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For the 2021 summer season, the government of Canada’s Work-Study Program 
provided a grant for a new position within the Niagara-on-the-Lake Library titled 
‘Migrant Outreach Resource Assistant’.  
I was delighted to be interviewed for the position by Laura Tait and Debbie 
Krause. Since then, I have worked diligently to get in touch with and promote the 
resources and services the Niagara Region has to offer to our migrant workers. 
Additionally, I have done some fieldwork observations and connected with some 
of our workers, in hopes of better understanding the needs of this community.  
 

The content of this report will highlight the history of the Seasonal Agricultural 
Worker Program and the Foreign Worker Program. Additionally, it will disclose 
current attitudes towards local migrant workers, and the barriers to their success. 
More specifically, it will acknowledge ways in which the Niagara-on-the-Lake 
Public Library can impact the lives of this vulnerable community in the future 
through specialized programs and initiatives. 

The Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program  
The Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP) was created in 1966 as a 
means to fill the post-war labour shortage in Canada’s agricultural sector. 
Introduced by the Pearson government, SAWP is operated by the Federal Ministry 
of Human Resources and Skills Development Canada and the Ministry of 
Citizenship and Immigration with the help of the governments from the home 
countries of workers. SAWP allows farmers to employ and hire qualified 
individuals from a list of any of the following countries: 

 Anguilla 
 Antigua  
 Barbuda 
 Barbados  
 Dominica  
 Grenada 
 Jamaica  
 Mexico 
 Montserrat  



 St. Kitts-Nevis  
 St. Lucia 
 St. Vincent & the Grenadines  
 Trinidad and Tobago  

It is important to recognize and acknowledge the nationality of our workers and 
not generalize, but rather respect their sense of worth, autonomy, and 
citizenship.  
With SAWP, employers can hire any individual, male or female, who qualifies and 
meets the requirements to work in the country. It is important to remember that 
SAWP puts Canadian citizens and Permanent Residents as a priority – jobs are 
given to migrant workers when farmers cannot find local workers. Their contracts 
highlight the expectations of growers and the benefits to seasonal employees. 
Local liaison officers are supplied by home countries, and they work with 
Canadian officers to care for employees when they arrive in Canada.  
SAWP allows our migrant workers to come to Canada on working visas, which 
allows them to stay in the country for eight months at a time. Within SAWP 
requirements, migrant employees are allowed and more than welcome to reapply 
for a position every year – some Niagara workers have been coming here for the 
last 30 years.  
 
The Temporary Foreign Worker Program 
The Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) is another program that helps 
the Canadian labour force. Created in 2002, TFWP helps Canadian employers by 
letting them hire workers from other countries such as Thailand and the 
Philippines through different streams of lower-skilled occupations. With a specific 
agricultural stream, this program allows for migrant workers to work in Canada, 
only if no permanent residents or Canadian citizens are available.  
TFWP is regulated through the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act and the 
Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations and is administered in 
partnership with Immigration Refugees and Citizenship Canada and Employment 
and Social Development Canada.  
With TFWP, workers can be hired for up to twenty-four months at a time, 
however,  they must leave the country after the duration of their employment 
and take a four-year hiatus from Canada before re-applying.  
Unlike SAWP, TFWP employees do not have a standard contract with their 
employers set by the Federal government. Rather, these employers can create 
their own contracts, according to the regulations set out by the Labour Market 



Impact Assessment and the Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations. 
Employers with TFWP workers are not required to provide housing, but rather 
suitable and affordable accommodations must be in place, for $30 a week or less. 
 

Migrant Workers in the Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake  
For over fifty years, migrant workers have been coming to the Niagara region to 
help farmers and growers during the growing and harvest season. 
The Niagara Region is home to approximately 3,500 migrant workers who leave 
their countries for at least eight months of the year to come and help the Region’s 
agricultural sector flourish.  

 The town of Niagara-on-the-Lake alone is home to around 1,500 migrant 
workers. 

 In Niagara-on-the-Lake, there are an estimated 99 Farms that employ and 
house foreign migrant workers. From these 99 Farms, there are about 196 
migrant worker bunkhouses and residences.  

 The geographical location of the homes of the workers in relation to the 
services offered in the town of NOTL range from 0-14 kilometers. The 
distance between services offered in or by the town is lengthy and difficult 
to navigate when only using a bicycle as the main means of transportation, 
especially during the cold winter months.  

 
During their stay in Niagara, some workers report feeling neglected and left out of 
the community due to low levels of interaction and accessibility to enjoy the 
resources the town of Niagara has to offer.  
It is important to remember that our local workers are grown adults that come to 
Canada to earn a living for their families, while also contributing to our economy. 
Our local migrant workers are adults, who should be treated as such. Rather than 
treating them as victims, we should uplift them and enable them to succeed.  
 
Existing Services  
Within the town of Niagara-on-the-Lake, there are some existing services that 
provide support and aid to migrant farmworkers while they are employed.  
 

