Info for moving to Canada for US students, postdocs, etc.
Based on the combined experiences of three graduate students and a postdoc in 2006.  Rieseberg Lab – June 2007

If you find errors as you figure things out, please let us know so that we can keep this up to date.

I.  Work permit

When you arrive at the border (or at the airport), have your letter of invitation in hand.  Make sure that the dates on your letter of invitation are correct:  if you are planning to stay for the full three years (the maximum), then your letter should state these dates.  

The work permit will be issued fairly quickly (45 minutes to 3 hours).  Before leaving, double-check that everything on it is correct.  All other documents in Canada will have the same spelling of your name as your work permit, right or wrong.  If there is an error, it will take a month to correct and multiple office visits, so better to catch it immediately.

Don’t try to cut corners with Canadian immigration:  they will make nasty comments in your file which will lead to extra hassles every time you enter the country.  (This happened to a friend:  she was turned back at the border as it appeared that she was trying to move to Canada without a work permit, resulting in extra screening at every border crossing for the next six months, as well as unusual challenges when applying for her work permit).

II.  Housing

Housing in Vancouver is tight and expensive.  If you have pets, it is especially challenging.  There are many rentals in Pt. Grey (mainly “garden suites” – ground level apartments) in Kitsilano, but they go quickly.  Sources for information on rentals include:

craigslist (http://vancouver.craigslist.org/) – listings tend to go very quickly, and are often posted within two weeks of occupancy.  Have your deposit check in hand when you take a look.

http://www.amsrentsline.com/ - the BC student union rental page.  More often shared housing.

http://www.facultyassociation.ubc.ca/housing.php - often higher price, larger.  Frequently listings are a month or more in advance of occupancy.

Campus housing is available, with priorities for families (and a below-market rate).  No pets, waiting list.

It is common for landlords to ask for a year’s worth of rent checks in advance, appropriately dated.  This can make obtaining housing a challenge if you do not have a local bank account.  Deposits are typically 50% of the monthly rent.
II.  Taxes

Years when you work in both Canada and the US, you will pay taxes in both countries.  If you have wage income in only one country at a time, this is fairly easy (eg US January – August, Canada September – December).  Non-wage income (interest, dividends) makes this more complicated, as the income may be paid in the US while you are a resident of Canada, making it taxable in both locations.
In general, you do not pay double taxes.  Both US and Canadian tax systems give credits for taxes paid to the other country.  (However, social security / CPP (Canada Pension Plan) will be charged in both countries on self-employment income).  The marginal tax rate in Canada is higher than the US, so you will pay the higher tax rate on any income that is taxable in both places.  Example:  you move to Canada in September but retain US savings accounts.  Interest paid in December is taxable in the US (where earned) and in Canada (where you are a resident).  You will pay taxes on the interest in the US, receive a credit for those taxes on your Canadian return, and will pay the difference in taxes in Canada.
If you are out of the US for more than 330 days out of 365 in a year, you can exclude $80,000 of non-US income from your US taxes.  If you have a large amount of self-employment income, this could make a difference, but otherwise seems not to affect the tax burden.

Canadian income taxes on a post-doc salary averaged 25%, and were fairly accurate in terms of the total taxes due.  Tax returns are due in May each year.  Refunds can take up to 16 weeks to process for first-time filers.

III.  Car, insurance, & licensing

If you are a temporary visitor to Canada and will regularly return to the US by car, and your US insurance company is willing to insure your vehicle in Canada, you may have no worries.  However, most US insurance companies will not cover vehicles in Canada for more than a few weeks at a time.  (You could probably get away without telling your insurer, but if you have an expensive claim there might be expensive problems).

