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Workshop on Sponsorship in Rural and Small Communities
 

19 May 2021 // 10:00am – 12:00pm EDT 
Rapporteur: Tasha Stansbury—Graduate Fellow, University of Ottawa Refugee Hub 

 
The University of Ottawa Refugee Hub hosted the second workshop of the Research Colloquium on 
Refugee Sponsorship on 19 May 2021. The Colloquium involves a series of workshops and symposia 
held in 2021—2022 drawing upon expertise from many disciplines and around the globe, and is 
organized with partners from the University of Ottawa, the Institute for Research into Superdiversity 
(IRiS) at the University of Birmingham, the Centre for Refugee Studies at York University, and the 
University of Toronto. It is funded by the Alex Trebek Forum for Dialogue and the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council. 
 

This second workshop focused on the unique benefits and challenges of refugee sponsorship in rural 
and small communities. The workshop hosted panelists Nazik Kabalo of the Middle East & Northern 
Africa Coalition for Women Human Rights Defenders, Stacey Haugen of the University of Alberta, 
Matthieu Tardis of the French Institute of International Relations, Petra Hueck of the International 
Catholic Migration Commission, and Liam Patuzzi of the Migration Policy Institute Europe. The panel 
was moderated by Rachel McNally of Carleton University.  
 

Moderator Question: There are many understandings of what “rural” means. From your 
experience, when we talk about rural/small communities, what are we talking about?  

Ms. Haugen commented that largely, what is “rural” in Canada is what is “not urban”, and can include 
characteristics like small populations, distance from urban centres, lack of infrastructure, and aging 
populations. She noted that there is an additional geographic divide between northern and southern 
rural, which come with different characteristics, and that more distinctions can be drawn within each 
of these characteristics. Mr. Tardis reiterated the idea that what is rural is what is not urban and added 
that this definition says a lot about how we perceive these areas; identifying them as “not” something 
constitutes a negative association rather than a definition. Mr. Patuzzi noted that small and rural 
communities are not a monolithic reality, and that one cannot compare the experiences of different 
communities based on their size. In the context of resettlement and sponsorship, access to services 
becomes a major factor. Ms. Hueck added that the European classification system assigns 
denominations to regions based on inhabitants per square kilometre, and that while these smaller 
communities are increasingly linked to shrinking populations and demographic decline, many 
interesting and effective revitalization practices also come from them.  

Moderator Question: How are refugees matched with communities? Do refugees get a choice 
in the process?  

Ms. Haugen explained that in Canada, refugees have little choice. There is some consideration of 
language, medical needs, and friends and family living in Canada, but she expressed doubts on how 
much these are applied in practice. She noted that government-assisted refugees cannot be resettled 
outside of urban centres; so, while 36 Canadian cities welcomed government-assisted Syrian refugees, 
more than 350 communities overall welcomed Syrian refugees through the blended visa and 
community sponsorship program. She suggested that discussion of rural or smaller city resettlement 
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in Canada includes everything outside of those 36 urban centres. Ms. Kabalo commented that while 
refugees might be asked for information about relatives and friends, they might not be resettled 
nearby, which can create anxiety for refugees who are facing life in a new country without the support 
they may have expected to have. She said that this is one of the things that needs to be carefully 
considered in policy reforms related to the resettlement of newcomers, and that placing people where 
they already have support is important. Ms. Hueck noted differences in the European system, where 
placement policies have developed mostly through the regular asylum system and the sponsorship 
system is still developing. In the German asylum system, a mandatory distribution program places 
refugees in municipalities depending on population and GDP. In the UK, available housing is the 
main issue, which results in refugees rarely being placed in high-income areas. The practice of 
matching (without naming) is emerging more as well, which ensures that communities have the 
services required for vulnerable refugees.  

Moderator Question: What are some of the benefits, opportunities, and challenges of 
welcoming refugees in small communities?  

