


A fight to walk, a bill to fear: Filipino worker faces mounting medical bills

Alvin John Reyes came to Quebec three years ago hoping to give his family a better future through work and education. Today, the Filipino father of three is hospitalized in Montreal, unable to walk, and facing medical bills that could exceed $1 million after being denied Quebec health insurance.
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Alvin John Reyes came to Quebec three years ago hoping to give his family a better future through work and education. Today, the Filipino father of three is hospitalized in Montreal, unable to walk, and facing medical bills that could exceed $1 million after being denied Quebec health insurance.
Reyes, who works in marketing under a spousal open work permit linked to his wife's status as an international student, says the Régie de l'assurance maladie du Québec (RAMQ) has denied his applications for coverage three times, despite his legal employment and tax contributions.
His medical expenses have reached approximately $150,000 following emergency spinal surgery, according to his family. He now needs intensive rehabilitation that could cost hundreds of thousands of dollars more.
“When I arrived here in Canada, I was fully healthy. I was even travelling everywhere,” Reyes told The Suburban from the Montreal General Hospital. “That's the thing: [this is] something that happened to me that you don't expect.”
His symptoms began around Aug. 12 or 13 with weakness in his legs before worsening and affecting his bowel and bladder control. “I was afraid to go to the hospital because again, I don't have RAMQ,” he said. “I've already applied three times since I was here in Canada for RAMQ. All of those applications were denied.”
Reyes can no longer walk or stand independently, and cannot return to the family's second-floor home in Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue.
Rehabilitation would require an upfront payment of $110,000 for the first 15 days, he said. He expects to need at least three months of treatment, potentially costing more than $500,000. Earlier estimates put an extended rehabilitation stay at approximately $1.4 million pesos. His private travel insurance covers only a fraction of the expenses, and no definitive rehabilitation arrangement had been secured at the time of the interview.
Unable to work, Reyes has lost the family's primary source of income, leaving his wife and children facing mounting expenses for rent, tuition, groceries, and vehicle payments.
“I'm the only one who actually earns money for the family,” he said. “I pay for the rent. I pay for the tuition fee and for our daily needs.”
His brother Allan is exploring funding options, and the family has launched a GoFundMe campaign, but Reyes said they have no other income.
The family has contacted the Philippine Embassy in Ottawa to explore medically transporting Reyes to the Philippines. The transfer was initially estimated at 1.1 million Philippine pesos. Because he cannot sit upright during a regular flight, he would need to travel on a stretcher, increasing the cost.
Reyes worries about access to rehabilitation after arriving home, where he may need to arrange for accommodations and a caregiver. Returning would also separate him from his wife and children, who are pursuing their education in Quebec.
“We went here with good intentions to stay long enough for the family to get good education, hopefully to stay here for longer as a permanent resident,” he said. “If not, the kids and family will not get the education or lifestyle that is better than anywhere else.”
Quebec's health insurance eligibility rules depend on immigration status and specific categories of residence and work authorization. Legal employment and tax contributions do not automatically qualify someone for RAMQ coverage.
Holders of open work permits are generally excluded, subject to certain exceptions. Reyes said he has been told he may need to wait until his wife obtains a post-graduation work permit or another qualifying status before reapplying, potentially leaving him without coverage for another two years. His family is seeking clarification from RAMQ about whether an exception could apply.
“We're just doing it the right way,” Reyes said. “So right now, there's no other way that we can see on how to get the RAMQ without the current thing that they want.”
Reyes said his experience has changed what he would tell prospective immigrants considering Canada without comprehensive health coverage.
“With these amounts of payments and everything, definitely I won't encourage people to come here for help at all,” he said.
Asked whether he remained hopeful, Reyes said he was struggling to see a way forward. “Right now, hopeful? I'm not really hopeful with anything,” he said. “I think Canada is trying to get rid of me as soon as possible to send me back to the Philippines.”
He said the Philippine government also faces financial challenges in arranging his return. “But it also felt like the Philippine government is not willing to accept me because of the funds that are needed,” he said. “So, I'm in between countries right now on who will not help me out: Canada or the Philippines.”
Reyes's immediate priority is securing rehabilitation that could help him walk again, while his family's ordeal raises questions about coverage for temporary workers facing medical emergencies.





