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Canadian Meat Processors Call for Temporary
Foreign Workers
John Cotter, The Canadian Press
EDMONTON - Canada's meat industry says controversy over the temporary foreign
worker program has made it increasingly difficult for processing plants to hire
enough staff to remain competitive.
There are concerns that changes to the federal program the industry expects the
government to roll out in the coming weeks won't help it fill hundreds of vacant
jobs.
"We do feel that we are going to have a severe critical labour shortage. It is
happening already," Ron Davidson, a spokesman for the Canadian Meat Council,
said Tuesday from Ottawa.
"It has been getting worse for the last year and we fear that the new changes will
be blanket changes to the program, and that it will be very difficult for
our meat plants to remain sustainable."
Davidson said the labour shortage became more of a challenge last year after
problems with the program in the mining and banking sectors made national
headlines. The government responded by tightening the rules.
He said it has become more difficult since then for companies to get applications to
hire foreign workers at beef or pork slaughter plants approved by Ottawa.
"The government introduced new requirements that have made it increasingly
progressively difficult to get approvals. We are not now getting the numbers of
workers that we require to supplement the Canadian workforce."
In recent months, applications for the program are being refused, he said.
Davidson said despite aggressive recruiting, the meat industry can't find enough
Canadians to work in slaughter plants.
The Canadian Cattlemen's Association said the labour shortage is
affecting Canada's two main beef plants in southern Alberta.
Association spokesman John Masswohl said Cargill Canada's plant in High River and
the JBS Canada plant in Brooks are short hundreds of workers.
Masswohl said there is concern federal government changes to the program might
not recognize a legitimate need for temporary foreign workers in the livestock and
meat-processing sectors.
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The government has been lying low due to negative reports in the media and hasn't
given the industry a clear sense of its planned reforms, he said.
"They are kind of in this hunkered-down mentality. We just want to make sure that
they don't overcompensate and throw the baby out with the bathwater."
Masswohl suggested that without enough foreign workers, companies will have to
export more live cattle to the United States.
Cargill said its High River plant is exceptionally strained when it comes to labour
and must hire foreign workers to round out its production teams.
"Without this program and access to labour, we would not be able to keep our
facility in High River operating competitively," Brigitte Burgoyne, a Cargill
spokeswoman, wrote in an email.
"Without a full labour force we cannot maximize value of cattle being processed or
the efficiency of our plant operations."
Burgoyne said when Cargill hires temporary foreign workers, it is with an eye
toward them becoming permanent Canadian residents. More than 90 per cent of
the foreign workers it has hired have made this transition, she said.
Cargill said it works closely with the United Food and Commercial Workers union on
its program. All workers receive the same pay and benefits.
Officials with Employment and Social Development Canada were not available for
comment.
Earlier this year, Employment Minister Jason Kenney placed a temporary ban on
hiring temporary foreign workers in the food service industry following allegations of
abuse by some employers.
The government has said that reforms are coming that will ensure that Canadians
are always first in line for available jobs.
The number of temporary foreign workers has ballooned under the federal
Conservatives to as many as 338,000 working in the country now from about
100,000 people in 2002.
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