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Background to Canada’s first 
national internment operations

Historical context

Roughly 2.5 million newcomers arrived in Canada 
between 1896 and 1911. A significant proportion 
of new immigrants came from Eastern Europe, 
and of these, the largest number was Ukrainian. 
These immigrants were actively recruited by 
the Canadian government, which was in search 
of workers to feed its growing resource and 
agricultural sectors. Like other immigrants, these 
newcomers faced many hardships and struggles in 
what was often an unwelcoming land. However, 
the outbreak of World War I profoundly altered 
their lives in ways they could not have imagined 
when they left their homeland in search of a better 
life in Canada.

Details about World War I internment

Having emigrated from territories under the 
control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, one of 
Canada’s enemies during World War I, immigrants 
from Europe and Asia Minor came under 
increasing suspicion. Wartime fears and anxieties 
led to an increase in xenophobia (intense dislike or 
fear of people from other countries). The passage 
of the War Measures Act (a law used in times of 
emergency) provided the legal basis for the federal 
government to deny basic rights to Canadians. 
This resulted in the internment of 8,579 Canadians 
labeled as enemy aliens. Over 5,000 were 
Ukrainians. In addition, 80,000 individuals were 
required to register as enemy aliens and to report 

“Fire alarm,” Cave and Basin, Banff National Park. 
Source: Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, Buck Collection (V295-LC-40), whyte.org



to local authorities on a regular basis. The affected 
communities include Ukrainians, Bulgarians, 
Croatians, Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Italians, 
Jews, various people from the Ottoman Empire, 
Polish, Romanians, Russians, Serbians, Slovaks, 
Slovenes, among others of which most were 
Ukrainians and most were civilians.

Referred to as Canada’s first national internment 
operations, the period between 1914 and 1920 
saw members of affected communities separated, 
their property confiscated and sold and thousands 
of men sent to internment camps to do years of 
forced labour in Canada’s wilderness. These in-
ternees were subjected to harsh living and working 
conditions, and they were used to develop Cana-
dian infrastructure as forced labourers. They were 
used to develop Banff National Park, experimental 
farms in northern Ontario and Quebec, steel mills 
in Ontario and Nova Scotia, and they toiled in 
the mines in British Columbia, Ontario and Nova 
Scotia. These development programs benefited 
Canadian corporations to such a degree that the 
internment was carried on for two years after the 
end of World War I.

To this date, it is unclear what the driving force for 
the internment was. Some have argued that it was 
due to “war fever” and the resulting wartime fear 
of people from other countries and cultures. Others 
point to the economic benefits of a forced labour 
system that provided companies with abundant 
cheap labour.

Significance of World War I internment

Internment during the World War I era is an 
example of legally sanctioned injustice, where 
the civil rights of targeted Canadians are denied 
without just cause, and entire communities 
are subjected to indignity, abuse and untold 
suffering. The War Measures Act, which was first 
implemented during World War I, provided the 
legal justification for the internment, and was also 
used as the basis for interning Japanese Canadians 
and others during World War II. World War I 
internment exposed many of the anti-immigrant 
feelings of the general population of the day. 
Internment marked the beginning of a traumatic 
period in the affected communities, one that would 
leave deep scars long after the last internment 
camp was closed. 
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Response to Canada’s first 
national internment operations

The movement for redress and early 
government responses

Beginning in 1985, Canada’s Ukrainian 
community sought official acknowledgement 
(recognition) and redress (to make up for past 
wrongs) for Canada’s first national internment 
operations from 1914-1920. This led to the 
development of a campaign that focused on the 
government’s moral, legal and political duty to 
redress the historical wrong. Dr. Lubomyr Luciuk, 
a leading member of the Ukrainian Canadian Civil 
Liberties Association stated:

Yet the community’s campaign for 
acknowledgement and redress has not, unlike 
that of our fellow Japanese Canadians, 
achieved all of its goals, despite ten years 
of effort. In large measure this is because 
those officials responsible for dealing with 
the Ukrainian-Canadian community’s claims 
(and those of other communities which have 
brought forward redress issues) have quite 

deliberately and systematically attempted 
to dismiss and delay any resolution of the 
Ukrainian-Canadian case. They have reacted 
only when community-based initiatives 
have forced their hand… or when, in the 
weeks just before the fall 1988 and fall 1993 
federal elections, their political masters felt 
some need to placate [to make less angry or 
hostile] a Ukrainian-Canadian constituency 
numbering over one million people. 
Otherwise the Ukrainian-Canadian redress 
issue has all but been ignored. Ottawa has 
used what might be referred to as a “wait 
and hope they go away” strategy, in no 
way different from the one earlier deployed 
against the NJAC [National Association of 
Japanese Canadians].

Government recognition and the redress 
agreement

The efforts of those involved in the redress 
movement were realized on November 
25, 2005, when Conservative Member of 
Parliament Inky Mark’s Private Member’s 
Bill C-331, Internment of Persons of 
Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act, was 
passed. While there was no official 
government apology, this act acknowledges 
that persons of Ukrainian origin were interned 
in Canada during World War I. Also, it 
legally required the government of Canada 
to take action to recognize the internment 
and provide funding for educational and 
commemorative (to remember and honour) 
projects. 

On May 9, 2008, the Canadian government 
established a $10 million fund. The Endowment 

On 9 May 2008, the Secretary of State for Multiculturalism, the 
Honourable Jason Kenney, MP, and the President of the Ukrainian 
Canadian Foundation of Taras Shevchenko, Andrew Hladyshevsky, Q.C. 
signed the endowment agreement on behalf of the Ukrainian Canadian 
community at Stanley Barracks, a former internee receiving station. The 
agreement was witnessed by Professor Lubomyr Luciuk, Chair, Ukrainian 
Canadian Civil Liberties Association and Paul Grod, LLB, President, 
Ukrainian Canadian Congress.
Photo from left to right: Dr. Lubomyr Luciuk, Hon. Jason Kenney, Mr. 
Andrew Hladyshevsky Q.C. and Mr. Paul Grod.
Source: Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund



Council of the Canadian First World War 
Internment Recognition Fund uses the interest 
earned on that amount to fund projects that 
commemorate the experience of the thousands 
who were interned between 1914–20. The funds 
are used to support educational and cultural 
activities that keep alive the memory of those 
who suffered during Canada’s first national 
internment operations. The endowment fund is 
the result of 20 years of hard work by a small 
group of dedicated and determined members of the 
Ukrainian community. There were many stops and 
starts along the way, but these committed activists 
continued their struggle to right an historical 
injustice committed by the Canadian government.

Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

After the House of Commons and Canadian Senate 
passed Bill C-331, Internment of Persons of 
Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act, spokespersons 
for the Ukrainian Canadian community stated,

This represents a good will gesture and a 
very important step in securing recognition 
and reconciliation (to restore good relations) 
for the wrongs done to Ukrainians and other 
Europeans during this country’s first national 
internment operations of 1914–1920, when 
thousands of men, women and children were 
needlessly imprisoned as “enemy aliens,” had 
their wealth confiscated, were forced to do 
heavy labour, disenfranchised and subjected 
to other State-sanctioned censures.1

Speaking of those who endured the internment, 
Dr. Luciuk, then Director of Research, Ukrainian 
Canadian Civil Liberties Association said, 

We did not break [lose] faith. A score of years 
ago our community began to recover the 
memory of what it had endured—a “national 
humiliation,” as an editorial writer described 
our disenfranchisement [loss of rights] in 
Canada’s oldest newspaper, Kingston’s Daily 
British Whig—one that sooner or later would 
have to be atoned [to repair or make up for] 
for. That time for atonement begins here, 
today, in Regina, with the first steps we now 
take forward together, having signed this 
agreement in principle that puts us on the 
path to securing an acknowledgement of an 
historic injustice, and so heralds [opens] the 
way toward reconciliation and a healing. And 
it does more, for it signals to all that, forever 
more, we are no longer “in fear of the barbed 
wire fence,” and never again will be.2

However, despite the progress, spokespersons for 
the Ukrainian Canadian Congress felt there was 
more to be done: 

We look forward to the next step in the 
fall where we anticipate concluding 
a final agreement that will provide a 
proper acknowledgement and a series of 
commemorative, educational and community 
building initiatives.3
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1 Andrew Hladyshevsky, Paul Grod, and Lubomyr Luciuk, “Ukrainian Canadian leaders hail agreement.” The Ukrainian Weekly, No. 36.  
September 4, 2005, p. 4.

2 Lubomyr Luciuk, Without Just Cause: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914–1920. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 
2006.

3 Andrew Hladyshevsky, Paul Grod, and Lubomyr Luciuk, “Ukrainian Canadian leaders hail agreement.” The Ukrainian Weekly, No 36.  
September 4, 2005, p. 4.



