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Life-and-death decisions are rare for most of us.

Peter Showler has made thousands. He doesn't know how the majority turned out. He can't talk about the details.

Showler was chairperson of the Immigration and Refugee Board from 1999 to 2002. For six years before that, he was a member of its refugee determination division.

During that period, he and his colleagues decided the fates of a quarter of a million refugee claimants. Roughly half were allowed to stay in Canada. The other half faced deportation.

Showler, who now teaches refugee law at the University of Ottawa, has just written a book that takes readers into the private hearing rooms where asylum seekers tell their harrowing stories and ordinary Canadians decide whether their accounts are credible, knowing they hold the hopes — and sometimes the lives — of fellow human beings in their hands.

Refugee Sandwich: Stories of Exile and Asylum is a compellingly readable book.

It is also an urgent plea to policy-makers to fix a refugee system tainted by too many self-serving political appointees, too many lazy lawyers and too many unethical immigration consultants.

"This book is a tribute to those who try to do the job well and a condemnation of those who do not," Showler says. "It is a recognition that all parties to the process are sandwiched between the demands of fairness and efficiency, between the differences in cultures, between wealth and poverty, between the fearful chaos of the refugee experience and the logical and unrealistic expectations of law and government."

He uses 13 fictional vignettes, drawn from his experience as a board member, to get inside Canada's refugee system.

Most highlight the extraordinary courage it takes for a refugee claimant to entrust his or her safety to a panel of strangers asking painful questions. Several illustrate the damage that irresponsible lawyers, exploitative consultants and impatient board members do to Canada's reputation and to human lives. One shows how a skilled board member can unravel a tissue of lies. Nearly all depict the fog of uncertainty, faulty communication, missing facts and moral ambiguity in which refugee decisions have to be made.

The anecdotes, Showler stressed in an interview, are not real-life cases with the names and identifying details changed. They are literary inventions designed to get at the truths that go deeper than facts. They are inhabited by characters with idiosyncrasies and emotions, who agonize, gossip and curse.

He began writing the stories — partly as an outlet for his frustration — when he was a board member, set them aside when he became chairperson and finished the book after his term ended.

Showler does not wish to convey the impression that Canada's refugee system is an irreparable mess. It is better than most. It is certainly better than its critics — capitalizing on post-9/11 xenophobia — contend.

But he makes a powerful case for four reforms:

#
Members of the Immigration and Refugee Board should not be appointed by the governing party. They should be chosen from a pool of qualified candidates by a non-partisan body.

#
Refugee claimants should not be left at the mercy of ill-prepared lawyers and unscrupulous consultants. The federal government should set up a national "judicare" program to ensure that every asylum seeker has competent legal representation.

#
The Federal Court should not handle appeals of refugee decisions. It takes far too long and costs too much. A specialized tribunal, made up of people with expertise in the field, should be the final arbiter.

#
Failed claimants should not be allowed to delay their deportation by demanding a judicial review, then seeking a special dispensation from the minister, then asking for a risk assessment, then requesting a stay of removal. Once the tribunal has denied their appeal, they should be sent home.

Only one of these proposals is on Ottawa's radar screen. The Bloc Québécois has a private member's bill before the House of Commons, calling for the kind of tribunal Showler recommends. The New Democrats support the concept, the Conservatives and Liberals are non-committal.

More ominously, there are now 50 vacancies (out of 150 positions) on the Immigration and Refugee Board. The Ottawa professor hopes he's wrong, but it looks to him as if the Conservatives are preparing to pack the board with their own friends and cronies.

He sees little prospect of a cleanup until Canada has a majority government with a genuine commitment to protecting the dispossessed.

As a private citizen, Showler is still haunted by some of the judgments he made. "You learn to compartmentalize your life, the same way an emergency room doctor does. You have to or you wouldn't survive.

"But look at the positive side. You get to tell claimants they've been accepted as refugees, they can put the past behind them, they don't have to be afraid anymore.

"It's a powerful moment."
