Refugee bashing

 

The government bills its refugee-law changes as getting tough on smugglers, but the law does much more than that
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"We await you with open arms -just don't dare to actually turn up at our door." 

This, it appears, is the message the government of Canada would like to send to the world's refugees. 

Canada is a signatory of the Refugee Convention, which commits us to grant asylum to people with a well-founded fear of persecution who seek our protection. We can take pride in the fact that it was a Canadian, the late John Humphrey, who drafted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which, in 1948, enshrined the right to seek asylum in international law. Canada thus turned a page on shameful incidents such as the turning back of the SS St. Louis in 1939, which saw hundreds of refugees from Nazi Germany returned to face death in concentration camps. 

Unfortunately, in recent years, Canadian governments have backed away from this commitment to offer asylum, using a wide variety of measures to prevent refugee claimants from ever getting here. But no government in the modern era has acted as aggressively as the present one. 

Last month, the government tabled Bill C-49, ostensibly aimed at penalizing human smugglers. The bill does indeed include harsh penalties for smugglers and these measures have garnered most of the media attention and a number of public statements of support. After all, who could oppose getting tough with smugglers charging $50,000 to desperate refugees for passage on a rickety boat? 

Under the cover of these anti-smuggling measures, unfortunately, the government has also included a series of harsh measures for the victims of human smuggling, that is, the refugees themselves. These can only be described as jaw-dropping. Among them: 

- ¦Detention with no independent review for a minimum of 12 months, even for children. This is a clear violation of our Charter of Rights and Freedoms and of Supreme Court jurisprudence to the effect that indefinite detention without oversight is illegal in Canada. 

- g ¦ For people granted refu- 

ee status, denial of the right to bring family members to Canada for a period of five years. This goes against Canadian family values and our international obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

- ¦No right of appeal from initial negative refugee decisions -this would make it nearly impossible to correct errors in the system. 

- ¦ Reduced medical benefits. Refugee claimants currently receive only the most basic medical coverage, at a cost of one-tenth of that offered Canadians. The government proposes to reduce that further and deny "medication ... wheelchairs, canes and walkers." 

The bill is worded so broadly that these measures could be applied to the vast majority of claimants. The minister will be able to pick and choose which refugees would be treated reasonably and which would be deprived of basic rights. 

The government already has the power to detain persons until their identity is established or so long as there is a reasonable basis for suspecting any danger to public security or any links to terrorism. So these draconian measures amount to nothing more than gratuitous punishment of people seeking Canada's protection -in effect doubly penalizing those who have already suffered exploitation at the hands of smugglers. 

With this legislation, the government is increasingly seeking to draw a distinction between what it views as "good" and "bad" refugees. The announcement on the bill tells us whom it regards as "good" refugees: 

"These refugees often spend many years -sometimes decades -in squalid refugee camps or urban slums in order to escape to Canada. Patiently they wait for the chance to immigrate to Canada legally." 

First of all, it is perverse to describe refugee claimants who take Canada's commitments under the Refugee Convention seriously as "illegals" or "bad" refugees. 

Secondly, the government is turning Canada's international commitments upside down. While Canada can be proud of the number of refugees it selects from camps overseas (even though this can never represent more than a tiny fraction of the world's refugees), our real obligation is to offer asylum to those who make it to Canada and have a well-founded fear of persecution. 

If the government wishes to re-introduce a bill that simply targets smugglers, it will receive wide support. However, the use of such legislation as a cover for harsh anti-refugee measures is unacceptable. 

There is no magic solution for decreasing the number of people around the world who face persecution in their strife-torn homelands and seek asylum elsewhere. 

Surely Canada should be taking the path of promoting peace, development and human rights in troubled countries, rather than that of penalizing victims. 
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Read more: http://www.montrealgazette.com/life/Refugee+bashing/3773918/story.html#ixzz14KEEboKL