The following is a transcript of Bill C-331, Internment of Persons of Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act, 
assented to on November 25, 2005.

Internment of Persons of Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act

An Act to acknowledge that persons of Ukrainian origin were interned in Canada during the First World War and to 
provide for recognition of this event

Preamble

WHEREAS, during the First World War, persons of Ukrainian origin were interned in Canada under the authority of 
an Act of Parliament;

WHEREAS Parliament wishes to express its deep sorrow for those events;

AND WHEREAS Parliament acknowledges that those events are deserving of recognition through public education 
and the promotion of the shared values of multiculturalism, inclusion and mutual respect;

NOW, THEREFORE, Her Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of the Senate and House of Commons of 
Canada, enacts as follows:

Short title 1. This Act may be cited as the Internment of Persons of Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act.
Negotiations 2. The Government of Canada shall undertake negotiations with the Ukrainian Canadian 

Congress, the Ukrainian Canadian Civil Liberties Association and the Ukrainian Canadian 
Foundation of Taras Shevchenko towards an agreement concerning measures that may 
be taken to recognize the internment of persons of Ukrainian origin in Canada during the 
First World War. 

Objective 2.1 The measures shall have as their objective a better public understanding of
(a) the consequences of ethnic, religious or racial intolerance and discrimination; and
(b) the important role of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms in the respect and 

promotion of the values it reflects and the rights and freedoms it guarantees.
Commemorative 2.2 The measures may include the installation of commemorative plaques at certain
plaques  places where persons of Ukrainian origin were interned in Canada during the
  First World War.
Public education 3. The measures may also include the following public education measures:
measures (a) the exhibition of information concerning internment camps and the contribution made 

 by persons of Ukrainian origin to the development of Canada; and
 (b) the preparation of related educational materials.
Commemorative 4. The Government of Canada and the Ukrainian Canadian Congress, the Ukrainian
postage stamps  Canadian Civil Liberties Association and the Ukrainian Canadian Foundation of Taras 

Shevchenko may request the Canada Post Corporation to issue a commemorative stamp or 
set of stamps.

Other 5. The Government of Canada and the Ukrainian Canadian Congress, the Ukrainian
commemorative   Canadian Civil Liberties Association and the Ukrainian Canadian Foundation of Taras
measures  Shevchenko may consider any other measure that promotes the objective described in 

section 2.1.
Interpretation 6. Negotiations undertaken pursuant to section 2 shall not be interpreted as constituting an 

admission by Her Majesty in right of Canada of the existence of any legal obligation of 
Her Majesty in right of Canada to any person.
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Background to 
Chinese head tax

Historical context 

The first large influx of Chinese immigrants 
to Canada originated in San Francisco. These 
immigrants came north to the Fraser River valley 
in British Columbia in 1858, following the gold 
rush. In the 1860s, many moved on to prospect for 
gold in the Cariboo Mountains in the interior of 
BC. The next large migration took place when the 
Canadian government allowed Chinese workers 
to immigrate to Canada in order to work building 
the Canadian Pacific Railway. Many were brought 
directly to Canada from China. These workers 
were expected to work longer hours for lower 
wages than their non-Chinese counterparts. From 
1880 to 1885 about 17,000 Chinese labourers 
helped build the most difficult and dangerous 
British Columbia section of the railway, resulting 
in many deaths. In spite of their contributions, 
there was a great deal of prejudice against the 

Chinese. Some Canadian workers began to 
believe that the Chinese immigrant workers were 
a threat to their jobs and began to pressure the 
Canadian government to restrict further Chinese 
immigration.

Details about the head tax

When the railway was finished and cheap labour 
in large numbers was no longer needed, there was 
a backlash (negative reaction) from unionized 
workers and some politicians against the Chinese. 
In response, the Canadian federal government 
passed the Chinese Immigration Act in 1885. It 
imposed a tax of $50 on each Chinese person 
wishing to immigrate in the hopes of discouraging 
them from entering Canada. In 1900, the head tax 
was increased to $100. In 1903, the head tax rose 
to $500, which was equal to two years’ pay.

During World War I, more Chinese workers were  
needed in Canada, resulting in an increase in 
Chinese immigration. After the war ended there 
was a backlash towards the Chinese from soldiers 
returning from the war looking for jobs. Also, 
many Canadians disliked the fact that the Chinese 
had begun to own land and farms.

Significance of the head tax

According to a United Nations report, between 
1885 and 1923, the Canadian government 
collected approximately $23 million through the 
head tax, which amounts to an estimated $1.2 
billion in 21st century dollars. This represented a 
large source of revenue for the British Columbia 
and federal governments over a four-decade 
period. The tax was applied only to the Chinese, 
causing financial difficulties for many new 
immigrants. 

Cartoon published in the April 26, 1879 Canadian Illustrated News showing 
Amor de Cosmos, a journalist and politician (who served as the second 
premier of British Columbia) and a Chinese immigrant. 
Source: Charles Hou and Cynthia Hou, Great Canadian Political Cartoons, 
1820 to 1914,   (Toronto, ON: Moody’s Lookout Press, 1997), p. 35.



The tax on Chinese Canadians exposed deep-
seated anti-Asian feelings in Canada in general, 
and in British Columbia in particular. The head tax 
reinforced the outsider status of the Chinese and 
created great financial obstacles that led to many 
hardships for new immigrant families. The head 

tax reflects a deliberate policy of the Canadian 
government to keep out a group of immigrants 
based on their race and country of origin. As such, 
it is an example of a legally sanctioned injustice 
that unfairly targeted a group of Canadians.

© 2015 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Head tax certificate for Lee Don, 1918. 
Source: Vancouver Public Library VPL 30625.
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Response to 
Chinese head tax

The movement for redress and early 
government responses

The movement to redress (to make up for past 
injustices) the wrongs committed against the 
Chinese can be traced back to 1984.Vancouver 
Member of Parliament (MP) Margaret Mitchell 
raised the issue in the House of Commons of 
repaying the Chinese head tax to two people who 
lived in her riding. This encouraged 4,000 other 
head tax payers and their family members to seek 
representation by the Chinese Canadian National 
Council (CCNC), an organization that advocates 
for Chinese Canadians in their struggle to obtain 
redress from the Canadian government. 

In 1993 Conservative Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney offered individual medallions, a 
museum wing, and other measures to many other 
communities seeking redress for past wrongs. 
Chinese Canadian national groups felt this was 
inadequate and rejected the prime minister’s 
offering outright. The same year, Jean Chrétien 
replaced Mulroney as prime minister, but his new 

Liberal government did not provide an apology or 
redress. However, the CCNC and its supporters did 
not end their struggle. They even raised the issue 
at the United Nations Human Rights Commission 
and eventually took the issue to court. They argued 
that the federal government should not profit from 
racism and that under the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms and international human 
rights law it had a responsibility to redress this 
historical injustice.

In 1988, the apology and compensation for the 
internment of Japanese Canadians during World 
War II set the stage for redressing other racially 
motivated policies. By the time Paul Martin was 
appointed prime minister in 2003, it had become 
clear that there were perhaps only a few dozen 
surviving Chinese head tax payers still alive and 
likely only a few hundred spouses or widows. As 
a result, several national events were organized to 
strengthen the redress campaign. For example, in 
2005, Gim Wong, the 82-year-old son of two head 
tax payers and a World War II veteran, conducted 
a cross-country “Ride for Redress” on his Harley 
Davidson motorcycle.

Government apology and redress agreement

It wasn’t until 121 years after the first head tax was 
placed on Chinese entering Canada that Canada 
officially recognized this historical wrongdoing. 
With intense pressure and perseverance from 
Chinese Canadian community organizations and 
individuals (the first Chinese Canadian filed a 
claim in 1983 to have the amount of the head tax 
returned to him), a settlement was finally reached 
in 2006.

Head tax survivors and their spouses show their certificates during the 
struggle to obtain redress.
Source: John Bonnar, “New book details experiences of Chinese Head Tax 
families,” Rabble, September 27, 2012.



On June 22, 2006 Stephen Harper, prime 
minister of Canada, offered an apology and 
compensation for the head tax paid by Chinese 
immigrants. Survivors or their spouses were paid 
approximately $20,000 in compensation. As of 
2013, $16-million in compensation payments had 
been made. In 2008, the government of Canada 
devoted five million dollars to Chinese Canadian 
projects aimed at educating Canadians about 
discriminatory immigration restrictions applied in 
Canada.

Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

There have been mixed reactions to the redress 
agreement among Chinese Canadian. Some 
say the fight for redress is over while others 
say the compensation is not enough, given the 
suffering caused by the head tax. Some members 
of the community say the payments are not true 
compensation.

