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Types of Foreign Workers in 
Agriculture

Seasonal Agricultural Worker 
Program (SAWP)

- Mexico and participating Caribbean 
countries

- 6-8-month non-extendable permit
- No options for PR
- National commodity list

Agricultural stream - Any country
- Maximum 24-month extendable 

permit
- Some options for PR
- National commodity list

Other high-wage and low-wage 
streams

- Any country
- Maximum 24-month extendable 

permit
- Range of options for PR
- Not on commodities list
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Seasonal arrival of foreign workers, 2015-2021
Source: IRCC Open Government Record ID 360024f2-17e9-4558-bfc1-3616485d65b9 
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AG-related TFWs by Industry and Province, 2015-2019
Source: Open Canada Record ID 360024f2-17e9-4558-bfc1-3616485d65b9 



HOW DID WE 
GET HERE?

And why does it 
matter?
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Domestic workforce in agriculture by class of worker, 1946-2019
Source: Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0027-01; Table D236-259 (archived)

Producers with paid workers Own-account farmers Unpaid family workers Domestic employees
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Domestic workers and monthly wages

2019 dollars, 1946-2019

Domestic Labour Real monthly wages
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Distribution of workers in agriculture by class of worker, 1946-2019
Source: Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0027-01; Table D236-259 (archived)
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SAWP Specfics
◦ Jointly administered by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (visas + work 

permits) and Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC).

◦ Provincial ministries of labour enforce health and safety laws.

◦ Employer-specific; no transfer between employers

◦ Limited to the “National commodity list”

◦ No path to permanent residency

◦ 8-month non-extendeable permit.

◦ Employers must provide transportation, inspected housing, day-to-day transportation

◦ Wages must be set to either the “prevailing wage” or the unionized wage (if applicable)



The Gold Standard?
◦ Often regarded as such

◦ ESDC does have the ability to blacklist employers

◦ Inspections are to be conducted by participating consulates + federal government 
inspectors

◦ At the same time, we have very little quantitative evidence supporting the quality of the 
program with regards to worker health or safety.

◦ Plenty of qualitative research suggests that while workers benefit significantly from being 
able to send remittances, living conditions and unreasonable hours are particular issues 
in plenty of outfits.



Recourses
◦ Provincial labour ministry office (e.g. Temporary Foreign Worker Advisory Offices

◦ Can recommend issuing new work permits for trafficked or abused individuals

◦ Can impose fines and other penalties on employers

◦ Usually limited to cities

◦ Unions, if available, but coverage is spotty

◦ Consulates
◦ May be more interested in protecting country relations, employer relations

◦ Oversees housing inspections with ESDC cooperation

◦ Federal agencies
◦ New permits; blacklisting



Questions going forward

◦Right to PR?
◦Collective agreements?
◦Should SAWP continue vs investments in 
capital?
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