
In a significant development, the Canadian government announced the discontinuation

of the SDS visa in November 2024. This decision has far-reaching implications for Indian

students, who have historically been one of the largest groups of international students

in Canada.

In 2022, India accounted for over 21% of all international students in Canada, with a

staggering number of 222,450 Indian students choosing to study in Canadian

institutions. Over 189,000 Indian students opted for the SDS visa that year, which

significantly simplified their application process. For instance, while non-SDS applicants

had an approval rate of 19 percent, SDS applicants enjoyed a 63 percent approval rate.

Will the end of SDS Visa derail
Indian students’ Canadian dreams?
Canadian government discontinues SDS visa, impacting Indian students with
longer processing times, higher fees, and complex procedures.
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For Indian students considering studying in Canada, it is crucial to plan ahead and prepare thoroughly so they

can make good use of other options. | iStock/Getty Images
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What is the Canadian SDS Visa?

The Canadian Study Direct Stream (SDS) visa was a streamlined pathway designed to

expedite the study permit application process for Indian students. Introduced in 2018, it

offered a faster processing time and reduced application fees, making it a popular choice

among Indian students aspiring to pursue higher education in Canada. However, it also

served students from other countries like Antigua and Barbuda, Brazil, China, Colombia,

Costa Rica, Morocco, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines,

Senegal, Trinidad and Tobago, and Vietnam. The SDS visa was specifically tailored to offer

several key benefits to international students:

Faster processing times: One of the primary advantages of the SDS visa was its

significantly reduced processing time. By meeting specific eligibility criteria, including a

higher level of English language proficiency and a confirmed admission to a Designated

Learning Institution (DLI), students could expect a quicker decision on their study permit

application.

Reduced application fees: The SDS visa also came with a lower application fee compared

to the standard study permit application. This reduced financial burden was a significant

benefit for many international students.

Streamlined application process: The SDS visa simplified the application process by

requiring fewer supporting documents. By adhering to the specific eligibility

requirements, students could submit a more streamlined application, making it easier to

navigate the immigration process.

Why was the SDS Visa discontinued?

The Canadian government’s decision to discontinue the SDS visa program on November

8, 2024, was driven by a combination of factors aimed at addressing various challenges

and concerns within the immigration system.

In past on his X handle on September 19, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said,

“We’re granting 35% fewer international student permits this year. And next year, that

number is going down by another 10%. Immigration is an advantage for our economy –

but when bad actors abuse the system and take advantage of students, we crack down.” 

This, of course, refers to international applicants who applied for the SDS as an excuse to

take a simple diploma course, hardly worth going abroad for, and then apply for a

permanent residency, their ultimate goal.
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While the official reasons cited by the government focused on “strengthening program

integrity, addressing student vulnerability, and giving all students equal and fair access to

the application process,” several underlying factors likely contributed to this decision.

Housing crisis: Canada has been grappling with a significant housing shortage,

particularly in major cities like Toronto and Vancouver. The rapid influx of international

students, many of whom rely on off-campus housing, has exacerbated this issue.

Resource constraints: The increasing number of international students has placed a

strain on public services and infrastructure, including healthcare, education, and

transportation.

Immigration policy shifts: The Canadian government may be reassessing its immigration

policies to better manage the inflow of foreign students and ensure that they contribute

positively to the Canadian economy.

By discontinuing the SDS visa, the government aims to regulate the number of

international students, alleviate pressure on housing and resources, and implement a

more equitable approach to student visa processing.

Impact on Indian students

The discontinuation of the Study Direct Stream (SDS) visa has undoubtedly had a

significant impact on Indian students seeking to pursue higher education in Canada.

This streamlined visa program was a popular choice for Indian students due to its faster

processing times and reduced application fees. However, its discontinuation has

introduced a host of challenges for aspiring Indian students.