Colleen Hua, national president of the CCNC, said 
in a news release:

This is a restorative [healing] moment for the 
Chinese Canadian community as we begin 
a genuine process of reconciliation [bring 
back friendly relations] with the Canadian 
government.1

An 88-year-old head tax payer, James Pon, 

expressed his satisfaction:

I am grateful that I lived to see this day after 
so many years of trying to get the Canadian 
government to say “sorry.”

Others in the community said the apology and 
settlement were not enough. This is revealed in 
the following excerpts from the Globe and Mail, 
published on Wednesday, June 30, 2010.

Canada’s apology to the Chinese community 
for the head tax from 1885 to 1923 was not 
enough, say descendants of those who paid 
the tax. 

Ottawa said sorry to the Chinese community 
four years ago and gave $20,000 to those who 
had paid the head tax or to their surviving 
spouse. 

But members of the Head Tax Families 
Society of Canada say the federal government 
excluded thousands of Chinese families who 
were affected by the historic injustices and 
Ottawa should rethink its approach to redress. 

 . . . The federal government acknowledged 
less than 1% of families who had paid the 
head tax, he said. Payments were made to 
about 800 people although more than 82,000 
Chinese immigrants paid the tax from 1885 to 
1923.2

Victor Wong, executive director of the 
Chinese Canadian National Council said:

For an apology to be meaningful, it needs to 
include the children of head tax payers.  

In 2013 Jason Kenney, Minister for Citizenship, 
Immigration and Multiculturalism, celebrated the 
end of the five-year educational project. It was 
later revealed that $500,000 of the $5 million 
destined for Chinese Canadian projects had not 
been spent. However, the Canadian government 
took back the unspent money despite claims from 
Chinese Canadians that this was unfair.3
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Prime Minister Stephen Harper delivers an apology for the head tax in the 
House of Commons.
Source: Office of the Prime Minister, Government of Canada.



Transcript of the official government apology

Address by Prime Minister Stephen Harper of Canada on the Chinese Head Tax Redress

Ottawa, 22 June 2006 

Mr. Speaker, I rise today to formally turn the page on an unfortunate period in Canada’s past.  

One during which a group of people—who only sought to build a better life—was repeatedly and deliberately 
singled out for unjust treatment.  

I speak, of course, of the head tax that was imposed on Chinese immigrants to this country, as well as the other 
restrictive measures that followed.

The Canada we know today would not exist were it not for the efforts of the Chinese labourers who began to 
arrive in the mid-nineteenth century.  

Almost exclusively young men, these immigrants made the difficult decision to leave their families behind in 
order to pursue opportunities in a country halfway around the world they called “gold mountain.”  

Beginning in 1881, over 15,000 of these Chinese pioneers became involved in the most important nation-
building enterprise in Canadian history—the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway.  

From the shores of the St. Lawrence, across the seemingly endless expanses of shield and prairie, climbing the 
majestic Rockies, and cutting through the rugged terrain of British Columbia, this transcontinental link was the 
ribbon of steel that bound our fledgling country together.  

It was an engineering feat—one for which the back-breaking toil of Chinese labourers was largely 
responsible—that was instrumental to the settlement of the West and the subsequent development of the 
Canadian economy.  

The conditions under which these men worked were at best harsh, and at times impossible: tragically, some one 
thousand Chinese labourers died building the CPR.

But in spite of it all, these Chinese immigrants persevered, and in doing so, helped to ensure the future of 
Canada.  

But from the moment that the railway was completed, Canada turned its back on these men. Beginning with the 
Chinese Immigration Act of 1885, a head tax of $50 was imposed on Chinese newcomers in an attempt to deter 
immigration.  

Not content with the tax’s effect, the government subsequently raised the amount to $100 in 1900, and then 
to $500—the equivalent of two years’ wages—in 1903. This tax remained in place until 1923, when the 
government amended the Chinese Immigration Act and effectively banned most Chinese immigrants until 1947.  

Similar legislation existed in the Dominion of Newfoundland, which also imposed a head tax between 1906 and 
1949, when Newfoundland joined Confederation.  

The Government of Canada recognizes the stigma and exclusion experienced by the Chinese as a result. We 
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acknowledge the high cost of the head tax meant many family members were left behind in China, never to be 
reunited, or that families lived apart and, in some cases, in poverty, for many years. We also recognize that our 
failure to truly acknowledge these historical injustices has led many in the community from seeing themselves as 
fully Canadian.

Therefore, Mr. Speaker, on behalf of all Canadians and the Government of Canada, we offer a full apology to 
Chinese Canadians for the head tax and express our deepest sorrow for the subsequent exclusion of Chinese 
immigrants.  

Gar nar dai doe heem.

This apology is not about liability today:  it is about reconciliation with those who endured such hardship, and 
the broader Chinese-Canadian community—one that continues to make such an invaluable contribution to our 
great country.  

And while Canadian courts have ruled that the head tax, and immigration prohibition, were legally authorized, 
we fully accept the moral responsibility to acknowledge these shameful policies of our past.  

For over six decades, these race-based financial measures, aimed solely at the Chinese, were implemented with 
deliberation by the Canadian state.  

This was a grave injustice, and one we are morally obligated to acknowledge.    

To give substantial meaning to today’s apology, the Government of Canada will offer symbolic payments to 
living head tax payers and living spouses of deceased payers. 

In addition, we will establish funds to help finance community projects aimed at acknowledging the impact of 
past wartime measures and immigration restrictions on ethno-cultural communities. 

No country is perfect.  Like all countries, Canada has made mistakes in its past, and we realize that. Canadians, 
however, are a good and just people, acting when we’ve committed wrong.

And even though the head tax—a product of a profoundly different time—lies far in our past, we feel compelled 
to right this historic wrong for the simple reason that it is the decent thing to do, a characteristic to be found at 
the core of the Canadian soul.       

Mr. Speaker, in closing, let me assure the House that this government will continually strive to ensure that 
similar unjust practices are never allowed to happen again.  

We have the collective responsibility to build a country based firmly on the notion of equality of opportunity, 
regardless of one’s race or ethnic origin.  

Our deep sorrow over the racist actions of our past will nourish our unwavering commitment to build a better 
future for all Canadians.    

Thank you.

1 Ottawa issues head tax redress payments to Chinese Canadians, CBC News (posted October 20, 2006).
2 Robert Matas, “Head tax redress was not enough” The Globe and Mail (published online Wednesday, June 30 2010). 
3 Robert Matas, “Head tax redress was not enough” The Globe and Mail (published online Wednesday, June 30 2010). 
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Background to 
Japanese internment

Historical context

During the late 1800s, many young Japanese men 
left lives of extreme poverty in Japan in search of a 
better future. Some ended up in Canada, mostly on 
the west coast, only to face new hardships and an 
unwelcoming society. Many were already skilled 
fishermen in Japan and a few found work in the 
fishing industry on the west coast, either in the 
boats or at one of the dozens of canneries where 
the fish were processed and canned. Many others 
found seasonal work in other natural resource 
industries such as logging and mining, which 
were hungry for cheap labour. As the number of 
Japanese immigrants to Canada grew in the early 
20th century, the phrase “Asian invasion” became 
widely used in the media, along with the term 
“yellow peril.” Citizens of British Columbia, who 
were already angry with the growing Chinese 
immigrant population, saw the Japanese as an 
additional threat to their jobs and culture.

On September 10, 1939, Canada, a loyal British 
dominion, followed Britain’s decision and declared 
war on Germany. Allied with Canada’s enemies, 
Germany and Italy, Japan had attacked countries 
in Southeast Asia. As a result, Japanese Canadians 
came under increasing suspicion and their loyalty 
to Canada began to be questioned.

Details about Japanese internment

Immediately following Japan’s attack on Hawaii’s 
Pearl Harbor in December 1941, Canada, like its 
ally, the United States, declared war on Japan. 
The War Measures Act was passed, making every 
Japanese person in Canada, regardless of where 
they were born and whether they were a citizen 
of Canada or not, an enemy alien. Following 
the attack on Pearl Harbor, the lives of Japanese 
Canadians changed dramatically. Many lost their 
jobs, their fishing boats were seized, and Japanese 
cultural organizations and newspapers were closed. 
Curfews were imposed, and a “secure zone” that 
excluded Japanese men, was set up along the west 
coast. 

Of the over 23,000 Japanese in Canada at the 
time, more than 75% were Canadian citizens. All 
were labeled enemy aliens. Local newspapers 
and radio stations continuously reported that 
Japanese spies were in their communities and 
would help the enemy when they invaded. In early 
1942, the Canadian government ordered Japanese 
families to leave their homes and evacuate BC’s 
coast. They were sent to internment camps in the 
province’s interior and were permitted to bring 
with them only what they could carry. As the 
evacuation continued, the government began to 
take the possessions and belongings of Japanese 
Canadians. Cars were impounded and businesses 
and their contents were seized. The government 
took land, homes and their contents, as well as 
any other possessions that could not be carried in 
suitcases. In January 1943, an Order-in-Council 
was approved by the Canadian government 
requiring that all of the property be sold. 