 Bikes for Farm Workers  
o Located at 1665 Four Mile Creek Road, Bikes for Farm Workers offers 

migrant workers reconditioned bicycles and bike repair services.  



o Bicycles are the main source of transportation for some of our 
migrant workers. As such, these services help keep migrant workers 
able to travel to and from work, as well as transport themselves 
while in town.  

o Open TUESDAYS 10 a.m. – 4 p.m. and THURSDAYS 10 a.m. – 8 p.m.  
o Reconditioned bicycles are offered at $20  
o New tires are $15  
o New Tubes are $15  
o Minor repairs are FREE of charge  

 Quest Community Health Pop-up Clinic  
o QUEST community health is a local not-for-profit organization that 

provides primary health care services and promotion to residents of 
the Niagara Region.  

o QUEST has a special program set up; Seasonal Agricultural Workers 
Health Program, which provides primary health care services for 
migrant farmworkers in the region.  

o Open to all workers from any country, QUEST provides free and 
confidential health care services. 

o QUEST also has a Registered Nurse, who is available for free 
consultations over WhatsApp, either by telephone or face call.  

o Their pop-up clinic is located at 1570 Niagara Stone Road and is open 
every other Sunday to provide primary care services.  

 The Farmworker HUB  
o The Farmworker Hub is a volunteer-driven, grassroots initiative that 

provides much-needed essentials to approximately 1,100 seasonal 
agricultural workers in Niagara-on-the-Lake. They supply items such 
as clothing, household items, disposable masks, hand sanitizer, and 
emergency non-perishable food items at no cost. 

o The HUB is located at 1570 Niagara Stone Road and is open 
Thursdays and Sundays 

o The NOTL Library at the HUB  
 During the 2021 summer season, the NOTL library provided 

outreach services at the HUB location.  
 Setting up a couple of tables in space provided by the HUB, the 

library was able to provide services to local migrant workers 
throughout the summer season.  



 This year specifically, we provided lamination and printing 
services to ensure all workers had a copy of their vaccination 
status for entry and safety.  

 Additionally, the NOTL library aided with translation services 
and helped fill out documents and paperwork for those who 
had literacy barriers. Furthermore, WIFI hotspots were set up 
every Thursday for Migrant workers.  

Barriers to Services  
Some barriers migrant workers face in Niagara-on-the-Lake are language, access 
to transportation, and internet access. 
Niagara-on-the-Lake offers a wide range of resources for our local workers, and as 
such, they should be able to easily access these institutions or organizations. Our 
very own library is a place for resources and support to locals, including migrant 
workers.  

 Language  
o A barrier to accessibility for most workers is language. Being in an 

English-speaking country for some workers is extremely nerve-
racking and intimidating. Not knowing how to navigate the system 
while at the same time not speaking the same language as others in 
your community can be alienating. Most of the workers’ native home 
countries are unfortunately third world countries where education is 
a privilege. Unfortunately, some of the workers that are residents in 
the town do not speak English or lack the means to read and write 
properly, making it difficult to integrate and assimilate into the 
culture.  

 Transportation 
o Unfortunately, public transportation services are lacking in the town, 

and as such make it difficult for not only migrant workers, but all 
locals, to access services such as the library. Sadly, the lack of 
transportation services makes it very difficult to access clinics, 
grocery stores, banks, and other essential services offered in town.  

o Current transportation options include bicycles, farm trucks, 
employers, and the Niagara Regional Transit on Demand. Although 
some services allow for the transportation of migrant workers 
through the town, they all have their limitations and concerns.  

 Bicycles are essential and are used all year round by our local 
migrant workers. However, during the cold and snowy months, 



it is almost impossible to navigate through town on a bicycle. 
Moreover, bicycles make it difficult to get groceries or go to 
the doctors outside of NOTL. Lastly, bicycles are a dangerous 
means of transportation when being operated at night. Most 
roads in town do not have bicycle lanes.  

 Farm trucks are provided by some farmers to migrant workers. 
Workers are allowed to use them with the permission of their 
supervisor only and are not always at their disposal.  

 Employers will also transport their farmworkers when needed 
for groceries, appointments, and more. However, not all 
employers have the means to transport their workers, and 
some farmers may not have the time.  

 The Niagara Regional Transit on Demand is a limited option for 
migrant workers. Unfortunately, the NRT on Demand only 
operates from Monday to Saturday, 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., and the 
majority of the migrant workers have the same work schedule, 
meaning they cannot access this form of transit unless they are 
not working.  

