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ORIGIN 
 
On November 24, 2015, Halifax Regional Council approved a motion endorsing the proposed activities of 
the Halifax Regional Municipality in support of refugee resettlement and settlement as outlined in the 
“Settlement Support - Municipal Response” and “Resettlement Support – Municipal Response” sections of 
the September 15, 2015 staff report. 
 
On March 8, 2016, Halifax Regional Council approved a motion for a comprehensive Recreation Fee Study 
to be undertaken.  
 
On June 21, 2016, Halifax Regional Council adopted By-law U-100, the User Charges By-law. 
 
On March 23, 2017, the Community Planning & Economic Development Standing Committee requested:  
A staff report regarding the possible extension of the “Welcomed in Halifax” program currently offered for 
refugees to individuals with Refugee Protection Claimant documents and to other refugee claimants as 
outlined in the letter from North Star Law and the Halifax Refugee Clinic dated March 16, 2017. 
 
 
LEGISLATIVE AUTHORITY 
 
Section 102 of the Halifax Regional Municipality Charter (“Charter”) states “Subject to the approval of the 
Board for those services that are subject to the Public Utilities Act, the Council may, by by-law, prescribe 
charges for the provision of services for persons who use or benefit from the service, on a basis to be set 
out in the by-law.” 
 
By-law U-100, the User Charges By-law. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that the Community Planning & Economic Development Standing Committee: 
 

1. Recommend that Halifax Regional Council direct staff to: 
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(i) Draft amendments to By-law U-100, the User Charges Bylaw, to permit the waiver of transit 
fees for up to one year for asylum seekers and claimants with rejected claims and return 
to Council at a later date with such amendments for further consideration; and 

(ii) Provide for the waiver of recreation fees for up to one year for asylum seekers and 
claimants with rejected claims within the Recreation Fee Study project.  

 
2. Forward the Private and Confidential Information Report dated October 17, 2017 to Regional 

Council for their information. 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
On November 24, 2015, Halifax Regional Council approved and adopted the twelve measures proposed in 
the report “Support for Refugees” to facilitate successful refugee settlement efforts in the municipality. 
Among the measures adopted by Regional Council was provision of temporary bus passes and free access 
to HRM recreation programming to all refugees during their first year of settlement. Similarly, it was 
recommended to work with Multi-District and Community facilities with whom HRM has agreements to 
encourage them to do the same. 
 
In consultation with Halifax Transit and Parks and Recreation, the “Welcomed in Halifax” (WIH) program 
was adopted. The program consists of a “WIH card” given to all refugees arriving in Halifax after November 
24, 2015. With the WIH card, users can access public transportation and any HRM owned and operated 
recreation facility and/or program free of cost. All Government Assisted Refugees (GARs), Privately 
Sponsored Refugees (PSRs), Blended Visa Office-Referred Refugees (BVORs) and Protected Persons 
over the age of five are eligible to obtain the WIH card. 
 
Other institutions wanting to support refugee settlement have partnered with HRM to offer free services and 
access to their facilities. Currently, the Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, the Maritime Museum 
of the Atlantic and the Museum of Natural History are offering free admission to WIH card holders. 
 
The main purpose of Welcomed in Halifax is to alleviate some of the barriers that refugees face to integrate 
and settle. During their first year, most refugees live on public or private assistance. These newcomers are 
likely to undergo financial hardships that prevent them from accessing services and programs. This barrier 
is further amplified in the case of large families. 
 
Free access to public transportation and recreation can help alleviate some barriers and enable newcomers 
to create faster connections to the community. Given that new immigrants are much more likely to commute 
by public transit than their Canadian born counterparts, the free use of public transportation can further 
ensure that newcomers can access services and programs for which they are eligible, such as health care 
or social services, career counselling, language training, and other support networks. While public transit 
is often recognized as a greater immediate need, free access to recreation services is meant to facilitate 
social integration and to foster a greater sense of belonging in the community. 
 
Section 4(1) of By-law U-100, the User Charges By-law, permits Council, by resolution, or the CAO (or 
Director of Halifax Transit as delegate of the CAO) to waive user charges under the Halifax Transit User 

Charges Schedule for up to one year for a refugee under the settlement support program. Amendments 
to By-law U-100 are required to waive user charges for up to one year for asylum seekers and claimants 

with rejected claims. 
 
Parks and Recreation staff are currently completing the Recreation Fee Study directed by Council on March 
16, 2016. A waiver of recreation fees for up to one year for asylum seekers and claimants with rejected 
claims can be addressed within the Recreation Fee Study project. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
The “Welcomed in Halifax” program 
HRM has received almost 1,600 refugees since the approval of Welcomed in Halifax. This is more than five 
times the number of refugees the municipality received on a yearly basis between 2004 and 2015, which 
typically ranged between 120 and 250 refugees. WIH cards have been issued to cover all refugees who 
have arrived after November 24, 2015. 
 
WIH cards have been distributed through a partnership between HRM, the Halifax Local Immigration 
Partnership (LIP), and the Immigrant Services Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS). ISANS receives all 
GARs and BVORs as well as most of PSRs in the Province. The Halifax LIP liaises between the municipality 
and ISANS. ISANS, in turn, acts as the liaison between all Settlement Agreement Holders.  
 
Refugees and Asylum-Seekers/Refugee Claimants 
 
According to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), an asylum-seeker 
is a person whose request for sanctuary has yet to be processed. Asylum-seekers flee their countries of 
origin fearing persecution and apply for refugee status once after they have landed in their potential host 
country. Under the In-Canada Asylum program, Canada offers protection to persons fleeing their home 
countries fearing persecution, undue hardship, torture or death due to race, religion, nationality, political 
opinion or membership in a particular social group. Asylum-seekers are also known as refugee claimants. 
 