Impounded Japanese Canadian fishing vessels at Annieville Dyke on the 
Fraser River in the early 1940s.
Source: University of British Columbia Library, Rare Books and Special 
Collections, JCPC 12b.001.



Women and children were sent to a variety of 
camps, most separated from their husbands and 
fathers. Men were sent to remote locations in 
the BC interior to perform forced labour. Living 
conditions in the camps were harsh, and the pay 
was well below subsistence level (what is needed 
to survive). Japanese Canadians who were interned 
lost their dignity and freedom.

In early 1945, when the end of the war was near, 
many politicians pushed for the Japanese to be 
deported from Canada. Those that stayed in BC 
during the war and chose not to go back to Japan 
were strongly encouraged to move east of the 
Rocky Mountains once the war was over. Going 
back to the BC coast was not an option. Some 
internees who had gone to the Prairies chose to 
stay there, while others left for areas farther east, 
including Ontario, Quebec and the Maritimes. 
About 13,000 Japanese Canadians decided to go 
east. Less than one third of the original Japanese 
population remained in BC.

Significance of Japanese internment

When the War Measures Act was lifted in 
December 1945, several thousand Japanese 
Canadians returned to the BC coast to start 
again, but they could never recover what was 
lost. Not only were their homes and businesses 
gone, but also their communities had been widely 
dispersed (separated). Although the war ended in 
1945, discrimination against Japanese Canadians 
continued. Along with First Nations people, they 
were not allowed to vote in BC until 1949.

The internment of Japanese Canadians exposed 
the deep-rooted anti-Asian feelings in Canada 
in general and in BC in particular. Already a 
disenfranchised (lacking rights) minority group 
despite their efforts to adopt Canadian customs, 
the branding of Japanese Canadians as enemy 
aliens and the subsequent hardship and humiliation 
of internment left a painful imprint on the 
community. More than just an isolated incident, 
Japanese internment during World War II marks 
a deliberate and legally sanctioned policy by the 
Canadian government to take away the rights and 
property of a group of Canadians based on their 
race and country of origin/ancestry.
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Dining hall at the Slocan internment camp, British Columbia.
Source: University of British Columbia Library, Rare Books and Special Collections, JCPC 17.005.
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Response to 
Japanese internment

The movement for redress and early 
government responses

One of the Canadian government’s first efforts 
to redress (make up for) the wrongs done to 
Japanese Canadians was to pay them back for 
their losses during World War II. In 1950, Justice 
Henry Bird recommended that individuals should 
receive $1.2 million compensation, but that their 
legal fees should be deducted from this amount. 
This amounted to $52.00 a person. While some 
individuals accepted this offer, most did not even 
file claims. For the next 20 years, there were no 
further compensation protests.

In the 1970s, the government allowed public 
access to government files. This allowed members 
of the public to review the government’s wartime 
actions. Despite the fact that they were labeled 
“enemy aliens,” it was revealed that the Japanese 

in Canada were never a threat to national security. 
In fact, documents indicated that the government’s 
wartime actions were motivated by anti-Asian 
fears and the racist feelings of that period. 
Documents also showed that the war provided 
the government with an opportunity to respond to 
what was referred to as the “Japanese problem.” 
The wrongs of the past were being exposed and 
could no longer be denied. 
 
The year 1977 marked the100th anniversary of 
the arrival of Manzo Nagano, the first Japanese 
immigrant to Canada. During this year, the 
contributions of Japanese Canadians to Canadian 
society were highlighted. However, the injustices 
suffered by the Japanese during the war years 
were also revealed. As a result, the seeds for a 
redress campaign to be headed by the National 
Association of Japanese Canadians (NAJC) 
were planted. Eleven long years of struggle that 
included countless meetings, broken promises, 
disagreements within the Japanese community, 
rallies and protests, rejected proposals, public 
pressure, and an American government settlement 
for Japanese Americans, finally resulted in an 
agreement between the NAJC and the government 
of Prime Minister Brian Mulroney. 
 
Government apology and the redress agreement

In his remarks to the House of Commons on 
September 22, 1988, Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney officially apologized to Japanese 
Canadians for their internment during World War 
II. He stated, 

I know that I speak for Members on all sides 
of the House today in offering to Japanese 
Canadians the formal and sincere apology 

Protesters supporting the redressing of wrongs done to World War II Japa-
nese internment victims in front of Canada’s parliament buildings.



of this Parliament for those past injustices 
against them, against their families, and 
against their heritage, and our solemn 
commitment and undertaking to Canadians 
of every origin that such violations will never 
again in this country be countenanced or 
repeated.

On that day, the Japanese Canadian Redress 
Agreement was also signed. It consisted of:

$21,000 for each individual 
JapaneseCanadian who had been either 
expelled from the (west) coast in 1942 
or was alive in Canada before April 1, 
1949 and remained alive at the time of the 

signing of the agreement;  

• a community fund of $12 million to rebuild the 
infrastructure of the destroyed communities;

• pardons for those wrongfully convicted of 
disobeying orders under the War Measures Act;

• recognition of the Canadian citizenship of 
those wrongfully deported to Japan and their 
descendants; and

• funding of $24 million for a Canadian Race 
Relations Foundation that supports projects, 
programs and conferences that promotes racial 
equality.1
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Official signing of the Japanese Canadian Redress Agreement by Prime Minister Brian Mulroney and Art Miki of the National Association of Japanese 
Canadians.
Source: 25th Anniversary of the Japanese Canadian Redress Agreement, Canadian Race Relations Foundation.
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Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

The following is a sample of responses to the 
Canadian government’s apology and redress 
agreement from prominent members of the 
Japanese Canadian community. 

On September 22, 1988, Canada’s Judo King, Mas 
Takahashi, said on Parliament Hill,

I feel I’ve just had a tumour removed.2

Writer Arthur Miki said, 

As I listened to the carefully chosen words 
of the Prime Minister’s speech announcing 
the Redress Agreement negotiated with the 
National Association of Japanese Canadians 
(NAJC), memories of the five years of the 
redress campaign flashed through my mind—
the struggle within the Japanese Canadian 
community, the struggle with the Government 
and five successive Ministers of State for 
Multiculturalism, and the struggle to win the 
approval of the Canadian public. The redress 
issue became a test for all of us who were 
involved in the NAJC. Would we be able 
to take and maintain a strong position on 
redress, and would we be able to persist until 
our goal of a “just and honourable” settlement 
was achieved?3 

Albert Lo, chairperson of the Canadian Race 
Relations Foundation remarked,

The Japanese Canadian Redress Agreement 
represents a milestone in the history of 
our country, in which the human rights 
violations Canada committed in the past 
were acknowledged… It constituted a model 
on which other Redress Agreements with 
Chinese Canadians, Aboriginal peoples 
who attended Residential Schools, and 
affected communities acknowledged through 
this Government’s Community Historical 
Recognition Programme, have built… The 
celebration of this remarkable achievement 
allows us to continue to remember the past 
and to acknowledge the historical injustices 
and racism which were sanctioned [allowed] 
by the state.4

Mickey Nakashima, member of the British 
Columbia Japanese Canadian Citizens’ 
Association, reflects on what it meant to the 
Japanese community when he said, 

The acknowledgement, apology and symbolic 
compensation to those who were eligible and 
still living meant that the burden of shame 
and presumed guilt that issei [Japanese term 
for the first Japanese immigrants to North 
America] and nisei [Japanese term for the 
children of the first Japanese immigrants to 
North American] had carried for years was 
lifted. We were finally absolved of [freed 
from] any wrongdoing. The greatest regret 
was for the issei of my parents’ generation 
who had died without witnessing Redress.5

1 “Japanese Canadians,” The Canadian Encyclopedias http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/japanese-canadians/.
2 Art Miki, “A need for vigilance” National Association of Japanese Canadians.
3 Roy Miki and Cassandra Kobayashi, Justice in Our Time: The Japanese Canadian Redress Settlement. Vancouver: Talon Books, 1991. 
4 25th Anniversary of the Japanese Canadian Redress Agreement, Canadian Race Relations Foundation.
5 Pamela Hickman and Masako Fukawa, Righting Canada’s Wrongs: Japanese Canadian Internment in the Second World War Toronto: Lorimer, 2012.
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Background to the 
Komagata Maru incident

Historical context

At the turn of the twentieth century, over two-and-
a-half million people arrived in Canada during a 
period historians refer to as the first great wave of 
immigration. However, not all newcomers were 
welcome, and many experienced harsh treatment, 
discrimination and exclusion. For example, 
in western Canada, many Canadians felt that 
the growing number of immigrants from India 
would take over their jobs in factories, mills and 
lumberyards. As anti-Asian immigration sentiment 
grew, many western Canadians wanted the “brown 
invasion” to stop.

