Young Irish take Canada by storm, 

while Canadian students prefer Australia’s economic climate
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From the mouths of the hostel employees themselves, there are simply ‘loads’ of Irish youth in Canada at the moment.  
Thanks to the Celtic Tiger, they are a generation who, along with their parents, have become accustomed to the high life.  Like many generations of Irish before them, they are now broadening their horizons: seeking challenge, change and opportunity.   
Not since the 1980s have so many Irish been seeking employment abroad and, for the first time in 14 years, more people have left Ireland than moved there.  The situation might be viewed as escaping tough times.  However, for those young émigrés fortunate enough to hold one of the Canadian working holiday permit that are in scorching hot demand, the economic downturn simply offers a welcome opportunity to satisfy their wanderlust. 

Surprisingly, many of these visitors have actually left good jobs in order to enhance their resumés for their return to Ireland.  Others just want to experience the world while youth is on their side.  I found many of these adventurous globetrotters in downtown Toronto’s youth hostels.
Peter Burke, an immaculately groomed graphic designer/hairdresser is from the west of Ireland.  He is 25 years of age.  Due to the overwhelming demand for working holiday permits, Peter was unsuccessful in his application.  However, he has family in the Toronto area who were prepared to sponsor him and so, despite being the only one in a house of four university-educated friends who managed to keep his Dublin job during the recession, he decided to up sticks anyway and is delighted to be in Canada. 
“There’s something about new surroundings...I had a job, so for me I didn’t have to leave,” Burke says.  All four of his housemates have now left Ireland and are scattered between Canada, Spain and Australia.  Burke had little difficulty getting summer employment at a go-cart track in Toronto and he is looking to move to Western Canada for the winter.
Miriam Mitchell, aged 30, is from Sligo, on the Irish western seaboard.  She is a bubbly and confident master’s degree graduate and she had arrived into Toronto just the day before we spoke.  Like Peter, Miriam originally applied for a temporary work permit but was informed that they were all gone.  However, after being advised to add her name to a wait list, Miriam eventually managed to obtain one of the golden tickets, and she left an excellent job in human resources management behind her.  
“I’ve always wanted to come over to Canada,” she informs me. She knows many people who have come to Canada on a temporary work permit. “They’ve all enjoyed it and they have come into a very competitive place to work.”
Miriam is taking advantage of the information provided by USIT (the Irish travel specialists who coordinated her work abroad opportunity) to apply for work in her field of expertise.  However, she is realistic about her prospects and is prepared to broaden her scope.  “Even though I’m qualified to a quite high standard in Ireland, compared to that in Canada, they may think it’s not even acceptable.”  On her first day in Toronto she already had the ball at a good roll towards seeking employment, having done thorough research prior to travelling.
From Dublin, Ireland’s capital city, Nathan Hanlon* is 24.  His tousled appearance and confident demeanour gain much female attention in the hostel lounge where we met.  Nathan was an early applicant for one of the 2000 work visas originally issued this year, rendering him success.  He has been in Toronto for four months. 
“I was four years working full-time for the bank.  Brilliant job, loved it, great time,” says Nathan.
So why did he leave it? 
“I could’ve gotten really far but I wasn’t travelling and I felt if I didn’t do it now, I’d never do it.”  Following a month of relaxing in Toronto, he gained employment as a marketing rep for a short time, before moving into a position at the hostel that housed him on his arrival in Canada.  For the next couple of years he plans to continue travelling – skiing in Canada and then perhaps moving on to Thailand and Australia.  
Although interest in Canada has always exceeded the supply of one-year work visas, Seona MacReamoinn, spokesperson for USIT Ireland Ltd. says, “in the last number of years we’ve seen Canada become really popular. The good reports and the word of mouth back from Canada have been so positive...we just really can’t satisfy the interest.” 

Ordinarily, the Canadian High Commission authorizes 2000 temporary work permits for Irish citizens per year. However, MacReamoinn indicates that this year Ireland “got a special additional amount because we had such a large wait list.”  As Miriam discovered, it can be wise to place your name on the wait list as “people would have registered and paid a deposit for the program, intending to go later in the year, but then their plans change and a place becomes available,” says MacReamoinn.  USIT tries to give potential travellers a realistic idea of whether or not it would be worth adding their name to the list, or to reapply next year.
From his office in Toronto, Director of SWAP Working Holidays David Smith says that there is no such demand for Canadians seeking work visas to Ireland at this time.  
“We were in a position where Ireland, until this recession, had evolved into our biggest program,” says Smith.  To enjoy a working holiday in Ireland, Smith advises that going on a SWAP (Student Work Abroad Program) exchange is really the only option.  The Irish Embassy in Canada is very small and has asked SWAP to administer the program for them.”  
Smith says that Ireland had “evolved into (SWAP’s) largest program...we were sending in the range of 800 or so to Ireland.  It actually surpassed our British program, which was quite a surprise.” By fall of 2008, however, savvy Canadian youth were aware that there are some serious economic problems there.  Ireland has “taken a bit of a kick, unfortunately. And this has expressed itself in our numbers.  It’s a question of water seeking its own level,” says Smith of the 25% drop-off in numbers seeking an Irish work visa.  The situation is the same with the US summer program. “The United States is by far the biggest host in this realm of work exchanges – over 200,000 students go there every year. But Canadian students ‘voted with their feet’ and numbers of applications have fallen in that country as well,” says Smith. 
Australia now finds itself to be the most popular working abroad destination for Canadian students, having actually grown over this time last year.  
Roughly 400 people chose to go to Ireland on a working holiday this year. “We’re not hearing tales of woe or anything at all.  They are finding jobs without a problem,” says Smith.
Of the Irish influx to Canada and their apparent ease into the workplace, Smith concurs with MacReamoinn that there has been a longstanding reciprocal imbalance, simply because of Canada’s popularity.  Smith adds that, “it’s generally right across the board – there are more foreigners coming into Canada on these programs, not just SWAP, but the whole gamut.”
To allay fears that offering work documents could negatively affect our own citizens, Smith indicates that our economy can readily absorb the working visitors and that, in fact, we need them.  He informs me that the same work-to-travel opportunities are available to Canada’s youth - they are just not as oriented to avail of them.  
In discussing Irish emigration to Canada during an RTE Radio interview in May of this year, Canadian Ambassador to Ireland Patrick Binns confirmed that Canada is still taking in 250,000 people a year as our workforce is aging.
On a mutual arrangement, SWAP Working Holidays (operated by the Canadian Federation of Students) and USIT Ireland Ltd. take over from each other once the travellers arrive, providing orientation sessions and continued support throughout the stay.
For a Canadian travelling to abroad, as with an Irish person working here, Nathan explains how to gain the most from the overall experience:  
“I know all these people,” he says, pointing to the lively and increasingly noisy evening crowd in the Toronto hostel.  “But I knew nobody on the first day.  When you come over and you’re by yourself, you have to be very conversational.  I will, you know, chat to anybody.” 
* Surname changed
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