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Ottawa’s supply of good writers seems to be inexhaustible and now here is another one. Peter Showler, a resident of Old Ottawa South, is the author of Refugee Sandwich: stories of exile and asylum. Let me be candid and admit my bias.  I love this book. It describes a world I know well and it captures all of the intensity, fear, miscommunication, injustice and insight that occur during the refugee claim process.  It is a series of fictional short stories that engage the refugee experience from different points of view: refugees, Refugee Board members, lawyers, interpreters and one Federal Court judge. The stories are beautifully written and the best of them glisten with the magic that happens when a character fully captures our imagination. The book concludes with a summary description of Canada’s refugee system and a commentary that contains both praise and criticism for the current system. 

Showler knows what he is talking about. He is a former immigration lawyer, Refugee Board member, Chairperson of the Immigration and Refugee Board and now teaches refugee Law at the University of Ottawa.  But it is not the credentials that compel, it is the stories. Each of the thirteen stories stands on its own as a work of fiction. They cover the terrain where refugees, often misinformed and misguided, meet Canada’s refugee law and immigration bureaucracy.  The horror of human rights abuses lies in the background of most of the tales: the violence of civil wars and racial hatred, the residues of genocide, the oppression of totalitarian states, yet the foreground is occupied by real and interesting characters who are frightened, angry, inspired, courageous, confused, obtuse, foolish and wise.  Each claimant has their story to tell but the telling is rarely straightforward.  Invariably, there are complications, confusions and surprises.

In one sense, the book is more about listening to stories than telling them. The intrigue often lies in the nuance and skill of a question or the struggle of a Board member to break through the thickets of cultural miscommunication or irrefutable legal logic that points in the wrong direction. There are nuances, shifts in voice, shifts in points of view and diversions into other stories, other countries. Unlike many, I did not particularly like Human Cargo, the CBC drama on refugees that received so much media buzz two years ago. I did not like it because it relied on the spectacular to tell the story: an assassination of an immigration lawyer, countless sexual encounters, a truck load of dead refugees at the border.  Refugee Sandwich discovers and reveals plenty of mystery and drama in the every day events of the hearing room and in the minds of the participants. There are wonderful characters who seduce, charm, repel, anger and, most frequently, evoke compassion, and certainly, we are kept on the edge of our chairs waiting to learn what happens to them.

The central theme of the book is that it is difficult, sometimes impossibly difficult, to make consistently reliable asylum decisions when a mixed flow of 25,000 genuine and non-genuine claimants pours into Canada every year. The core of the difficulties lies in the lack of documentary evidence, the inability of many genuine claimants to tell their story, the high volume of claims and the unhappy consequences of an incorrect decision. It is a burden shared by the refugee claimant and the refugee decision maker. 

What the stories say implicitly, the Afterword says explicitly. The fiction/non-fiction format is unique and possibly risky. The non-fiction, by far the shorter part of the book, gives a clear summary description of Canada’s asylum system and, presumably, having read the stories, the reader will be eager for some historical and legal framework to comprehend the asylum process.  The author’s criticisms appear balanced. He argues that Canada’s asylum system is the best in the world and, at the same time, not good enough. The most powerful criticisms are saved for the politicians who have weakened the IRB with patronage appointments although he is careful not to tar all of the Board members with the same brush, insisting that the majority of members do a difficult job very well. However the most searing criticisms of indifferent Board members, lawyers and politicians are contained within the stories themselves.  

This book comes at an important time. Television and newspapers, both in Canada and abroad, are filled with refugee-related stories: threatened deportations, church sponsored sanctuary, cross-border smuggling, potential links to security threats and terrorism. Even before September 11, 2001, the word “refugee” had come to evoke presumptions about immigration scams and  phoney refugees. Many of the criticisms of Canada’s asylum system have been based on a lack of understanding of the refugee experience and the presumption that there are quick and easy solutions to the high volume of refugee claims. This is the first authoritative book to expose those criticisms for what they are: shallow and uninformed.  Refugee Sandwich does not provide all of the answers but it humanizes the asylum process and reminds us who refugees are and why they need protection. 

This is both a good book and an important book. The stories are a great read and yet they really do throw open the doors to the hearing rooms of the Immigration and Refugee Board.  The world of asylum seeking is a vivid and painful one and these stories have managed to capture all of that with humour, irreverence and most of all, an indelible truth.