Pressure was put on steamship companies by the 
Canadian government to stop selling tickets to 
Indians. In 1907, a bill was passed denying all 
Indians the right to vote. The province of British 
Columbia began to pass strict laws discouraging 
the immigration of Indians to Canada. Indians had 
to have at least $200 in their possession to enter 
British Columbia and had to have come directly 
from India, without stopping at other ports along 
the way. With such obstacles in place to restrict 
the entry and integration of Indians into Canadian 
society, the stage was set for an explosive incident 
like the one that befell the passengers on board the 
Komagata Maru.

 

Details about the Komagata Maru incident

As a way to deny entry into Canada of those 
labeled “undesirable” immigrants, restrictive 
laws and regulations were passed. The most 
severe restriction to curb Indian immigration to 
Canada was the passage in 1908 of the Continuous 
Passage Regulation by the Canadian government. 
This law stated that immigrants must “come from 
the country of their birth, or citizenship, by a 
continuous journey and with tickets purchased 
before leaving the country of their birth, or 
citizenship.” On May 23, 1914, a crowded ship 
from Hong Kong carrying 376 passengers, most 
of whom were immigrants from the northern state 
of Punjab in India, arrived in Vancouver’s Burrard 
Inlet on the west coast of Canada. 

The passengers on the Komagata Maru were in 
violation of the Continuous Passage Regulation. 
As a result, the ship was prevented from 
docking by the port authorities. Passengers, who 
remained on board the ship for over two months, 
experienced severe hardships. The conditions on 
the boat quickly deteriorated and became unsafe. 
Passengers lost whatever money they had paid to 
take the journey. Only twenty Canadian residents 
returning to Canada and the ship’s doctor and his 
family were eventually allowed to stay in Canada. 
The ship was escorted out of the harbour by the 
Canadian military on July 23, 1914 and forced to 
sail back to India. 

Significance of the Komagata Maru incident

The Komagata Maru incident exposed the deep-
rooted anti-Asian/Indian feelings in Canada in 
general and in BC in particular. The incident 
reinforced the outsider status of those who had 

The Komagata Maru and its stranded passengers from India. 
Source: City of Vancouver Archives. Item number CVA 7-125.



immigrated from India. As a result, they faced 
greater obstacles to creating a life for themselves 
and their families in Canada. More than just an 
isolated incident, the plight of the passengers 

on the Komagata Maru reflects the deliberate, 
exclusionary policy of the Canadian government 
meant to keep out newcomers based on their race 
and/or country of origin.
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Crowded deck of Komagata Maru, 1914. 
Source: Vancouver Public Library, accession number 6232.
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The movement for redress and early 
government responses 

In 2006, the government of Canada responded  
to calls to redress (make up for past wrongs) 
historical injustices involving immigration and 
wartime discrimination. A program was created 
to fund projects for communities linked to unfair 
wartime practices and immigration restrictions. 
The announcement was made on June 23, 2006. 
This coincided with Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper’s apology in the House of Commons for 
the Chinese head tax. On August 6, 2006, Prime 
Minister Harper made a speech at the Ghadri 
Babiyan da Mela (an Indo-Canadian community 
festival) in Surrey, BC, where he stated that 
the government of Canada was aware that the 
Komagata Maru incident was wrong and that the 
government was committed to discussing with the 
Indo-Canadian community how best to recognize 
this tragic episode in Canada’s history.

Increased pressure put on government from Indo-
Canadian community groups to go beyond words 
and to take action led other politicians to take up 
the struggle to obtain redress. On April 3, 2008, 
Ruby Dhalla, MP for Brampton-Springdale, 

introduced a motion in the House of Commons 
which read “That, in the opinion of the House, 
the government should officially apologize to the 
Indo-Canadian community and to the individuals 
impacted in the 1914 Komagata Maru incident, 
in which passengers were prevented from landing 
in Canada.” Following further debate on May 15, 
2008, the House of Commons passed Dhalla’s 
motion.

On August 3, 2008, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper apologized for the Komagata Maru 
incident at the 13th annual Ghadri Babiyan Da 
Mela in Surrey, BC.

On May 10, 2008, Jason Kenney, Secretary of 
State (for Multiculturalism and Canadian Identity) 
offered $2.5 million in grants and funding to 
recognize the Komagata Maru incident. These 
grants were available to members of the Indo-
Canadian community to develop projects 
and initiatives that would honour those who 
experienced injustice as a result of the incident.

Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

In response to the prime minister’s historic 
apology, Jack Uppal, one of the most recognized 
and highly respected figures in Canada’s Indo-
Canadian community, said:

Under the leadership of this Prime Minister, 
this government apologized for the 
historic injustice of the Komagata Maru. 
That apology was given in my house, my 
backyard, the place where the incident took 
place. I accepted the apology; the matter 
of an apology is closed. The Komagata 
Maru was a tragic incident in Canada’s 
history, but this government has made 

Jaswinder Singh Toor, the president of the Descendants of the Komagata 
Maru Society, a leading organization that pushed for redress from the 
federal government.
Source: Jason Payne/PNG.

Response to the 
Komagata Maru incident



remarkable efforts to right the wrong. From 
the Prime Minister’s public apology, to the 
Minister of Immigration’s establishment 
of the Komagata Maru Canadian historical 
recognition program, which has funded a 
significant number of educational projects, 
museums and memorials across the country, 
this government is to be commended for its 
approach to reconciling [correcting] a dark 
stain in our history.1

However, on Sunday, August 3, 2008, the  
Canadian Press announced “Sikhs don’t accept 
apology for Komagata Maru.” The article went on 
to say:

Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized 
Sunday for the 1914 Komagata Maru incident 
in which hundreds of Indians seeking a better 
life in Canada were turned away. Mr. Harper 
was speaking to a crowd of about 8,000 people 
in Surrey, BC, which has a large East Indian 
community. But as soon as he left the stage, 
members of the Sikh community rushed to the 

podium immediately denouncing the apology. 
They said they wanted it delivered on the floor 
of the House of Commons.2

Jaswinder Singh Toor, president of the 
Descendants of the Komagata Maru Society, said:

The apology was unacceptable … We were 
expecting the prime minister of Canada to do 
the right thing. The right thing was ... like the 
Chinese head tax [referring to Mr. Harper’s 
full apology to the Chinese-Canadian 
community in 2006 for the head tax imposed 
on Chinese immigrants].3

Following Mr. Harper’s speech, Sikh community 
leaders asked the crowd for a show of hands on 
whether or not to accept the apology. Then they 
announced that the gathering had rejected it. “The 
apology has been given and it won’t be repeated,” 
said Secretary of State Jason Kenney, who was 
accompanying Mr. Harper  
during his visit.4

Developed with the support of the Endowment Council of 
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The unveiling of a memorial that recognizes the hardships suffered by 
passengers on the Komagata Maru. 
Source: Komagata Maru Memorial Helps Heal Century-old Wounds, 
Metro, July 23, 2012.

1 Cited by Tim Uppal, Minister of State, House of Commons Debates, Hansard, May 18, 2012. 
2 Jeremy Hainsworth, Sikhs don’t accept apology for Komagata Maru, The Canadian Press, August 3, 2008.
3 Harper Apologizes in B.C. for 1914 Komagata Maru Incident, CBC News (posted August 3, 2008).
4 Harper Apologizes in B.C. for 1914 Komagata Maru Incident, CBC News (posted August 3, 2008).
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Government apology and the redress agreement

 
 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s federal apology for the 1914 Komagata Maru incident

Good afternoon, Bonne après-midi (good afternoon), Sat Sri Akaal (a greeting used by Sikhs), Nameste 
(hello in Hindi), As-Salāmu Alaykum (a greeting used by Muslims). Thank you, Jason, for that introduction. 
Greetings to my colleagues, Nina Grewal, Jim Abbot, and Russ Heaper, and fellow Canadians. I’d like to 
begin today by thanking the president of the Mohan Singh Memorial Foundation, Sahib Thind, for inviting 
me once again to this spectacular showcase of Punjabi culture. The vibrant dance and musical traditions, 
exquisite art and timeless literature being celebrated here today are the fruits of a millennial old civiliza-
tion whose influence spans the globe. Canada now shares this rich cultural legacy; it has become an inte-
gral part of our own cultural diversity. [French translation] Today over one million Canadians are of South 
Asian descent. These hard-working men and women passionately devoted to their families and communi-
ties are helping make our country even stronger for the generations yet to come, our country that affords 
opportunity to all, regardless of their background, our country that offers sanctuary to victims of violence 
and persecution, our country of freedom and democracy, of prosperity and peace, second to none in the 
world. As Canadians we have before us, and before our children and grandchildren, a future of literally un-
limited possibility. A lot of that promise stems from the confidence, the ideas, and the energies brought here 
by successive waves of newcomers drawn to our shores by the promise of a new and better life. Canada 
is renowned the world over for its welcoming embrace of immigrants. But like all countries, our record 
isn’t perfect. We haven’t always lived up to our own ideals. One such failure, as has been mentioned, was 
the detention and turning away of the Komagata Maru in 1914, an event that caused much hardship for its 
passengers, 376 subjects of the British crown from Punjab, and which for many of them ended in terrible 
tragedy. Two years ago, I stood before you and made a commitment and since then, we have acted on that.

