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Here is an ethical dilemma: You are a person responsible for judging refugee claims in Canada. You hear the case of Manuel, who deserted his country's brutal army. Based on his testimony, Manuel is guilty of complicity with crimes against humanity - torture and murder of civilians - not because he committed them himself, but because he was part of a unit that arrested and delivered the victims to the culprits, did nothing to stop such actions and did not leave the army at his first opportunity.

On the other hand, he has been a hardworking, model citizen in the small Ontario town where he has lived for the past seven years with his entirely innocent wife and five well-integrated, bilingual daughters. There is no sign that Manuel, who was forcibly recruited by the military as a teenager, poses any danger to Canada. If you apply the law correctly, the foreseeable result will be the uprooting of this apparently model family and their deportation to the violence and misery they fled. Your only alternative is to ignore the law, look the other way, and hope everyone else involved in the case does likewise.

This is but one of 13 "vignettes" that Peter Showler presents in Refugee Sandwich, which vividly portrays the challenges faced by everyone "sandwiched" in Canada's refugee system. Showler's qualifications and credibility on this topic are perhaps unparalleled. He has served at the highest level of the system, as chairman of the Immigration and Refugee Board, which decides refugee claims in Canada, and now teaches refugee law at the University of Ottawa.

Showler uses an imaginative approach that falls somewhere between a novel and a treatise. Each of the vignettes tells a nominally fictional story, but is based on a pastiche of real cases. Fortunately for the general reader, Showler is a gifted storyteller, and the book reads much more like a novel than an academic work. Fans of the legal-thriller genre are likely to find this a satisfying read.

Many people in the sandwich will come away from this book feeling like they have been skewered like a shish kebab. Showler exposes board members who are pompous patronage appointees with no empathy for the persons they must judge. A supposedly neutral board counsel is nicknamed "Hess" because of the Nazi-like zeal with which he interrogates would-be refugees. The lawyers representing refugees, as well as board interpreters, are portrayed as often inexperienced or incompetent - perhaps due to the poor financial rewards. But Showler is also fair to the many dedicated board members, lawyers and interpreters who struggle to ascertain the truth under near-impossible conditions.

As narrator, Showler shifts perspective frequently and takes turns speaking as each of the different players involved - generally, quite convincingly. One of the most poignant stories is told by a remorseful interpreter who could have saved a woman from return to possible torture or death, but didn't, because he lacked the courage to step out of his institutional role at the right moment.

Showler also voices the prejudices and misconceptions of each fictional character, which can lead to occasional confusion. For example, a judge states that before deporting anyone, Immigration Canada does a humanitarian review of their case. If this were true, it would somewhat reduce the stakes involved in deciding refugee cases, but it is incorrect. Such reviews must be applied for, are costly and, due to processing delays, many are not even studied before the person is deported. This misconception is never corrected and it is not clear whether it is supposed to be that of the fictional judge, or is actually Showler's.

In most of the stories, we learn whether the final decision was positive or negative. However, in several cases, including Manuel's, we are left hanging - perhaps because Showler himself is unsure as to how it should have been resolved, though this is not explained.

Showler ends with an excellent 24-page primer on Canada's refugee system, along with his proposals for reform. These include a true appeal on the merits of the case for refused refugees - a right that has been enshrined in the law since 2002, but which the government has refused to implement. Showler makes a good case for this with his compelling portrayal of the enormous scope for human error in the system.

Rick Goldman is a lawyer and co-ordinator of the Montreal-based Committee to Aid Refugees.
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