Ms. Kabalo stated that being placed in a small town could reduce culture shock for refugees coming 
from less developed countries, and that finding opportunities for education and learning how to drive 
could be easier in a small town. At the same time, job opportunities and transportation options are 
limited, and culture shock could occur on the other side, where small communities who have lived 
together for a long time may not be used to diverse newcomers. She said that newcomers also tend to 
want to get things done faster to move in with their lives, but it takes longer in a small community. 
Mr. Patuzzi added that even where job opportunities are available, there might be some reluctance in 
small communities to hire refugees. He said that employment is an important vehicle in learning the 
new language, and its absence can become a hindrance. However, some small communities have taken 
the experience of sponsorship as an opportunity for revitalization, mobilizing previously untapped 
community resources. Mr. Tardis noted that a lack of social housing has long been an issue in France, 
not necessarily connected with immigration, and that filling this housing gap could act as a 
revitalization opportunity for small and rural communities. He also noted that rural mayors are often 
enthusiastic to receive newcomers to maintain the operation of schools and other services and fill jobs 
left by young people leaving rural areas for larger cities. He added that cooperation between 
stakeholders is more efficient in rural than urban areas, and that stronger personal relationships in 
small communities can reduce isolation, increase employment opportunities, and ensure that refugees 
are being treated fairly by others.  

Moderator Question: Given that there are limited settlement services outside of urban areas, 
what services are needed in smaller communities? What are some positive 
examples/initiatives that have helped refugees settle better in rural communities?  

Ms. Haugen said that rural communities in Canada often mobilize well to facilitate newcomers’ access 
to services. Small communities worked well to find resources before newcomers’ arrival, leading them 
to discover that their communities were more diverse than they thought, which ultimately helped with 
the integration process. Some of the challenges of living in rural communities also ended up working 
in favour of the newcomers’ goals, for example an increased incentive to learn to drive. She noted that 
small communities also have unique ways of overcoming challenges, since they assume the 
government will not help them and they have to do things themselves; for example, one community 
addressed the lack of an English school by creating their own and running it themselves in a church 
basement. She noted that refugee families may prefer to move to rural areas if given the option, and 
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many have done so after being initially placed in an urban centre, even against the government’s 
wishes. Ms. Hueck stated that there has been new momentum to take a wider approach to migration, 
instead of working in silos, as well as a developing sensitization to newcomers’ desire to move on to 
other areas after they arrive (or secondary migration). She expressed a need for increasing initiatives 
that affect migrants but also the wider community, such as increasing social benefits, implementing a 
hospital transportation service for the elderly, and increasing investment in rural communities. Mr. 
Tardis added that in his research, some families who arrived in rural settings wanted to leave but were 
unable to due to lack of affordable housing in large cities. However, over time it became apparent that 
newcomers often have an easier time integrating in small communities, and sometimes encourage 
urban refugee families to move to their rural area. He noted that secondary migration shouldn’t be 
viewed as a failure of the resettlement system, and that there should be opportunities to organize 
sponsorship group takeovers when newcomer families want to move between regions.  

Audience Questions: There is a notion that rural areas have more conservative and anti-
immigrant attitudes. How can resettlement change the discourse? Or does it simply send 
refugees into contexts what are unfriendly or unwelcoming?  

Mr. Patuzzi said that in his research, he spoke to community authorities who readily acknowledged 
the fact that there might be tensions and took steps to mitigate that before the newcomers’ arrival, 
such as engaging with opinion leaders and trying to understand the fundamental sources of concern.  
However, once those hesitations were addressed, there was overall willingness to engage in the project. 
Direct encounters had immediate effects in discarding longstanding abstract beliefs about asylum 
seekers; opportunities for the refugees to tell their stories, such as in local newspapers or locally 
produced documentaries, increased familiarity. Ms. McNally commented that this highlights the 
importance of preparing the community before the arrival of the sponsored newcomers. Ms. Haugen 
said that some communities in her research assumed they knew nothing and that the perception of 
them was correct; this ended up serving them in building community and cultural awareness, which is 
not always possible if you assume you already know something. This was done before the arrival of 
the sponsored newcomers, so that the main issues after arrival were the language barrier, 
transportation, and housing, rather than issues of discrimination.  