Cars can be temporarily imported without paying duty.  This means that the car may not be sold in Canada, but will be licensed and insured here.  To do this, you need to have your letter of invitation or work permit in hand at the border.  You’ll fill out a “form 1, section 16”.  (This is not a common procedure at customs, so it might help things if you know to ask for this).  Your car will need a federal inspection, which is available at many mechanics, including Canada tire.  This is different, and more lenient, than the provincial inspection.  (We had good success with a mechanic at the corner of Main and King Edward).  Your car will need daytime running lights if it does not already have them and is a 1998 model year or newer.  Small mechanical problems (eg cracked windshield) will be required to be repaired.  Inspection cost is around $100 if there are no problems to fix.  (If your car is sufficiently old, it is exempt from these requirements).
Next, you will need to register and insure your car.  BC has a government insurance monopoly (ICBC) which handles insurance and registration.  You will need your inspection report, your current US title, and your current US registration.  You will also need a letter from your US insurer giving your claims history.  The language is very important!  The letter must meet the requirements below exactly:  slight deviations will result in needing a new letter.  “No losses” will not be viewed as the same as “no at-fault claims”.  See http://www.icbc.com/insurance/.   This letter is valuable:  you receive a 5% discount for every year without an “at-fault claim”, up to eight years max.  Even with 8 years of discount, insurance in BC is still expensive (eg $1400 for a six year old Toyota Corolla for liability, comprehensive and collision).  

You will not get your US title back.  BC does not issue an equivalent document, only a registration, so you will need a replacement title upon your return to the US.
Can newcomers to B.C. get a discount? 

If you are new to the province, you can qualify for Claim-Rated Scale discounts. You need a letter from your previous insurance company(ies) on company letterhead verifying your claims history for up to 8 years before your move here. The letter(s) must include: 

· The name of the policy holder

· The names of any listed drivers on the policy

· The policy number

· The period of time during which you had coverage, and the dates of any at-fault claims

Give the letter(s) to your Autoplan broker when you apply for your insurance. If you are returning to B.C. after having lived here at some other time since 1986, your claims history here will also be considered, along with your more recent history. 

Can you bring the letter in later?

If you don't have a letter when you first buy your insurance, you must pay the base rate for your premium. However, you can apply for a discount later if you get a letter verifying your claim-free record. 

There's a $20 processing fee if you bring in the letter after you've bought your insurance. 

You have up to 6 months to give ICBC a letter proving your discount eligibility. 

Driver’s license
If you have a valid US license and have had it for more than a year, getting your BC license is easy.  You must pass a written and vision test, pay a fee, and turn in your US license.  You must obtain your license within 90 days of moving to BC!  If you delay getting your license, or if you have had your current license less than one year, you will be treated as a new driver and will have an “L” or “N” placed on your license and your car, restricting your driving (eg no driving at night, no driving without another licensed driver in the car, etc.).  Licensing is on MacDonald, just S. of King Edward.
If you had to renew your license before moving to BC, you must have a letter from your state DMV stating how long you have been licensed.  As before, there is a particular format that must be met, and deviations from this format will result in no license.  Other proof (eg your letter of how long insured without loss) will not be accepted either.
IV.  Health insurance and doctors

90 days after becoming a BC resident, you will be eligible for the provincial health plan, which covers nearly everything.  If you are being paid in Canada and wish to have your employer cover medical expenses, , you need an SIN (social insurance number).  To obtain your SIN, take your work permit to the Sinclair Center (downtown, near Coal Harbour) and fill out the paperwork. However, if your money is coming directly from the US (such as through NSF to an American account), you do not need a SIN and can go to the BC medical plan website for a form to self-enroll in the plan.
Non-UBC affiliated spouses / kids: As long as everyone is a legal resident of BC, your whole family can get a discounted “family rate”.  For a couple, you only save a few dollars a month, but each additional person is only a few dollars more.  You don’t have to be married to be considered a family – anyone living in the same household and sharing pooled  economic resources can be considered a couple (gay/straight etc.).
During these 90 days, you will not be covered in Canada unless you obtain supplemental coverage.  See xxx.

For trips outside of Canada, short-term travel insurance can be purchased quite cheaply through several sources, including VanCity credit union and other financial instituations.