This May the Government of Canada secured passage of the unanimous motion in the House of Commons 
recognizing the Komagata Maru tragedy and apologizing to those who were directly affected. Today, on 
behalf of the Government of Canada. [Harper pauses to drink water]. Today, on behalf of the Government 
of Canada, I am officially conveying as Prime Minister that apology. Now friends, many Canadians have 
worked long and hard to secure recognition for this historic event. I’d like to thank from this community, 
the Professor Mohan Singh Foundation, the Khalsa Diwan Society, the Komagata Maru Descendants As-
sociation, and Community Leader, Tarlok Sablok, for their persistent and passionate dedication to this issue 
over the years. I also wish to acknowledge, I also wish to acknowledge my own colleagues, Nina and Gur-
mant Grewal, Parliamentary Secretary Jim Abbot, and Minister Jason Kenney for the work they have done 
to help all Canadians come to terms with this sad chapter in our history. We cannot change the events of 
the past; we cannot undo the misdeeds committed against those long deceased. But we can bring Canadi-
ans together in the present to unite our country, and to set us on a course to accomplish greater things in the 
future. In closing, I’d like to once again thank the organizers of this event for inviting me to once again be 
part of this tremendous festival. One of the most rewarding things about being Prime Minister is being able 
to travel across our great country and to meet the hard-working men and women of all faiths and cultures 
who are making Canada such a success. We should all be proud of our country and of each other and work 
together to build an even stronger Canada for all of us. Please enjoy the rest of the festivities. Thank you. 
Merci beaucoup. God bless our land.
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Background to
residential schools

Historical context

Before 1500 CE, Aboriginal societies in the 
Americas and societies in Europe developed 
separately from one and were largely unaware 
of one another’s existence. Encounters between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples began to 
increase in the 1500s. Early contact was largely 
characterized by:

•	 mutual interest and curiosity; 

•	 gradual increase in the exchange of goods; 

•	 barter, trade deals, friendships, intermarriage, 
all of which created bonds between individuals 
and families;

•	 military and trade alliances, which encouraged 
bonds between and among nations.

While the early relationship between Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal peoples was more or less 
equal, this began to change in the 1800s. As the 
number of settlers increased, their power began 
to grow. As European settlers dominated the 
land, they also began to dominate its original 
inhabitants. Colonial and Canadian governments 

established reserves of land for Aboriginal people. 
Sometimes without treaty arrangements, these 
reserves generally lacked adequate resources 
and were often small in size. Increasingly, 
European settlers in Canada brought with 
them the belief that their own civilization was 
superior and had reached the pinnacle (height) 
of human achievement. They began to believe 
that the cultural differences between themselves 
and Aboriginal peoples proved that European 
civilization was superior, and that it was the 
responsibility of Europeans to provide guidance 
to the “ignorant and child-like savages.” In 
other words, they felt the need to “civilize” the 
Aboriginal peoples. Education became the primary 
strategy	to	achieve	this	goal.	Canada’s	first	prime	
minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, advocated a 
policy of “aggressive civilization” which led to 
public funding for the residential school system.

Details about residential schools

In	1849,	the	first	of	what	would	become	a	network	
of residential schools for Aboriginal children 
was opened in Alderville, Ontario. Church and 
government leaders concluded that the problem 
of “Aboriginal savagery” needed to be solved. 
This would be done by taking children from their 
families and communities at an early age, and 
teaching them the culture of the dominant society 
during eight or nine years of residential schooling. 
The main goal of the residential school system 
was to assimilate (absorb) and integrate Aboriginal 
people into Canadian society.

These photos portray the words of one government 
official	who	said	that	the	residential	school	system	
was designed “to kill the Indian in the child.”

Residential school students taking part in a class in penmanship at the Red 
Deer Industrial School (1914 or 1919). 
Source: “Looking Unto Jesus.” United Church of Canada, Archives, 
93.049P/850N.



With the passage of the Indian Act in 1876, 
residential schools became active. The federal 
government and churches operated over 130 
residential schools across Canada. Attendance at 
residential schools was mandatory for Aboriginal 
children across Canada. Parents could be punished 
(and even imprisoned) for not sending children to 
these schools. Children were placed in schools far 
away from their parents and communities as part 
of a strategy to alienate (separate) them from their 
families and culture. Many Aboriginal children 
were taken from their homes by force. Those that 
attended residential schools near their communities 
were only occasionally allowed to visit their 
families, if at all. Students were not permitted to 
speak their language or practise their culture. If 
they did, they were often severely punished for 
doing so. There was a lack of nutritious food and 
many students were forced to do manual labour. 
Survivors of residential schools have reported 
that they experienced sexual and mental abuse, 
beatings and severe punishments. Overcrowded 
living conditions were common and children were 
forced to sleep outside in winter. Some reported 
cruel and inhumane punishments such as forcing 
children to wear soiled underwear on their head. 
Students suffered diseases and, in some cases, 
died while in residential schools. The last federally 
administered residential school was not closed 
until 1996. 

Significance of residential schools

There were 132 federally-supported residential 
schools across Canada. This number does not 
include residential schools that were administered 
by provincial/territorial governments and churches. 
Approximately 80,000 survivors of these schools 
are alive today. As indicated by various statements 

of apology issued by the churches and by the 
Canadian government, students received a sub-
standard education and most suffered extremely 
negative experiences.

In many cases, the abuses, and hardships 
associated with attending residential school have 
caused impacts such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Many survivors have struggled to engage 
in family, social and professional activities. 
Being away from their parents for long periods 
of time, survivors were not able to discover and 
learn valuable parenting skills. Taking children 
from their homes meant that transmission of 
language and culture was denied. As a result, many 
Aboriginal people no longer speak their native 
languages or are aware of their traditional cultural 
practices. Abusive behaviours learned from 
residential school have resulted in a cycle of abuse 
and trauma passed from one generation to the next. 
As a result, Aboriginal communities continue to 
experience some of the highest rates of substance 
abuse, violence, crime, disease and suicide in 
Canada.
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Thomas Moore before and after his entrance into the Regina Indian 
Residential School in Saskatchewan in 1874. 
Source: Library and Archives Canada / NL-022474.
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Response to 
residential schools

The movement for redress and early 
government responses

Until recently, the history of neglect and abuse 
in residential schools was largely unknown in 
Canada. Beginning in the late 1980s, Aboriginal 
groups filed lawsuits demanding compensation 
from the federal government for residential school 
abuse. This continued in the early 1990s, when 
Aboriginal leaders began to speak about their 
own experiences of violation at the schools. Only 
after this pressure did the Canadian government 
and churches begin to confront the issue. The 
possibility of a lawsuit that might result in a 
large settlement was also crucial in motivating a 
government response. 

As a result of growing social problems in 
Aboriginal communities throughout Canada, in 
the early 1990s the federal government created 
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
(RCAP). This commission reported that residential 
schools played a large role in creating a social 
crisis in Aboriginal communities, and that the 
schools had left a legacy of trauma on generations 
of Aboriginal peoples. In response, the federal 
government created the Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation (AHF) in 1998. The AHF supports 
initiatives to help heal the scars left from physical 
and sexual abuse suffered in residential schools.

Government apology and the redress 
agreement

Following many years of work by survivors, 
Aboriginal communities and organizations, the 
government of Canada implemented the Indian 
Residential School Settlement Agreement (IRSSA) 
in September 2007. The following is a summary of 
the main elements: 

• Common Experience Payment (CEP) set aside 
$40 million to pay eligible former students of 
residential schools up to $3000 each which they 
can use to further their education.

• Independent Assessment Process (IAP) is 
an out-of-court process to resolve claims of 
sexual abuse, serious physical abuse and other 
wrongful acts suffered at residential schools.

• Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
was established to inform all Canadians about 
what happened in residential schools and their 
impact on the survivors, their families and 
communities. Over the course of its five-year 
program, the TRC will provide former students 
and anyone affected by the residential school 
legacy with an opportunity to share their 
individual experiences in a safe and culturally 
appropriate manner. 

• A $20 million initiative that supports local, 
regional and national activities that honour, 
educate, remember, memorialize and/or pay 
tribute to residential school students, their 
families and their communities.

