Refugees Wait In Squalor 
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Calgarian sat in Kenyan camp for three years - Zelalem Meshesha spent more than three years waiting in the squalor of the Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya, hiding from the dust storms and the sweltering 42 C heat. 
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Zelalem Meshesha, now an employment counsellor in Calgary, waited three years in a refugee camp for a visa to come to Canada. 

By day, he would line up for hours for water and raw corn. By night, he slept in dirt, under trees, dodging snake bites, beatings, and theft from locals equally desperate to eat. 

“It is a terrible, hostile environment. There is only hopelessness. Life there is not for human beings,” says Meshesha. 

“Every night, you have to be conscious, awake and watching out for thieves. Somehow you know you have to fight it, you have to find it in you to survive.” 

Growing up in Ethiopia, Meshesha ran to the camp when he was 23, hoping for a better life, a better education in Canada. 

But processing at Nairobi’s Canadian visa office, serving 18 surrounding countries covering seven million square kilometres, became an agonizingly long wait. 

Three years is actually considered a short time, Meshesha explains, granted to him only because he was eligible for a scholarship at the University of Windsor. 

He arrived in Canada in 2003, exhausted, depressed and battling severe post-traumatic stress disorder. 

But Meshesha, now an employment counsellor at Calgary Catholic Immigration Services, is still considered one of the lucky ones. 

Most applicants now wait up to five years to be processed through Nairobi, living in deplorable conditions, facing poverty, violence and sexual assault. 

According to a report released this week by the Canadian Council for Refugees, wait times have become increasingly problematic in the past five years, building on a human rights crisis that must be addressed by Canada Immigration and Citizenship, which runs the office. 

“ Processing times i n Nairobi are not only slow, they are getting slower,” says the report, entitled Nairobi: Protection Delayed, Protection Denied. 

“In 2008, half of privately sponsored refugees waited more than 40 months. Six months later, the wait time is up to 42 months. 

“One in five refugee families now waits more than 52 months.” 

The report also goes on to detail the conditions of several surrounding refugee camps, where Africans from more than a dozen surrounding countries gather, seeking to emigrate overseas. 

It tells the story of an Ethiopian single mother, living in constant fear of rape and increasingly frightened for the safety of her daughter, who is now a teenager. 

Families are often separated, with parents granted approval to emigrate, while children are left behind to wait for sponsorship and further processing. 

Processing of children in the family class at Nairobi is “particularly shocking,” the report says. At an average of 25 months, the wait is more than four times longer than the six-month global average. 

“Children need to be with their parents — Canada is falling down on its obligation under the Convention on the Rights of the Child to ensure children are reunited as quickly as possible with their parents,” the report says. 

Janet Dench, executive director of the Canadian Council for Refugees, attended meetings with federal immigration officials in Ottawa this week, hoping to alert them to the report and concerns around human rights violations. 

“The response has been that, well, things are difficult,” she says. 

“But the government needs to find a way to make this important, a priority. 

“We need to give more resources to this part of the world.” 

Danielle Norris, spokeswoman for Citizenship and Immigration Canada, says the federal government has been working on a number of strategies to reduce processing times at its Nairobi office. 

But she says many complex challenges remain. 

Since there is little infrastructure in Nairobi’s surrounding camps, communication with refugees is often difficult, and those who are finally granted interviews are often hard to find. 

Civil unrest in Kenya and surrounding areas also makes work dangerous for foreign workers. 

Still, six Canadian immigration workers have been sent to the Nairobi visa office this year to help with the backlog temporarily while the government works on other strategies. 

Norris says Citizenship and Immigration is looking closely at ways to improve processing, but no specific ideas have been put forward. 

“As the strategy is still in the early stages, no commitments have yet been made” she says. 

“Reconfiguring Canada’s network of visa offices in Africa and/or creating new positions in existing visa offices are high-cost, long-term options which the department is considering as part of a comprehensive strategy. 



“Short-to medium-term options are also being developed to begin addressing the growing inventory and processing times, as soon as possible.” 
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