Primary care physicians:  access to medical care in Canada is similar to the US under HMOs.  If you do not have a primary care physician, you may still go to a walk-in clinic or emergency room, but to see a specialist you must be referred by your primary care physician.  Most primary care physicians in Vancouver do not seem to be taking new patients.  If you find one that will, get on their roster immediately.  The UBC clinic is a training facility for residents that usually will take new patients (located in the Strangway building near the entrance to campus).
V.  Money

Canadian banks will accept checks from US banks without a fee (while the reverse is rarely true:  most US banks will charge $25-75 for a non US check, even if it is in US dollars).  To get the best exchange rate, use cash or bank drafts rather than personal checks.  Travellers’ checks get a rate nearly equal to cash, while wire transfers lose 1% or more. Note that most banks will hold foreign checks for at least two weeks before making the cash available.
US credit records do not transfer to Canada.  If you wish to have a Canadian credit card, you will need to secure it with a CD.  Your credit limit will be the amount in the CD.  (With on-line banking, it is easy to pay off your balance multiple times each month, so a $500 credit limit may not be as limiting as it would first appear).  After one year or less, you will have established a credit history and will no longer need to maintain a secured deposit.

US credit cards are easily used in Canada, but most charge an international transaction fee of 1-3%.  Capital One does not (as of June 2007) and so is the preferred US credit card of the Rieseberg Lab.

VI.  Moving

You must be present at the border when your belongings cross.  Have an itemized list of boxes, each of them labelled with a number, the contents, and the actual value.  Crossing the border was easy.  You are limited to one bottle of wine/liquor (or one case of beer) for personal use until you become a resident.  Once you become a resident you will be allowed a little bit more for trips longer than 48 hours: 1.5 liters wine/liquor or two cases of beer.
Pets need certification of rabies vaccinations and tags (I’ve only had this checked once, at a tiny border crossing in Manitoba where it was probably the most exciting thing the guard had to do that week).

Cars will require more paperwork and time (~ 1 hour).
VII.  Misc.

Because of the GST (goods and services tax = federal sales tax), there is a limit on what you can bring across the border from the US as a Canadian resident.  Purchases ordered from the US must pay duty (if the value is above $25).

Because of this, many US shipping companies use customs brokers to speed the payment of duty.  You will pay for this service!  UPS adds $30 to each shipment from the US for customs brokerage – in addition to any duty – so, something that requires only a few dollars in taxes would still cost you almost 40 dollars to pick up.  DHL adds $7.  If receiving packages from the US, make sure that they arrive via USPS (which has agreements with Canadian Postal Service).  You will still owe duty, but no fees beyond this.  And, perhaps more importantly, you can pick up missed packages at a convenient, local location.   Other services require you to stay home all day waiting or drive to Richmond (or further) to pick up missed packages.
The Canadian postal service is much slower than the USPS, but it delivers eventually (but not on Saturdays).

Many items are more expensive in Vancouver:  in general, add 30% to what you would expect to pay in the US.  Alcohol is never cheaper than $8 for a six-pack of beer or a cheap bottle of wine.  Cheese is always at least $5.  The good news is that better beer, wine, or cheese is only slightly more than you would expect in the US.  (Cheap Safeway cheddar:  $8.  Local artisan blue:  $11.)   Gas in Vancouver is more expensive than anywhere else in Canada, often 20 – 25% more than in the US.
Visitors from the US may bring one liter of alcohol (wine, whisky, etc.) per person and up to 20 pounds of cheese per person, for personal consumption.  Gifts for Canadian residents are subject to duty.

In general, businesses open later, close earlier, and are less likely to be open on the weekend than in the US.  Grocery stores in many locations don’t open until 8am (Safeway) or later (most small produce stores).  
Air travel is usually more expensive from Vancouver than from west-coast US cities (but not always).  Cheaper flights may now be available from Bellingham, and are always available from Seattle.  Seattle traffic is often horrible, so allow four hours to reach the airport.
