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· Good morning,
· It’s exciting to be here. I’m always happy to speak to people who are providing services on-the-ground, so to speak.

· I would like to acknowledge the work of the Dorset Park Employment Work Group and Toronto East Quadrant Local Immigration Partnership. 

· It’s so important to increase economic opportunities for young people and residents of this neighbourhood. And to do this together with other groups, such as the school board, public health and social services, is just smart: these days, partnerships are the way to go.
· I like the names of the programs you have created: HOT (Hands on Trades) and HOPE (Hands on Practical Experience)!

· I salute the theme of your forum. Getting credentials recognized is a critical step in settlement, and it is a maze. Newcomers may be forgiven for becoming lost in the many organizations, acronyms and dead-ends they encounter. Any directions you can offer today will be valuable. 
· It’s hard being an immigrant. I know this from personal experience…

· Add personal anecdotes about coming to Canada… 

· It takes a long time to get yourself settled. Everything seems alien … from the transit system … to informal protocols about behaviour on the job … to your children’s schools. It’s an adjustment for everyone in the family. 

· The recession has been hard. No doubt. The Canadian economy has not done too badly by comparison with other countries. But it’s still been more difficult for young people and for recent immigrants than for many other groups. The work world is competitive. 

· Networking takes nerve and confidence. I know about job fairs geared especially to newcomers. Like speed-dating. Immigrant professionals can go around a hall and have quick conversations with employers. They make eye contact and collect business cards. I hear these things are a wild success. But, as I say, this takes nerve.

· Then there’s the language issue. Almost everyone — including employers and newcomers themselves — says speaking English well is important. I imagine this is a challenge for some of the people you work with every week. 

· All this makes the work you do so valuable. Every person you help and every act of support you offer has a ripple effect. Your clients will feel stronger. Their families will be buoyed. They will have the courage to take more steps….
· Your forum today is entitled ‘Get the Facts!’

· I have been asked to explain the mandate and activities of my office. So allow me to give you some facts — the five Ws — about my office. 
· First:  Who are we? Our office is an agency of the Ontario government. My staff and I are independent of the government and also of the regulated professions. I am the commissioner, and I have a staff of twelve people
· Second: What does the Office of the Fairness Commissioner do? My office works with regulated professions in Ontario to make sure their licensing is transparent, objective, impartial and fair. 
· And what exactly is a regulated profession? A regulated profession is one that is set up by law to govern itself. The accurate term really is self-regulated profession. For example, law, medicine, nursing and architecture are self-regulated professions. You have to have a licence or a certificate to actually call yourself a lawyer, doctor, nurse, architect, or whatever. (That isn’t true for all professions, but it’s true for most of them.) In each profession, the organization that manages all this is the regulatory body.
· My staff and I identify problems in the licensing system and propose improvements to the regulatory bodies. I also advise the provincial government. For example, I draw issues to the attention of the minister of health when I feel I must.

· Third: When were we set up? My office has been open for five years now. The office was established in legislation called the Fair Access to Regulated Professions Act. It passed in 2006 with the support of all parties in the legislature. The act was the culmination of years of pressure, going back to the mid-1980s, from the immigrant serving community and from experts in the field. We opened our doors in April 2007. 
· Fourth: Where? Our office is in Toronto and so are the regulatory bodies for most of the professions. But this is not a Toronto-centric matter. There are members of regulated professions living in every community in Ontario. A surprisingly large number of people in Ontario are affected by licensing issues.
· Another way of answering the question ‘where?’ is to ask where members of the professions come from. Last year, there were approximately 790,000 licensed professionals in the province and 14 percent were internationally trained. The top source countries were India, the Philippines and the United States.
· And that brings me to perhaps the most meaningful W-question: Why? 
· We can all agree that licensing is important.  Licenses ensure that only individuals who meet specific criteria are allowed to practice in certain fields. This protects the public and sets high standards. 

· When we started out, my staff and I did a lot of research. It did not take long to appreciate that trained professionals were too often being denied the opportunity to practise in their chosen fields … not because they were not qualified, but because of unnecessary hurdles. This has a tremendous negative effect – on individuals, on families, on our society and on our economy. Many of the stories were very sad. But it was their cumulative impact I have found most distressing. There is a cost to all of us when people who are willing and able to contribute are hindered for no good reason. That’s why my office was established.
· I should point out that we do not advocate for individuals or assess credentials. People often approach us with problems. They believe they have been unfairly treated by a regulatory body or by an agency that assesses credentials. I am always keen to hear about their experiences. But it’s outside my mandate to take up their individual causes. Sometimes that is frustrating, I admit. My mandate is long-term, institutional change. 
· I wonder if you, too, sometimes face the same dilemma. Are you conflicted about the immediate need for some on-the-spot fix … versus a longer-term solution to a problem? Can you stay focused on what’s important rather than on what is urgent?
· When I think of someone caught in the credential assessment maze, how can my office help? I cannot direct him or her around this corner or past that impediment. 
· Here are six things I can do and am doing….

· First, I am insisting that regulatory bodies obey the letter of the Fair Access to Regulated Professions Act. The law spells out several specific duties they must fulfil. For example, they must provide good information to applicants. They must offer applicants the opportunity to appeal decisions. They must train their staff properly. 

· Second, I am encouraging the regulators to implement the spirit of the law. The law says that they must have licensing that is transparent, objective, impartial and fair. Those principles are not defined in the law, but they are at the core of the entire project. I am encouraging regulators to go beyond the legal detail and to take ownership of reform.
· Third, my staff and I are assessing the detail of every regulatory body’s licensing practices. We are nearing the end of an exhaustive cycle of assessments. (There will be 38 of them, and we have completed 34.) We have pinpointed problems and made recommendations for improvements. We have also identified many commendable practices. The news is not all bad! In fact, the news is often very good. Processes are streamlined, and so on. I am pleased that most of the regulatory bodies are cooperative.
· You can read summaries of these assessments on our website.

· Fourth, many regulatory bodies use outside agencies to assess credentials. In other words, they outsource. Then they rely on these assessments when they go to decide who will get a professional licence and who won’t. As fairness commissioner, I don’t have any control over these agencies. I keep an eye on them. But more importantly, I strongly encourage regulators to make sure that these agencies do their assessment fairly. 

· Fifth, I advise government ministers and ministry staff about issues I see. I will continue to be vigilant.
· Sixth, I bring to public attention the critical importance of fair licensing at this particular time in our history. The economy is challenging. Our society is changing rapidly. Ontario is competing for talented immigrants with many other provinces and countries. Immigration policies are in flux. Many people are retiring or planning to retire soon. Some employers can’t find the staff they need, even though newcomers and young people are unemployed and underemployed. In other words, fair licensing practices are more important than ever. 
· I think the things I am working for also apply in other fields. Fairness and openness and opportunity and transparency apply not only in the regulated professions. They are important in all professional workplaces. 

· I hope I have been able to shed light on the work of my office. I would be glad to answer questions.
· Thank-you
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