Foreign Credentials: Speeding up the Process
Every year Canada allows approximately a quarter of million citizens of other countries to immigrate to our country. Many of these people are highly trained and highly qualified professionals in their home country but are unable to practice their chosen profession in Canada because their credentials are not recognized by their professional associations or regulatory bodies in Canada. In fact statistics show that six out of every ten immigrants to Canada work in a different field than what they have been trained for. For them and for the Canadian economy this is a waste of their energy and a loss to their potential contributions to the productivity of our country.

Too many foreign trained doctors, nurses, and pharmacists are driving taxis or working in menial jobs far beneath their qualifications while they are waiting for their credentials to be approved. This also means that thousands of Canadians are without the services of a family doctor or have long waiting lines to see a specialist and hundreds of manufacturing and engineering companies are unable to expand their operations because they do have the necessary skilled labour. To speed up the process of approving foreign credentials for these much needed professions the Government of Canada allocated $50 million dollars in the 2009 Federal Budget to create the Foreign Credentials Referral Office.
This agency has been charged by the Federal Government with the task of streamlining the credential approval process which stretches across industries, provinces and territories, and professions. The Foreign Credentials Referral Office provides information sharing, pathfinding and referral services within the federal roles and responsibilities regarding immigration and also works with stakeholders to strengthen capacity for foreign credential recognition across Canada.

In Canada about twenty per cent of professions are regulated by the province or territories primarily in health care, financial services, law and legal services and engineering. In order to work in a regulated profession a person must receive a licence or certificate from the regulatory body in the appropriate jurisdiction and this usually means some form of examination, a period of supervised work experience and for immigrants an evaluation of language and communication skills. Unfortunately this also usually means a long wait, at least two years and often much longer.  In order to speed up the process the Foreign Credentials Referral Office has developed a new framework for some professions that will allow foreign trained workers to know within a year if their credentials will be accepted and if they will be certified to work in their profession within Canada.
The first wave of professions to fall under these new rules beginning in December 2010 will include architects, engineers, financial auditors, accountants, pharmacists and registered nurses. These professions at least will know quickly enough if their credentials are going to be accepted so that they can plan on going to work or returning to college or university for further Canadian training in their field. Another group of professions will come under the one year requirement beginning at the end of 2012 and will include doctors, a pressing concern for many provinces and territories, especially in northern or remote communities. 

This process will be assisted by special funding to the Medical Council of Canada (MCC) that will make the process of obtaining a medical licence faster for internationally trained physicians. The MCC provides a qualification to candidates who meet its requirements and pass its examinations to practice medicine in Canada. Although each province and territory maintains the right to grant a license to practice medicine, the qualification from the MCC is recognized across Canada, ensuring portability across the country.
This will be supported by funding in the amount of $2.8 million from the Federal Government's Foreign Credential funding that will allow the MCC to create a registration process to facilitate foreign-trained physicians to apply for a medical licence electronically, in any province or territory. This includes an online portal where international medical graduates can access licensing information and apply for eligibility assessments for entry into practice or postgraduate programs in Canada.

In addition the MCC will also collaborate with governments, regulatory agencies, faculties of medicine and other assessment organizations to create a national credentials database for physician documents, in order to further streamline the application process. Along with the work that other regulatory bodies and the Foreign Credentials Referral Office are doing this should help the process of recognizing foreign trained doctors much more smoothly once this phase comes on line in 2012.
Much more effort will be needed by governments and regulatory bodies in all other regulated professions if the process for recognizing foreign credentials is to be improved, but these steps will go a long way towards speeding up the system. Hopefully many more foreign trained professionals can soon be at work in their profession of choice, helping themselves and their new country to succeed and prosper.