Refugees, unlike asylum-seekers, apply for refugee status abroad under the Refugee and Humanitarian 
Resettlement program, often from within refugee camps. Asylum-seekers live under a temporary status in 
their potential host country as they wait for the decision of their refugee protection hearing. On average, the 
wait time in Canada for a hearing to be scheduled is two months. Delays are not uncommon, and can 
indefinitely extend the waiting time. 
 
If a claim is accepted, the asylum-seeker/claimant becomes a Protected Person and is eligible to apply for 
Permanent Resident status. The application process for permanent residence may take between one and 
two years. In the meantime, the Protected Person is still under a temporary status. Estimates from the 
Halifax Refugee Clinic and North Star Immigration Law (2015) indicate that less than 200 out of 
approximately 16,900 claims in Canada were made in Nova Scotia. 
 
Asylum-seekers/claimants who have had their claim rejected are subject to lengthy processes of appeals 
and/or judicial reviews. These processes often take anywhere between two to four years, sometimes longer. 
According to the Halifax Refugee Clinic, there are a number of refugee claimants with failed claims residing 
in Halifax but, due to the abovementioned challenges, it is hard to accurately determine that number. 
 
When arriving in Canada, refugees selected under the Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement program 
have already been granted permanent resident status and are eligible for all federal and provincial funded 
settlement programs and services. However, asylum-seekers live under a conditional status that precludes 
them from accessing services, such as federally or provincially funded settlement programs (i.e. EAL 
classes or employment counselling) as well as important provincial services like health care or public 
housing. 
 
Due to the many barriers that asylum-seekers face, they must rely on informal networks to make ends meet 
and to receive necessary attention, services or training. In Halifax, the only organization supporting asylum-
seekers is the Halifax Refugee Clinic (HRC). The HRC offers legal counseling and representation to 
individuals who would not otherwise have the means to receive professional legal aid. However, the HRC 
has also sought resources, as well as pro bono services and donations made in good faith, to provide some 
additional support to their clients. 
 
HRM’s residents have overwhelmingly responded to support the efforts to help newly arrived refugees 
integrate successfully in the municipality. Private Sponsorship Groups continue to bring families from at risk 
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countries. This demonstrates both the willingness and the readiness of the local population to support these 
vulnerable persons. 
 
The “Welcomed in Halifax” program has been unique in Canada, combining support for refugees with an 
immediate need (public transportation) and the need to create a sense of belonging in the community 
(access to recreation services). By extending the Welcomed In Halifax program to asylum-seekers/refugee 
claimants, the municipality can take a leading role in investing in the future of an often neglected, and highly 
vulnerable, population.  
 
 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
Extension of the “Welcomed in Halifax” program to asylum-seekers and claimants with failed claims can be 
implemented within existing budgets. It is expected that the number of requests would be approximately 20 
per year.  Should the number of asylum-seekers and/or claimants with rejected claims be significantly 
higher than this, staff will return to Council for further direction. 
 
Halifax Transit has been covering the costs of production of the WIH cards and decals. Transit’s estimated 
cost in potential lost revenue for each individual using the card is calculated at $85 per month, assuming 
that a pass is used 50 times a month with an average fare of $1.70 per ride. The annual cost in lost revenue 
for an estimated 20 asylum seekers would be approximately $1,700. 
 
The potential loss of revenue for Recreation Programing for the period of March 2016 to April 2017 totalled 
$38,269.23. This figure represents the total cost of the recreation fees waived for refugees, including 
membership fees and program fees.  Based on the usage assumption of $100 of programs per individual, 
the annual cost in lost revenue for an estimated 20 asylum seekers would be approximately $2,000. 
 
The Multi-District Facilities also support WIH cards. The Canada Games Centre has issued approximately 
5,200 day passes with the WIH card, representing approximately $35,000 in potential annual lost revenue; 
and the Dartmouth Sportsplex issued 9 memberships and 624 passes for a potential  annual lost revenue 
of $14,700. These figures assume that 100% of people eligible for the WIH program would have used these 
services. 
 
The Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic and the Museum of 
Natural History each affirmed that there is no lost revenue associated with the program. The museums 
expressed that the WIH cards are helping in reaching out to a population that would not typically access 
their facilities within their first year in Halifax. 
 
 
RISK CONSIDERATION 
 
There are no significant risks associated with the recommendations in this Report. 
 
 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
 
Consultation and advice was obtained through conversations with the Halifax Refugee Clinic and with 
North Star Immigration Law. 
 
The Canada Games Centre, the Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, the Maritime Museum of the 
Atlantic and the Museum of Natural History have been consulted and have expressed their interest in 
extending the program to asylum-seekers and claimants with rejected claims. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
There are no environmental implications to the activities described in the report. 
 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
The Community Planning and Economic Development Standing Committee could recommend that Halifax 
Regional Council refuse to extend the “Welcomed in Halifax” program to cover asylum-seekers and 
claimants with rejected claims. 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS 
 

1. Email to Councillor Mason from Halifax Refugee Clinic and North Star Immigration Law 
 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 
A copy of this report can be obtained online at halifax.ca or by contacting the Office of the Municipal Clerk 
at 902.490.4210.  
 
Report Prepared by: Tracey Jones-Grant, Manager Diversity and Inclusion  902.490.3677 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 










