September 15, 2015

“Canada is definitively one of the best places to live,
but this doesn’t mean it is a great place to live for
everybody,”says Amar Wala, Director of The Secret Trial 5. Amar Wala also shared his
views on the current state of immigration, public policy, and advice to emerging documentary
filmmakers with Vivek Vijayapalan, Documentaries for Change Fellow.
How has your experience with the Docs for Change program been?
I had one of my best screenings with the program. I thought the Q and A session was thoughtful,
intelligent and had a lot of depth.
I would like to do it more often. One of the translators in the group is screening the film and I wish
there was more of that.
My work is always going to revolve around issues of immigration, exclusion within Canadian
society and members of MCIS are particularly interested in that kind of thing. It would be nice to
talk about my new projects even before they are done and just let them know that I am doing, and
seeing if they are interested in seeing it in the future. Maybe I can even work with them to find core
audience members not from a financial standpoint, but just for people who care about these kind of
issues, newcomers within Canada and Canadian immigration.
How the political landscape changed since the release of The Secret Trial 5? Have you received
support from policy makers or activists in any way?
Activists have been very vocal on this issue for a number of years. Politically, the landscape hasn’t
changed yet. However, I am very encouraged to see issues such as the migrant issue which is going
to be the election issue this year.
The crisis in Europe with Syrian refugees has caught the imagination of the Canadian people.
Unfortunately it took some very powerful visceral images to get us to care. Hopefully, that strikes a
conversation about our entire immigration trajectory.
From a policy standpoint, NDP in the past has been very vocal about security certificates but they
have been quiet about it since, because they are generally in an attempt to mainstream themselves
in order to make themselves a viable party for a majority of Canadians. They have left some of these
issues behind a little bit, but I continue to hold the faith if the political landscape does shift and a
progressive party does get in, it will make a huge difference.
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You mentioned that immigration law should be more inclusive. What do you think you should
be changed? Do you think more filmmakers should make films like Secret Trial 5? Should
activists join in? What can civil society do?
It is beyond filmmakers and
activists at this point now. We
have a very apathetic population
when it comes to our own politics.
I think there are a lot of things that
Canada did right for an extremely
long time that bred a little of bit of
apathy within the population. But,
I think people are starting to wake
up now.
One of the positives of a country
shifting in a certain direction is
that it tends to wake the population up and I think we are finally starting to wake up to the way
conservatives have moulded this country. If you are asking me what is going to shift things back, I
think it is going to take primarily political change which the country is poised to make.
It is going to take us as a country to be a bit more human, caring about a bit more about these issues
and understanding that Canada is not immune to the problems facing the rest of the world. We are
not the exception to the rule in many of these cases and we have our own responsibilities. We need
to look inward and while we do things well doesn’t mean we can’t improve.
Canada is definitively one of the best places to live, but this doesn’t mean it is a great place to live
for everybody. We can do better and should do better. I think it is the everyday Canadian who needs
to start caring about these issues. The political landscape is going to shift left and right forever, but
there has to be a certain fundamental principle, that we will not let things swing too far one way or
the other. There are certain fundamental principles we believe in and inclusive thoughtful
immigration policy is one of those things.
You have mentioned that immigration courts can’t be used to try terrorists? What are the
different ways to counter terrorism if you can’t use immigration law?
The main thing we should and normally do is use the criminal code to treat terrorism as a criminal
activity. You can’t treat criminality with an immigration device. That is what security certificates
are.
Mind you, they don’t use it because they think immigration is some sort of remedy for terrorism.
They use it because it makes their jobs a lot easier. The burden of evidence in immigration law is
much lower than that in criminal law. So, it is much lower standard to meet for the government. The
remedy to this is very simple. Terrorism is criminality treated within criminal code. If charged, they
will get a chance to defend themselves. If they are found guilty, by all means they should serve their
debts to society.
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I don’t think it is as complicated as we make it seem. We have charged many people under
terrorism provisions under criminal code since 2002 and many have been successful.
There are even in moments when you desperately need secrecy and when a government believes it
needs secrecy, provisions within the criminal code that allows you to do that. I don’t know if I like
that since I don’t believe secrecy has a place in criminal codes, but I do understand that
governments and security agencies need to keep a secret at a small level. Most Canadians would
agree with that
However, if you lock someone up, you better be prepared to put evidence on the table and give
them a chance to defend themselves.
There have been two acquittals following the release of Secret Trial 5? What is the status of the
rest of the cases?
Unfortunately, they are stuck in some weird legal limbo. They (referring to the accused) don’t have
