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Keeping tabs on immigrants:  a discriminatory breach of confidentiality

Nicole Filion, President of the Ligue des droits et libertés

Madeleine Parent, union activist and member of the Ligue des droits et libertés

Quebec’s Minister of Immigration and Cultural Communities, Lise Thériault, still thinks it’s a good idea to require community organizations to provide her Ministry with identifying information about immigrants who use their services within the framework of the Programme d’accompagnement des nouveaux arrivants [new arrivals support program].  This requirement entails a breach of confidentiality, one of the cornerstones of a relationship of trust between the organizations and their clients, and constitutes a discriminatory measure that specifically targets immigrants.

It is especially troubling that community organizations that have refused to comply with requests from the Ministry of Immigration and Cultural Communities for confidential information have been pressured by the Ministry, which has brandished the possibility of reducing their already inadequate grants.  And yet, in its 2001 policy, the Quebec government made a commitment to respect the independence of community organizations in the performance of their various social roles.

Respect for confidentiality is an ethical and professional principle that is at the heart of the relationship of trust established between new arrivals and the community organizations that support their integration.  To require such organizations to ask their immigrant clients for permission to transmit their names and dates of birth to the Ministry would trigger suspicion in many of them.  Many of them already feel stigmatized, and have experienced what authoritarian governments can inflict.

This approach is in complete contradiction with the very mission of the Ministry, which is to promote a society open to pluralism and conducive to intercultural rapprochement.  Moreover, it resembles the measures for control and surveillance of the citizenry, adopted under cover of the war on terrorism, that have led to the  racial profiling that victimizes certain groups in particular, including the Arab and Muslim communities.

Ms Thériault and her Ministry are trying, vainly, to justify this approach by invoking on the one hand the lofty objective of a fuller understanding of immigrants’ progress, so that their integration can be better assured, and on the other hand that of determining whether public money is being well spent and whether some people are receiving the same services from more than one organization.  Are we supposed to understand from this that people who appeal to these organizations abuse their services, when those services are so clearly insufficient?

Community groups already provide to the Ministry, and have done for some years, a quantity of non-identifying statistics on the people who use their services, without in any way breaching confidentiality.  If the Ministry really wants to give immigrants better support, it should instead provide more ample financial resources to these organizations, which are often working close to the edge, and show some respect for their expertise and their independence.
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