A residential school survivor celebrated the historic class action law-
suit to seek redress for abuses.
Source David P. Ball, The Tyee.



• Indian Residential Schools Resolution Health 
Support Program (IRSRHSP) provides mental 
health and emotional supports for eligible 
former students and their families as they 
participate in the components of the Settlement 
Agreement.

• As part of the Settlement Agreement, the 
government of Canada provided $125 million to 
the AHF to support community-based healing 
initiatives.

In June 2008, the federal government apologized 
for its role in the residential school system. By 
saying he was sorry on behalf of the government, 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper acknowledged the 
Canadian government’s central role in carrying 
out this historical injustice, and in inflicting untold 
pain and suffering on generations of Aboriginal 
children. Harper called residential schools a “sad 
chapter” in Canadian history and indicated that the 
policies that supported and protected the system 
were harmful and wrong.

Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

Assembly of First Nations (a leading political 
organization) National Chief Phil Fontaine stated 
in his acceptance of the government’s apology, 

 . . . for all of the generations which have 
preceded us, this day testifies to nothing less 
than the achievement of the impossible.

. . . We heard the Government of Canada take 
full responsibility for this dreadful chapter 
in our shared history. We heard the Prime 
Minister declare that this will never happen 
again. Finally, we heard Canada say it is 
sorry. 

. . . The memories of residential schools 
sometimes cut like merciless knives at our 
souls. This day will help us to put that pain 
behind us. 

. . . I reach out to all Canadians today in this 
spirit of reconciliation—Meegwetch [thank 
you].1

First Nations abuse survivor Charlie Thompson, 
who watched the apology from the House of 
Commons gallery said he felt relieved to hear the 
prime minister acknowledge the horrible legacy.

Today I feel relief. I feel good. For me, this is 
a historical day.2

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (Inuit political and cultural 
association) President Mary Simon said, 

I am one of these people that have dreamed 
for this day and there have been times in 
this long journey when I despaired that this 
would never happen. I am filled with hope 
and compassion for my fellow aboriginal 
Canadians. There is much hard work to be 
done. We need the help and support of all 
thoughtful Canadians and our governments 
to rebuild strong healthy families and 
communities. This can only be achieved when 
dignity, confidence and respect for traditional 
values and human rights once again become 
part of our daily lives and are mirrored in our 
relationships with governments and other 
Canadians.3

Developed with the support of the Endowment Council of 
the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund

National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations Phil Fontaine accepting 
Canada’s official apology for residential schools in the House of Commons 
on June 11, 2008.
Source: Prime Minister of Canada Stephen Harper, Government of Canada.

© 2015 The Critical Thinking Consortium



Developed with the support of the Endowment Council of 
the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund

Native Women’s Association of Canada 
President Beverly Jacobs said, 

Prior to the residential schools system, 
prior to colonization, the women in our 
communities were very well respected and 
honoured for the role that they have in our 
communities as being the life givers, being 
the caretakers of the spirit that we bring to 
mother earth. We have been given those 
responsibilities to look after our children and 
to bring that spirit into this physical world. 
Residential schools caused so much harm to 
that respect and to that honour. We have given 
thanks to you for your apology. I have to also 
give you credit for standing up. I did not see 
any other governments before today come 
forward and apologize, so I do thank you for 
that.4

Tom King, Canadian author, Governor General’s 
Award nominee and survivor of a U.S. residential 
school, said:

It is a symbolic act and it is really in the end 
no more than that. It is not going to change 
the history that we have had to live with and 
that many people will have to deal with. It is 
not going to change the damage that was done 
to native families, to reserves, to tribes across 
Canada. Today is just one day. What I am 
looking forward to is what tomorrow brings.5

Most believe there is still much to be done. Grand 
Chief Edward John of the First Nations Summit, 
an umbrella group of B.C, said, 

 The full story of the residential school 
system’s impact on our people has yet to be 
told.6

1 Transcript of Chief Phil Fontaine (National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations), Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Government of 
Canada. 

2 About Residential Schools, Legacy of Hope Foundation.
3 Transcript: Day of Apology, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Government of Canada.
4 Transcript: Day of Apology, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Government of Canada.
5 Reaction to the federal government’s apology to Canada’s Aboriginal People for the residential school system. Canwest News Service, June 11, 2008.
6 About Residential Schools, Legacy of Hope Foundation.

Apology delivered by Prime Minister Stephen Harper on June 11, 2008  
in the House of Commons

Mr. Speaker, I stand before you today to offer an apology to former students of Indian residential schools. The 
treatment of children in Indian residential schools is a sad chapter in our history. In the 1870’s, the federal 
government, partly in order to meet its obligation to educate aboriginal children, began to play a role in the 
development and administration of these schools.

Two primary objectives of the residential schools system were to remove and isolate children from the 
influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture. 
These objectives were based on the assumption that aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior and 
unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the Indian in the child.” Today, we recognize 
that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has caused great harm, and has no place in our country. Most 
schools were operated as “joint ventures’’ with Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian or United Churches.

The government of Canada built an educational system in which very young children were often forcibly 
removed from their homes, often taken far from their communities. Many were inadequately fed, clothed and 
housed. All were deprived of the care and nurturing of their parents, grandparents and communities. First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis languages and cultural practices were prohibited in these schools. Tragically, some of 
these children died while attending residential schools and others never returned home. The government now 
recognizes that the consequences of the Indian residential schools policy were profoundly negative and that 
this policy has had a lasting and damaging impact on aboriginal culture, heritage and language.

© 2015 The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Changes to the 
War Measures Act

The War Measures Act, passed in 1914, has 
been amended a number of times, during times 
of war as well as peace. Following its use in 
the October Crisis of 1970, there was much 
criticism that the act granted too much power 
to the government. In 1988, the War Measures 
Act was replaced with a new law known as the 
Emergencies Act.

The Emergencies Act, 1988

The Emergencies Act retains many of the 
provisions in the War Measures Act to enable 
the government to act to maintain public 
order and national security in times of crisis, 
emergency or war. The main changes are 
added checks on government power. The 
Emergencies Act includes protections to 
prevent or limit overreaching government 
actions during war, emergency or internal 
crisis.

•	 All	orders	and	regulations	are	subject	
to Parliamentary review. This means 
that Cabinet must seek the approval of 
Parliament and cannot act alone.

•	 Individuals	who	are	negatively	affected	
by the government during times of 
emergency may seek compensation.

•	 The	government’s	actions	are	subject	
to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 
This provision acknowledges that rights 
and	freedoms	can	be	limited	subject	to	
Section 1, Reasonable Limits.

The Anti-Terrorism Act, 2001 and 
Combatting Terrorism Act, 2013

In 2001, following the September 11th attacks 
on the World Trade Center, the government 
of Canada passed a new anti-terrorism law 
designed to increase national security. Various 

provisions of this law lapsed (were cancelled) 
in 2007, in what are known as  “sunset 
clauses.” The Combatting Terrorism Act of 
2013 renewed many of these provisions. 
This act grants law enforcement agencies the 
following powers:

•	 detainment	of	terror	suspects	for	three	
days without charge;

•	 preventative	detainment	of	someone	
suspected of committing a terror crime in 
the future;

•	 hold	secret	hearings	(non	public)	for	
terror suspects;

•	 arrest	of	someone	trying	to	leave	the	
country for suspected reasons of terrorist 
activities;

•	 require	individuals	with	knowledge	of	
terror activities to disclose information 
or face prison if they do not;

•	 stiff	penalties	for	harbouring,	financing	
or training terrorists.

The above legislation can be amended or 
repealed by the government at any time. 
In any future crisis, war or emergency, the 
government has the power to introduce 
new legislation that could limit rights and 
freedoms; however, the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms remains entrenched in the 
Constitution.
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Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
is entrenched within the Constitution, 
which means it is a permanent part of the 
Constitution and cannot be easily changed or 
ignored by any level of government in Canada.
The Charter defines the fundamental freedoms 
and rights of people in Canada and prohibits 
governmental officials and agencies from 
infringing upon the following rights and 
freedoms. 