house arrest conditions. Security
certificates still exist and 3 of them are
still in place. They men are allowed to
work, don’t wear tracking bracelets and
are not followed. For the most part,
conditions are very minimal at this point
and cases are not proceeding through
courts quickly. There are zero chances of
deportation for them because there is risk
of torture.
Government knows security certificates
are not achieving goals they wanted i.e.
deportation of these men. They know it is extremely expensive and not efficient, yet they are not
going to admit that they were wrong. I guess their goal is just to keep going.
Those involved and their families want to forget about what happened and their lives have been
strangely normalized. They are used to it now and they just want to keep living. It is a very sad state
for a country to reach. If they are innocent, they are still going through a lot of pain and stress for
innocent people, and if they are truly a threat to Canada, they are walking around almost free. So
what did we achieve as a country? The process is an absolute failure. From a human rights
perspective, it is a disaster and something we should be ashamed of as a country.
What are the projects you are working on currently?
I am working on a short film on the case of Deepan Budlakoti. Deepan is an Ottawa born man, and
has had a troubled life. He has been in and out of foster homes since he was 14 years old. A few
years ago, he was convicted of dealing drugs and trying to sell a rifle to an undercover police officer.
He has been in and out of detention systems and lived in some ways a clichéd typical life.
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Our social system has not managed to grab a hold of this kid and break this cycle. Unfortunately,
after he finished the sentence, he found out that Canadian government was trying to deport him to
India, a place where he has never been. I found the move of the government to be very strange since
it is based on a technicality. They found that his citizenship was granted in error and so was his
passport which has been confiscated. They also say that his parents worked for the Indian embassy
at the time of birth, which did not make him a Canadian citizen. His brother who is younger to him
is Canadian citizen, but unfortunately he in the eyes of the government is not.
To me this throws the whole notion of who or who is not a Canadian for a loop. If a young man who
is born and raised in this country and who has literally never set foot outside Canada is not a
Canadian. Then what does it make someone like me then? I was born in India and they are trying to
send him to the place where I was born.
So if he is not Canadian, then am I? Are any of us truly Canadian in the eyes of the government if
people who are born and raised here can have their citizenship taken away? Of course his case is
based on a technicality. The government introduced bill C-24 which makes it possible for them to
strip the citizenship of Canadian born dual citizens. So, there are a lot of dual citizens in this country
born and raised in Canada. Based on this law, they could strip their citizenship if government saw
fit. So, it is a dangerous precedent that they have set.
It is a story about identity. The kid does not identify with India; his criminality and mistakes are not
a product of India. He is one us and trying to throw him away reminds me of the old days of
banishment. It is an extremely ugly story which Canadians needs to know about. The film will be
completed by the end of the year.
What is one piece of advice you want to give filmmakers who don’t have funds to make a film?
If it is possible for you and have the skills and connections around you, get going and find a way to
get the film done. Grab a camera and start shooting. Start filming whatever you can. While
fundraising is obviously important especially early on in your career, it shouldn’t stop you from
getting projects made. Whatever you have in bank account is your budget. That is how we started
Secret Trial 5. Of course, we kept raising money slowly and over 4 years, and it was only in the last
year that we got the main chunk of funding.
Whether we would have gotten got the funding or not, we would have found a way to get it done.
That is the way filmmakers have always made their films. That’s how classic Hollywood filmmakers
made their first films. They got it done somehow.
If it is good you will prove yourself. Once you prove yourself to this industry, you career will
become a lot easier and stories you want to tell will be told more easily. You will have to find a way
to prove that you are a filmmaker. There are a lot of people out there who claim to be filmmakers
but don’t make films. So just get it done and if it is good doors will open up for you.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4|P a g e

September 15, 2015

Amar Wala established himself as a daring new voice in Canadian Cinema with his
debut feature The Secret Trial 5 (2014). A graduate of York University's acclaimed Film
program, he believes deeply in cinema's ability to create awareness and facilitate social
change. Passionate about both documentary and narrative film, Wala's dramatic work
has also garnered high praise at home and abroad. The Secret Trial 5 received the 2014
Magnus Isacsson Award at RIDM, as well as a Jury mention in the Emerging Filmmaker
category at Hot Docs. The film would also be named one of Now Magazine's Top Ten
Films of 2014.

Vivek Vijaypal is a communications professional with close to 10 years of experience
as a journalist and a technical writer. Vivek worked with premier Indian newspapers
such as The Indian Express and Daily News and Analysis developing investigative
pieces on human rights violations, domestic violence and accessibility of public
information. Since 2010 Vivek works as an RFP/Business Development Coordinator
for MCIS Language Services, a leading Canadian language solution non-profit.
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