unskilled” Mexican laborers have
participated in temporary work programs in Canada since
the mid-1970s. The most well-known of these is the Sea-
sonal Agricultural Worker Program (sawp). In 2019, accord-
ing to Masferrer and Van Haren, Mexicans accounted for
10 percent of all temporary workers in the country.® Mean-
while, the cimm (Canadian Citizenship and Immigration)
has reported that Canada recruited 29,000 construction
workers in 2023 (compared to just 42,000 permanent res-
idents who intended to work in construction for the entire
2016 to 2023 period).’ But, let’s face it, Canada’s housing
needs are not temporary, and if an apprenticeship in
Canada can take five years before one can even consider
taking the Red Seal exam, which provides a vote of con-
fidence for workers seeking contracts across the country,
Canada, then, should shift away from its promotion of
temporary “unskilled” migration and open paths for
long-term resettlement. If Mexican construction workers
were offered to settle in Canada with their families, where
they would take on a few years of apprenticeship, with the
prospect of steady jobs in the future, many would cer-
tainly heed the call. Perhaps if Canadian provinces or the
federal government were to cooperate with Mexican con-
sulates as well as with Mexico’s Secretary of Foreign Af-
fairs directly, more could be done to address Canada’s
housing crisis through Mexican labor. Construction is
Canada’s top contributor to the country’s Gpp,*® but only
about 2 percent of immigrants work in construction, as
Benjamin Tal has written for ciec Economics.?

Now, another proposal to consider, which is perhaps
more controversial but essentially smart, is to recruit
people who have been deported from the United States
to Mexico. There are about 3.6 million deported people
in Mexico, and while deportation is heavily stigmatized,
the fact is that most deportations are not grounded in
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criminal acts and the percentage of such deportations is
ever decreasing. According to TRAC Immigration’s “Crim-
inal Grounds for Deportation” charts, only 3,481 people
were deported on criminal grounds in 2023.? A simple
screening would thus suffice. Furthermore, an inordinate
number of deportees have experience in construction.
About 20 percent of the Mexican population in the United
States works in construction, according to the 2022 Year-
book on Migration and Remittances in Mexico.® This im-
plies that many returnees and deportees are familiarized
with the construction styles of our neighbors to the north
(perhaps this is not evident, but construction between
Mexico and the rest of North America varies widely, since
Mexican constructions favors cooler concrete-based build-
ings while housing in the United States and Canada relies
on wood, might have basements, tends to use sheetrock
and drywall, etc.). Second, many deportees are famil-
iar with the language and culture of, at least, Anglo-
North America.

This is, undoubtedly, a win-win situation that could
remediate the effects of a cruel deportation regime by
which the undocumented people that the US economy
relies on have been terrorized to keep their labor cheap.
This labor is nonetheless extremely valuable, and it is
worth noting that people who have migrated at some point
in their lives, especially undocumented, have usually done
so because they face undignified conditions in their home
countries—violence, lack of safety, and subpar economic
opportunities. Such vulnerabilities can worsen upon de-
portation given a number of factors: the stigma that sur-
rounds deportation; the fact that deportees are cut off
from their communities in the United States while often
lacking networks in Mexico; problems with the trans-
ferability of education and job opportunities (due to pa-
perwork, language barriers, and wage differences); and
housing issues stemming from insufficient funds, docu-
mentation (there are many challenges with obtaining an
official government ID, for example), and networks (the



kind needed to secure a guarantor in order to rent, or even
the availability of homes owned by family or friends).
Many deportees also have family to support back in the
United States, a nearly impossible feat on a Mexican con-
struction salary. This suggests that many would be will-
ing to migrate again. If this can be done to the benefit
of Mexicans and Canadians, then why not? For those
worried about this being a losing situation for Mexico, let
us merely consider how important remittances are to the
Mexican economy, reaching the order of 63.3 billion US
dollars in 2023.

With this proposal, I have not only sought to cast light
on a housing crisis that has led to homelessness and ruin
for our two neighbors to the north, but also to challenge
our assumptions about migration and deportation. Re-
cruiting and hiring US-to-Mexico deportees would show
how unconscionable the practice of deportation really is.
At the end of the day, we are humans in an integrated and
at times unfair economy. Why not make it better? Why not
honor the skills and work experience of Mexicans who
have sacrificed so much just to work in the United States?
For Mexican migrants, Canada could be the new land
of opportunity. NIM
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