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The crisis in Lebanon has highlighted two little known features of Canada’s vigorous immigration policy. First, Canada has a new and growing overseas Diasporas fuelled not by the Canadian-born Wayne Gretsky’s of our land but by erstwhile immigrants to Canada. Next, although a precise measure of Canada’s total Diaspora is difficult to determine because Canada does not collect emigration data, secondary data sources indicate that certain areas in the world have well known concentrations of erstwhile Canadian immigrants who live as Canadian citizens in these foreign lands. The events in Lebanon and the growing political response to the evacuation crisis is framed in terms that pre-judge the efficacy of Canada’s dual citizenship policy and characterize these new diasporas as a liability to Canada.  A constructive debate is needed on the efficacy of Canada’s current dual citizenship policy and the accompanying growing Diaspora. However, we strongly believe that the debate must be informed by both facts and nuanced reasoning to arrive at any substantive conclusions about Canada’s dual citizenship policy. Currently, the tenor of the debate is short on facts and long on emotions. Dual citizenship and some of those four million Canadians who hold this status are being characterized as ingrates for their apparent lack of patriotism, their possible tax avoidance and tenuous cultural and political ties to Canada when the leave Canada. Is any of this true? If it is true, why is it true for Canada’s foreign-born Diaspora and not of Canada’s earlier and robust Canadian-born Diasporas living in the United States or England?  The answer to the second question is clear but comes in two parts. First, Canadians felt that Canadian-born émigrés to the United States provided externalities to this small nation when they succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. Canada’s native-born great actors, musicians, athletes and Nobel Prize winners living in the United States have been a source of pride and lately Canada has tried to attract back with more or less success these superstars. Secondly the pride that we resident Canadians felt for these émigrés was not conflicted by these Canadians holding two or more passports. Further if dual citizenship arose in this context Canadians appreciated the dynamics of the situation. For example, it was noted in Canadian newspapers with sympathy that the late Peter Jennings who proudly based his career on the travel freedom implied by Canadian citizenship was forced to become a United States citizen to maintain his job post 911. In short, this older Canadian-born Diaspora was able to bypass the ingrate status accorded to the new foreign-born Diaspora because dual citizenship was not issue and their achievements outside of Canada were appreciated and we basked in their glory. 
Is it not possible that Canada’s newest foreign-born Diaspora be seen in this optimistic light? An active Diaspora policy initiated in Canada and a critical rethinking of the nature of Canada’s dual citizenship can turn what appears now to be a Canadian liability into an asset for Canadians living in Canada.  First an inspection of citizenship policies across the immigrant receiving world outlines the possible options open to Canada. Canada’s citizenship policy is one of the most generous in the world with a scant three year waiting period for ascension to citizenship with naturalization rights conferred on the applicant’s minor dependents. Other countries naturalization policies are less generous with longer waiting periods and limited conversion citizenship rights for kin. However, if we choose to emulate the stricter naturalization policies of Sweden or Germany it will come at the cost of hindering immigration and ultimately the acquisition of Canadian citizenship itself. In the United States less than 50% of the foreign born become citizens since duality of citizenship is unclear although the benefits of naturalization in the United States is greater than in Canada. In short, Canada’s expeditious citizenship policy with its dual citizenship clause actually enhances citizenship acquisition. We would argue that a retrograde citizenship policy which discourages dual citizenship will retard Canada’s citizenship ascension rates and lead to a large pool of “foreigners’ in our midst. This is a high cost to pay for a tighter citizenship policy.  

So what policy options are open to Canada if we want to enhance the benefits of this new Diaspora while not abandoning Canada’s dual citizenship policy? First, we must convert our successful citizenship policy into political action by these new immigrants whether they are resident in Canada or abroad. In short, we should emulate the United States and Italy who both include their émigrés in their census and actively encourage them to vote in federal elections. Political participation can be encouraged by on line voting as well as absentee ballots. Of course these voting privileges have obligations including jury duty since jurors are selected from voting lists. In other words, enticing the Diaspora to participate politically with its implied obligations rather than carping at a distance about Canadian politicians would bring the Diaspora closer to home and keep them aware of timely Canadian issues. The importance of this overseas voting privilege should not be underestimated since George Bush contentious election was partially based on an “overseas’ electorate as well as Italy’s recent victory of Alberto Prodi. This extension of rights and obligations in the political sphere to Canada’s Diaspora also extends to the economic and cultural spheres. The well known canards of world-wide taxation on world-wide income by the United States both insures that economic benefits are derived from their overseas Diaspora but also influences the length of stay for their émigrés as well as insuring a lively interest in domestic political debates on economic issues including trade, investment and taxation policies. 
Cultural exchange between Canada and its growing Diaspora can have the most long term benefits for Canada and its Diaspora. Imagine if one or more Canadian universities were given the cachet they deserve by the progeny of Canada’s overseas Diaspora. The quality and low cost of Canadian universities should attract the best and the brightest of Canada’s second generation Diaspora which in turn would enrich both cultures. Aggressive recruitment by Canadian universities of its erstwhile overseas alumnus could insure this exchange. 

In short, the list of policies that Canadian institutions and government could enact could ensure that Canada’s foreign-born Diaspora produces is extensive and low cost. If effective these policies would insure that Canadians once again feel pride in their overseas citizens without the anxiety and pre-occupation with the short-run costs of this potentially enriching population.  The basic issue of course is that Canadian citizenship policies must be harmony with our perceived immigration goals. If Canada wants to continue to attract highly skilled immigrants it must frame its citizenship rules that accommodate this reality and remind itself that the crisis in Lebanon was owing to a poor evacuation policy and not a fundamentally flawed citizenship which recognizes dual citizenship.   

