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There is something about boats and refugees that triggers exaggerated reactions in the minds of Canadians and the Canadian government. It has been so since Prime Minister Brian Mulroney called an emergency session of parliament in the summer of 1987 to deal with a boatload of Sikh refugees off the coast of Nova Scotia.  Boat arrivals set off alarms about more boats just over the horizon and talk about floods of refugees who are inherently suspicious because they arrive as part of an organized smuggling operation. 
The alarmist reaction of the Canadian government to the arrival of a vessel carrying Tamil refugee claimants to the West Coast is consistent with that history.  Public Safety Minister Vic Toews has warned that this is a test boat, that there are more boat loads of Tamils about to overwhelm the Canadian refugee system that the passengers might include Tamil Tigers bent on infiltrating Canada, and the whole enterprise is being driven by criminal smugglers associated with the Tamil Tigers. In response to the crisis, we should get tough, incarcerate all of the passengers and possibly seek new laws to fend off this latest threat to Canada.
To justify a tough reaction, Mr. Toews has presented a one-sided version of the story, focussing solely on security threats and illegal smuggling while ignoring the humanitarian side of the story, that the Sun Sea may well contain many desperate people who have endured unimaginable hardships to reach Canada and are deserving of our protection and humane treatment. 
In regard to the potential flood of claimants, there are approximately 490 claimants on the vessel which is about 1.5% of the nearly 34,000 refugee claims Canada received last year.  Even if two more vessels did arrive, as suggested, each bearing the same number, it would amount to less than 5% of the annual number of refugee claims which is not the overwhelming bogey man that Mr. Toews portrays.

In regard to security, yes, the Tamil Tigers were a violent group who frequently committed human rights violations, often against other Tamils.  There are also well documented reports of coercive fund raising by Tiger representatives amongst the Canadian Tamil community. It is a valid security objective to prevent the entry of current or former members of the organization into Canada. However, the Tamil Tigers are well funded and have extensive international networks.  It is far more likely that serious Tiger officials would enter through Canadian airports, using expensive and excellent counterfeit documents.  Even if they claimed refugee status at the airport, individual claimants are rarely detained.  Arriving by boat after an arduous three month voyage and arriving under extreme scrutiny is not the obvious mode of entry for a Tamil Tiger.
In regard to the smugglers, there is a national and international framework of criminal law in place to prosecute human smuggling. It requires international cooperation and the political will to effectively prosecute smugglers. It does not require new laws. 
Lost in the tough talk is the humanitarian plight of the refugee claimants themselves. Sri Lanka has suffered through a long and vicious civil war where both sides, the Sri Lankan government and Tamil Tigers, committed serious human rights abuses. Credible international human rights agencies have documented frequent human rights violations by the Sri Lankan government after the war. Three hundred thousand Tamil civilians were displaced and interred in camps where rights violations have been alleged. International observers were denied access to the camps. The Tamil region is still under military control.  Many of the people on the boat may well have suffered physical injuries, arbitrary arrest and imprisonment, loss of family members, loss of property, loss of civil rights and even torture.  Some of them may be seriously traumatized by these events. There is no way of knowing until their claims are heard. 
We do know that all of the 74 Tamil claimants who arrived last October were found to be eligible to make refugee claims after being imprisoned for more than two months. We do know that the Canadian government stubbornly resisted their release and relied on information from the Sri Lankan government that was ultimately discredited. We do know that the wholesale incarceration of refugees without consideration of their individual circumstances is neither smart nor humane, particularly when more than a hundred of them are women and children.  
Most recently, the government has added a more ominous line to the tough talk theme.  Mr. Toews has warned that any Canadian helping pay for the passage of a Tamil refugee may be liable to criminal prosecution for contributing to a terrorist group. Tough talk indeed when the only way out of Sri Lanka may be to pay a smuggler. Canadians might ask themselves what they would do if they had a parent, a brother, an aunt, a cousin or a childhood friend who is seriously threatened with human rights abuses and is begging them for help to escape. Mr. Toews might ask himself the same question.
 Ironically, in Canada’s recent asylum history, the one very large group of people, more than 50,000, who were received with open hearts by Canadians and the Canadian government were the Vietnamese Boat People. However, they did not commit one unforgiveable sin; they did not arrive by boat.
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