One of the most immediate consequences of the SDS visa’s discontinuation is the

prolonged processing time for student visa applications. Before the SDS visa, the average

processing time for student visas was significantly longer. With the removal of this

expedited pathway, Indian students can expect to wait for a more extended period for

their visa applications to be processed. This delay can disrupt academic plans and cause

significant inconvenience.

Additionally, the discontinuation of the SDS visa has led to increased application fees.

While the exact fee structure may vary, it is generally higher for standard student visa

applications compared to the SDS visa. This additional financial burden can be a

considerable challenge, especially for students from lower-income backgrounds.
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Furthermore, the application process for standard student visas is more complex and

rigorous than the SDS visa. Students are required to submit a wider range of documents,

including proof of funds, language proficiency test scores, and detailed study plans. The

increased complexity of the application process can be overwhelming and time-

consuming, potentially leading to errors and delays.

The direct impacts of the SDS visa’s discontinuation have far-reaching indirect

consequences for Indian students. Potential delays in study plans can disrupt academic

progress and career aspirations. Students may have to defer their admissions or explore

alternative study destinations, which can impact their overall educational journey.

Moreover, the discontinuation of the SDS visa has created uncertainty about future

immigration opportunities. The SDS visa was often seen as a stepping stone towards

permanent residency in Canada. With this pathway no longer available, Indian students

may face increased challenges in securing post-study work opportunities and ultimately

immigrating to Canada.

Experts and stakeholders have expressed concerns about the discontinuation of the SDS

visa and its potential impact on Indian students. Immigration consultants and

education advisors have highlighted the increased processing times, higher application

fees, and stricter eligibility criteria associated with the regular student visa process.

Social media platforms have been abuzz with discussions, with many students

expressing frustration and uncertainty about their study plans. One student,

commenting on a popular education forum, lamented, “The SDS visa was a game-changer.

It made the application process much smoother. Now, with its discontinuation, I’m

worried about potential delays and increased costs.” While the Canadian government has

cited concerns about program integrity and equitable access, critics argue that the

decision may deter talented Indian students from choosing Canada as their study

destination.

What other options do Indian students have?

While the discontinuation of the SDS visa has presented challenges for Indian students

seeking to study in Canada, there are still viable alternative visa options available. The

traditional Student Visa remains a primary pathway for international students, including

Indians. By meeting the eligibility criteria, such as proof of funds, language proficiency,

and a Letter of Acceptance from a Designated Learning Institution (DLI), students can

apply for a Student Visa. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/study-canada/study-permit/eligibility.html
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However, it’s important to note that the standard Student Visa application process can be

more time-consuming and requires a more comprehensive documentation package

compared to the SDS visa. Additionally, students may face longer processing times and

increased application fees.

To enhance their chances of visa approval, Indian students should carefully plan their

applications, submit all required documents on time, and consider consulting with

immigration experts to navigate the complexities of the process. 

The longer processing times, higher fees, and more complex application procedures have

created significant hurdles. Additionally, the indirect consequences, such as delayed

study plans, increased financial burden, and uncertainty about future immigration

opportunities further compound the challenges faced by Indian students.

For Indian students considering studying in Canada, it is crucial to plan ahead and

prepare thoroughly. Early application is key, as it allows ample time for processing and

addressing any potential issues. Thorough documentation is essential to meet the

stringent requirements of the regular student visa process. While the discontinuation of

the SDS visa has presented challenges, it is important to remain hopeful for future

changes or the introduction of alternative streamlined pathways for international

students. 

As the Canadian government continues to evolve its immigration policies, new

opportunities may arise for Indian students. By staying informed and taking proactive

steps, Indian students can navigate the complexities of the Canadian immigration

system and achieve their academic and career goals.

(The author is Co-founder & CEO of Galvanize Global Education that provides guidance

for students aspiring to do their Bachelor’s, Master’s, PhD, or MBA abroad. Ram

Srinivasan holds an MBA from IIM Ahmedabad.)
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