Fundamental freedoms (section 2)
• Freedom of conscience and religion
• Freedom of thought, belief, opinion and 
expression; and freedom of the press
• Freedom of peaceful assembly and 
association

Democratic rights (sections 3-5)
• Right for every citizen to vote
• Right to have elections at least every five 
years

Mobility rights (section 6)
• Right to enter, remain in, or leave Canada
• Right to live, work, or study in any 
province or territory in Canada

Legal rights (sections 7-14)
• Right to life, liberty, and security of person
• Secure from unreasonable search and 
seizure
• Right to not be arbitrarily arrested and 
detained
• Right to a fair trial if accused of a crime
• Right to receive humane treatment

Equality rights (section 15)
• Right not to be discriminated against on 
the grounds of race, national or ethnic origin, 
religion, sex, sexual orientation, age, mental or 
physical ability

Official languages of Canada (sections 16-
22)
• Right to communicate and receive 
communication in French or English for any 
governmental service including the court 
system

Minority language education rights (section 
23)
• Right to be educated in either French or 
English where sufficient numbers of students 
exist

Enforcement (section 24)
• Right to take the matter to court should any 
of the above rights and freedoms be denied

None of these right and freedoms are absolute, 
which means they may be overridden if there 
are strong reasons for doing so. Section 1 of 
the Charter contains a clause dealing with 
reasonable limits which explains the criteria 
that must be met to justify overriding the 
rights outlined in the Charter.
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Context of the World War I
internment operations

World War I
•	 When	the	British	Empire,	alongside	Russia	

and	France,	declared	war	against	Germany,	
the	Austro-Hungarian	Empire	and	the	
Ottoman	Empire	in	1914,	Canada	was	
automatically	at	war.

•	 On	August	22,	1914	the	Canadian	
government	led	by	Prime	Minister	Robert	
Borden	passed	the	War Measures Act	giving	
the	government	certain	powers	during	times	
of	war.

•	 Canada	fought	in	World	War	I	from	1914	
until	the	armistice	on	November	11,	
1918	(Remembrance	Day)	that	ended	the	
fighting.

•	 World	War	I	officially	came	to	an	end	with	
the	signing	of	the	final	peace	treaty	in	
1920;	this	officially	ended	the	internment	
operation.

Enemy aliens
•	 The	Canadian	government	was	greatly	

worried	about	the	hundreds	of	thousands	
of	immigrants	living	in	Canada	who	were	
citizens	of	such	enemy	nations	as	Austria-
Hungary,	Germany,	Bulgaria	and	the	
Ottoman	Empire.	

•	 The	government	of	Canada	issued	an	Order-
in-Council	providing	for	the	registration	
and,	in	certain	cases,	the	imprisonment	of	
aliens	of	“enemy	nationality.”

•	 An	estimated	120,000	people	living	in	
Canada	were	designated	as	“enemy	aliens”	
(citizens	of	a	country	at	war	with	the	land	in	
which	he	or	she	is	living).

•	 From	August	4,	1914	to	February	24,	1920,	
80,000	individuals	were	forced	to	report	
regularly	to	special	registrars	or	to	local	
or	North	West	Mounted	Police	forces.	
These	individuals	included	Ukrainians,	

Bulgarians,	Croatians,	Czechs,	Germans,	
Hungarians,	Italians,	Jews,	various	
people	from	the	Ottoman	Empire,	Polish,	
Romanians,	Russians,	Serbians,	Slovaks	
and	Slovenes,	among	others,	of	which	most	
were	Ukrainians	and	most	were	civilians.	
They	were	issued	identity	papers	that	had	to	
be	carried	at	all	times,	and	those	failing	to	
do	so	could	be	subjected	to	arrest,	fines	or	
even	imprisonment.

•	 Restrictions	were	also	imposed	on	freedom	
of	speech,	association	and	movement	of	
enemy	aliens.	Municipalities	were	told	to	
watch	all	Germans	and	Austrians	living	
within	their	areas,	and	all	enemy	aliens	
were	prevented	from	leaving	the	country.

World War I internment operations
•	 In	total,	8,579	enemy	aliens	(including	

81	women	and	156	children)	were	
interned	in	24	internment	camps	across	
Canada.	The	internment	camps	held	
5,954	Austro-Hungarians	(believed	to	be	
mostly	Ukrainians),	2,009	Germans,	205	
people	from	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	99	
Bulgarians.

•	 Throughout	the	war	years,	numerous	letters,	
petitions	and	memoranda	were	addressed	
to	the	federal	and	provincial	authorities	by	
Ukrainian	Canadian	organizations,	asserting	
that	the	Ukrainian	Canadians	were	loyal	
to	the	Dominion	of	Canada	and	the	British	
Empire,	not	Austria-Hungary.

•	 Although	many	camps	closed	from	1916	to	
1918,	camps	in	Vernon	(British	Columbia),	
Kapuskasing	(Ontario)	and	Amherst	(Nova	
Scotia)	were	not	closed	until	1919	or	1920,	
a	full	year	and	a	half	after	the	end	of	the	
war.
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Overview of the
War Measures Act

The War Measures Act was a federal law that 
gave the Canadian government extra powers 
during times  
of “war, invasion, and insurrection, real or 
apprehended [feared].” The bill passed into 
law on August 22, 1914 just after the outbreak 
of World War I. The War Measures Act gave 
the Cabinet power to pass laws and regulations 
without going through Parliament. This type of 
law is called an Order-in-Council.
The powers granted to Cabinet included the 
ability to pass laws and regulations “deemed 
necessary for security, defence, peace and 
welfare.” More specifically, it granted the 
government power over the following:
a) censorship, control and forceful prevention 

of publications, writings, maps, plans, 
photographs, communications and means of 
communication;

b) arrest, detention, exclusion and deportation;
c) control of the harbours, ports and territorial 

waters of Canada and the movements of 
vessels;

d) transportation by land, air or water and 
the control of the transport of persons and 
things; 

e) trading, exportation, importation, 
production and manufacture;

f) taking over without permission and 
disposing of property.

The War Measures Act was invoked three 
times during the 20th century in Canada.

World War I, 1914–1920
• The Act was first used was during World 

War I, until its official end in 1920 with the 
signing of the final treaty. 

• It was used primarily to arrest and detain 
Canadians of Ukrainian, German, and 
Slavic descent who were considered 
“enemy aliens.”

• An “enemy alien” was defined as a person 
living within Canada who descended from 
a nation or empire that Canada was at 
war with. In the case of World War I, this 
included Germany and countries that were 
part the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

World War II, 1939–1945
• During World War II, Canada invoked the 

Act again due to perceived threats from 
various groups of “enemy aliens.”

• This included the arrest, internment, 
deportment and seizure of property of 
Canadians of Japanese, Italian and German 
descent. 

The October Crisis, 1970
• The October Crisis was the only time the 

War Measures Act was invoked during 
peace time.

• The Act was invoked by the Liberal 
government of Pierre Trudeau in response 
to two kidnappings by the Front du 
Libération du Québec (FLQ).

• The Act was used to arrest and detain 
more than 450 people in Quebec who the 
government believed may have been part of 
an “armed insurrection.” 

When the Emergencies Act of 1988 was passed 
by Parliament, the War Measures Act was 
repealed. This new Act introduced changes 
that would force Cabinet to seek Parliament’s 
approval, and for any laws passed to be subject 
to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.
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Reasonable limits on 
Charter rights

Section 1 of the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms specifies that governments may be 
justified in placing  
limits on the rights protected by the Charter as 
long as certain conditions are met: 

The Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms guarantees the 
rights and freedoms set out in it 
subject only to such reasonable 
limits prescribed by law as can be 
demonstrably justified in a free and 
democratic society.

This means that Charter rights are not 
absolute. Even when a right has been 
infringed upon by a governmental authority, 
it may still not violate the Charter if there 
are good reasons for limiting the right. The 
task of applying these reasonable limits 
is a difficult one. The Supreme Court of 
Canada has interpreted “reasonable limits” 
and “demonstrably justified in a free and 
democratic society” to mean that limits on 
rights and freedoms may be permitted if three 
conditions are met:

Prescribed by law: To be prescribed by law a 
limit must be embodied in an existing law or 
authorized by a properly delegated official or 
agency. For example, a police officer cannot 
arbitrarily or inconsistently decide to infringe a 
Charter right without a valid law or authorized 
superior directing the officer to act in this way. 

Clearly justified objective: The government’s 
objective or goal in wanting to limit the right 
must be reasonable and clearly justified. 
The limitation must have sufficient merit or 

importance in order to justify overriding a 
constitutionally protected right. For example, 
the courts may decide that limiting a person’s 
freedom of assembly is justified in order to 
safeguard public safety and protect life, but it 
may decide that limiting a person’s freedom of 
assembly is not justified merely to avoid minor 
traffic delays.

Clearly justified means: The way or method 
used by the government to limit individual 
rights must also be justified. The Supreme 
Court has suggested three factors to consider 
in relation to the means:

• whether the means is carefully designed 
to achieve the objective; 

• whether it interferes as little as possible 
with the right in question;

• whether it causes less harm than it 
avoids. 

For example, police officers may be justified 
in encouraging a groups of people who are 
demonstrating to disperse for reasons of 
safety; but arresting the entire group for their 
safety may not be a justified means, since there 
may be less drastic ways to protect their safety.

The courts must first decide whether or not a 
right or freedom specified in the Charter has 
been infringed, and then consider all three 
conditions in deciding whether or not the 
infringement was a reasonable limitation of 
that right.
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