 Internet Access  
o In addition, internet access is another barrier to the accessibility of 

migrant workers here in town. Internet access seems like a minor 
concern; however, this could be the only form of communication 
between migrant workers and their families back home. 
Communication with family is crucial for maintaining relationships 
back home and continuing the mental well-being of workers. Internet 
access also keeps migrant workers up to date on all their resources as 
most information about immigration, clinics, and almost everything 
else can be found with the ease of our phones, at the tip of our 
fingers. With inadequate internet, workers lack the basic ability to 
access the services and programs that impact their quality of life -  
whether it is watching a show, researching resources, or getting into 
contact with family. 

o There are currently five farms within the town of Niagara-on-the-
Lake that lack adequate internet that we know of. 

 Siloing  
o There are many resources in the Niagara Region that aim to assist 

Migrant agriculture workers while they stay in the country. However, 



the lack of communication between agencies and institutions makes 
it difficult to spread and share information that may be of value to 
most of our local workers. The various organizations should connect 
and partner with each other in hopes of expanding their resources 
and services to meet the needs of migrant workers in the 
community.  

Direct Library Support 
 The impact the Niagara-on-the-Lake Public Library had on the workers was 

very positive. Since July 2021, every single Thursday the library set up a tent 
beside the new local Farm Workers Hub. Located now inside Cornerstone 
Community Church, this location allowed us to serve some of the migrant 
workers who come to town to run errands. Depositing checks, sending 
money back home, buying groceries, and now stopping into the hub for 
clothing and food, workers were able to come to us, and, over time, they 
became more familiar and more comfortable establishing a relationship 
with us.  

 The library has been of great assistance to workers in the town of Niagara-
on-the-Lake during the 2021 season. During our outreach fieldwork 
involvement, we were delivering our services for printing, laminating, 
photocopying, providing Wi-Fi access, and filling out paperwork.  

 The unprecedented times that COVID-19 brought upon us, made an impact 
on the lives of every single person. Something as small as delivering our 
library services was one of the most appreciated things amongst migrant 
workers. The most requested service this summer was the lamination of 
Covid vaccine cards. Most home countries were asking for proof of 
vaccination before returning, with most workers being afraid that without 
their covid forms, they would not be allowed back in their home countries.  

 Laminating covid receipts was one of the most essential parts of our 
outreach work. It gave us a chance to gain first-hand knowledge and 
understanding of the lives of workers while they are in Canada. The 
qualitative research that was done in the field is extremely beneficial when 
thinking of ways that the library could be a direct source of help for our 
local workers.  

 Translating and filling out documents was another big part of our outreach. 
Due to the language barrier that most migrant workers face, they 
sometimes struggle when it comes to filling out paperwork. The consistency 



of our presence at the HUB every Thursday gave us the ability to build some 
rapport and establish friendships with some of the workers. 

 Providing Wi-Fi through our portable Wi-Fi hotspots has given some of our 
migrant workers a chance to connect with family, listen to music, watch 
shows, have resources at their fingertips, and so much more.  

 Future Seasons  
o Most, if not all workers, asked questions specifically regarding English 

classes. Whether it’s learning the basics or advancing their 
knowledge, many migrant workers want to better their literacy and 
language skills. This would give them a sense of autonomy and worth 
as they would be able to better navigate their lives in Canada. 
Bringing English lessons to the library would provide the workers 
with a chance to gain an education and enable them to achieve 
independence as well as a level of comfort in our community. This 
would also strengthen the relationship between the library and one 
of our more vulnerable communities, giving us a chance to truly 
serve everyone in town.  

o Female workers asked about library events that allowed them to just 
get out of their space and do something other than work or be within 
their confined living space. Events that are held for adults at the 
library are greatly supported and get amazing feedback. Expanding 
these fun events, such as arts and crafts, to include the migrant 
workers would also give them a chance to express themselves and 
form relationships in the community. This would go a long way in 
enriching their lives while they are in Canada, away from their loved 
ones.  

o Rotary Club Partnership in Home Countries  
 One of the many great things that the Rotary Club has to offer, 

is international coverage and a sense of community 
worldwide. Bridging the Niagara-on-the-Lake Rotary Club with 
Rotary Clubs in the home countries of some of our migrant 
workers would make an enormous difference, both for the 
employer and the worker. Having communications with Rotary 
Clubs in other countries would ensure that workers are getting 
all the valuable information they need before entering the 
country. In addition, members of Rotary Clubs in home 
countries could help the workers get ready with all the 



requirements needed before coming through the SAWP or 
TFWP programs, such as vaccinations, payments, banking 
information, and more!  

Personal Statement  
 During my time working as the Migrant Outreach Resource Assistant, I 

learned a lot about the lives of agricultural farmworkers. One of the major 
findings I noticed throughout the last five months, was how much our 
attendance made an impact on the lives of the workers. Our consistent 
presence at the HUB made workers feel safe, and over time I built trust and 
friendship with the workers. The Niagara-on-the-Lake Public Library has the 
potential to connect with a marginalized community within the town, 
which will help them feel connected and valued. As a public agency, the 
library serves the town by building community connections, and we need to 
strive to further include all members of the town by providing services that 
will enhance the quality of life of our migrant workers. 

 