Audience Question: What is the impact on sponsorship motivations in rural communities 
when refugees leave? Should we aim to get a critical mass of a particular ethnic group in a 
rural area to avoid secondary migration? Does sponsorship of relatives foster remaining?  

Ms. Haugen responded an enthusiastic “yes” to the last question and recommended bringing as many 
family members as possible to the same community. Because of the sponsorship model in Canada, 
communities are able to name and subsequently sponsor extended members of the already arrived 
family. She said that family reunification is important for the integration of refugees that already here, 
but this is not possible in sponsorship schemes that do not include naming. She also commented that 
small communities she surveyed tended to assume that the newcomers will not stay, as they are 
accustomed to people leaving. However, they ended up being pleasantly surprised, as many refugee 
families not only stayed, but convinced sponsors of some of the positive attributes of their own 
communities and spoke to other refugee families who ended up moving to those communities. Mr. 
Tardis noted that there is a lot of work to do on the role of diaspora in sponsorship. He said that one 
barrier to establishing a critical mass is reluctance of small-town mayors to accept more than two or 
three refugee families, despite the fact that communities expressed positive experiences with receiving 
refugees, even saying that they would rather have refugees settling in the community than Europeans 
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entering for seasonal work and then leaving. He noted that a limitation in his research was the lack of 
diversity of refugees that he worked with, all of whom were Syrian. More diverse refugee communities 
might present additional challenges, especially if they speak different languages from each other. 

Audience Question: Does proximity to urban centres and/or having family members in 
nearby cities affect people moving?  

Ms. McNally commented that secondary migration is largely affected by employment and social 
networks, with some people moving nearby or to larger cities and some eventually returning, and that 
some research shows that pre-arrival contact between refugees & sponsors is important in building 
relationships of trust and connections, allowing refugees to have some kind of say in their settlement 
before they even arrive. Ms. Kabalo suggested that providing information about the communities and 
language training to the sponsored refugees beforehand would help make refugees more mentally 
prepared and mitigate some of the issues that are faced on arrival, including the desire to leave smaller 
communities, as well as reduce long-term costs to the government. Mr. Patuzzi noted that in many 
existing pre departure orientation programs, refugees had been provided only general information 
about the country. Some practices included virtual cross-cultural training involving previously 
established refugees acting as mentors; however, very tailored pre-departure information sessions 
could be expensive and logistically difficult. However, Finland’s method of explaining key differences 
between urban and rural communities could be useful.  

Audience Question: What capacity building efforts were offered to sponsors, and was it 
adequate? What additional training would help them be effective sponsors?  

Ms. Haugen said the largest issue she had seen was that the main training sessions and resources 
offered by the government did not speak to rural contexts (for example, telling them to teach refugees 
how to take the bus). Requests for support from government services were often denied because the 
requests were not from within the region of newcomer centres, which were located exclusively in large 
cities. Access to resources remained restricted by location as services moved to virtual delivery during 
the pandemic. While some provinces have mobile resettlement services, or services that serve regions 
instead of specific communities and cities, the assumption by the government that there are no 
refugees in rural areas necessitated some informality and blurred lines in service provision in order to 
help rural sponsorship groups.  

Moderator Question: What are some key takeaways from this session?  

Ms. Hueck commented on the opportunity for more positive narratives of living outside of larger 
cities. Ms. Kabalo noted that the common thread between experiences in Europe and Canada is due 
in part to the common challenges faced by refugees, and that engaging refugees in these discussions 
will be beneficial in bringing in new mechanisms to make resettlement less challenging in smaller 
communities.  Ms. Haugen said that there are too many status quo assumptions within resettlement 
policies, particularly regarding where refugees want to be, and which communities can receive them. 
Mr. Patuzzi said that more detailed evaluations of experiences in small communities, as well as more 
government initiative and funding to small communities, is necessary. Finally. Mr. Tardis stated that 
while more engagement with refugees is needed in research on sponsorship, existing research shows 
that receiving refugees changes a lot for communities.  


