Creating a common security perimeter
Canada’s lax security still a concern for US
Martin Collacott
One of the issues that arose during President Barack Obama’s visit to Ottawa in
February was the “thickening” of the
Canada-US border, the result of American security measures that have slowed
down and increased the cost of crossborder movement.
In the weeks leading up to the
talks between Prime Minister Stephen
Harper and President Obama, speculation over the issues they were most likely
to discuss gave relatively little priority
to border security issues. This changed,
however, when reports reached Canada
that, a few days after taking office, the
new Secretary for Homeland Security,
Janet Napolitano, announced she had
ordered a comprehensive review of security efforts along the border between
the United States and Canada, including recommendations on what could be
done to improve security.
One report linked her decision to a
Department of Homeland Security assessment that, while more attention had
been focused on the southern border
with Mexico, the terrorist threat was
greater on the US-Canada border, given
its length and limited law enforcement
(Blumenthal, 2009, Jan. 28). Shortly
thereafter, an opinion piece that appeared in a number of Canadian newspapers referred to Secretary Napolitano’s
statement and raised concerns over the
impact that further tightening of the border by the United States could have on
the Canadian economy (Collacott, 2009,
Feb. 3). The article noted that it was curious that the new secretary for homeland
security should direct her attention first
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to the northern border rather than the
southern one, which is far more porous
and of whose problems she would be well
aware as the former governor of Arizona.
The article speculated that one possible explanation for this was that, in
the midst of a rising protectionist sentiment in the United States, tightening
the border with Canada could be a convenient way to reduce Canadian competition under the guise of security. It
concluded by recommending that the
prime minister make the creation of a
continental security perimeter a priority issue in his talks with the visiting
American president.
The subject of border security did
come up during the talks, with President
Obama apparently downplaying suggestions that his homeland security secretary was targeting the Canadian border
rather than the Mexican one. Secretary
Napolitano followed up two weeks later
with a teleconference with Canadian reporters during which she said that the
review of US-Canada border security
she ordered was simply a fact-finding
exercise, not necessarily a prelude to
tougher border measures, and that the
media had misconstrued her earlier remarks (Mayeda, 2009, Feb. 28).
These reassurances from President
Obama and Secretary Napolitano notwithstanding, there has already been a
significant thickening of our border by
the American authorities over the past
few years, and there is no guarantee that
we will not see more of the same in the
future. This does not mean that individual initiatives cannot be implemented to
speed up movement of goods and people across the border. The Smart Border

Agreement, signed in 2001, provided a
substantial list of such measures, many
of which have since been put into place.
The fact remains, however, that a common security perimeter would provide
the most effective way to ensure that the
border remains as open as possible.

Prospects
What then are the prospects for establishing such a perimeter?
The proposal itself is not new. It was
suggested in the final years of the Clinton administration by the American
ambassador to Canada, Gordon Giffin
(Policy Research Initiative, 2001), and by
Paul Cellucci (Hunter, 2001, Sep. 13), his
successor under George W. Bush.
Reactions here were mixed. Some
Canadians quickly grasped the benefits
a common perimeter would bring to
Canada—particularly since our economy depends much more heavily on
our bilateral trade than the economy of
the United States does. Others, however,
were wary since it would involve harmonizing Canadian and American procedures in areas such as visa issuance and
the processing of asylum seekers. In the
view of some critics, it would constitute
a loss of sovereignty and an erosion of
Canadian values as reflected in our liberal approach towards allowing people
into the country.
Following these initial expressions of
US interest, little further was heard from
the Americans regarding the perimeter
concept. And while significant progress
has been made by the two governments
in putting in place various measures for
facilitating the movement of goods and
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people across the border, the US government has continued to increase security
on its side in various ways.
Not all of the changes have had an
impact on legitimate cross-border traffic. The increasing use of unmanned
surveillance aircraft by the United States,
for example, does not impede such traffic and, in fact, benefits both countries
by monitoring crossings along a border
that is both long and, for much of its
length, sparsely populated.
Other measures, however, have thickened the border since 9/11 in a manner
that has had an adverse effect on the
movement of people and trade. One
recent analysis concluded that, because
of increased American security requirements, Canadian exports of goods to
the United States (excluding energy and
forestry products) are 12.5% lower than
they otherwise would be (Grady, 2008).
Another estimate has put the post-9/11
cost of waiting, processing, and security
measures at the border at 2% to 3% of total trade (Moens and Cust, 2008).
Under the circumstances, it seems
clear that a major initiative will be required and some sort of comprehensive
agreement reached if Canada is to avoid
further significant erosion of its trading
relationship with the United States due
to the increased tightening of the border
for security reasons. The most obvious
way of achieving this would be through
the establishment of a common security
perimeter around the two countries.

Hurdles to be cleared
A comprehensive agreement on a common security perimeter would involve
harmonized policies in a range of areas
including, for example, protocols and
standards for the entry of goods into
the two countries. For the purpose of
this article, however, I will focus only on
security issues relating to people, particularly those involving terrorist threats,
since these are likely to pose some of the
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more formidable obstacles to reaching a
comprehensive agreement. I will leave
it to others to determine what might be
involved in arriving on a common approach in other areas, such as the entry
of goods.
With regard to the question of terrorist threats from our side of the
border, President Obama reportedly
alluded to this when he told Liberal
leader Michael Ignatieff that Americans have concerns about Canada as a
possible transit point for global terrorism (O’Neill, 2009, Feb. 20).
While this is hardly news, it is not often that a senior American official says
this with such candor. There is, in fact,
no shortage of evidence that the United
States has concerns in this area if one
takes the trouble to look for it. In my
2006 Fraser Institute paper Canada’s Inadequate Response to Terrorism: The Need
for Policy Reform, I identified a range of
American sources describing the United
States’ misgivings in this area.
Chief among concerns in Washington
are (1) what are perceived as our lax immigration and refugee policies, and (2)
Canadian legislation and judicial rulings
that make it difficult to exercise effective
control over who enters and who should
leave our territory.
An example of the latter is the failure,
after two years of negotiations, of Canada and the United States to reach an
agreement on arrangements to speed up
traffic on the Peace Bridge between Fort
Erie and Buffalo. The plan was to provide for pre-clearance by American officials at the Canadian end of the bridge
for travelers entering the United States.
Canada, however, refused to agree to
the United States’ demands that they
be allowed to take fingerprints of such
travelers since, under Canadian law, this
could only be done in the case of someone charged with a crime. In the words
of then-Minister of Public Safety Stockwell Day, “Canada will not consider any
proposal that would diminish the basic

individual rights of Canadians” (Kraley,
2007, Apr. 27).
In the last few years, Canada has
made significant progress in some areas
in dealing with terrorist threats. Shortly
after taking office, the Conservative government designated the Tamil Tigers as
a terrorist group and has taken steps to
seize the property of a front group involved in fundraising on behalf of the
organization (Bell, 2009, Mar. 4). In addition, Canada recently handed down
its first conviction and sentence under
its anti-terrorism laws (Brennan, 2009,
Mar. 12), and, in terms of strengthening border security, the government is
considering plans to collect biometric
information from visitors to Canada
(Thompson, 2009, Feb. 27).
The United States, however, continues to have strong reservations about
Canada’s ability to exercise control over
who gets into the country, to ensure that
dangerous individuals are removed in
a timely manner and that extremist elements are not allowed to operate with
comparative ease. In particular, more
than a few Americans have voiced
concerns about the effectiveness of our
immigration and refugee systems. We
have, for example, tried unsuccessfully
for more than two decades to deport
convicted terrorist Mohammed Issa
Mohammed (Collacott, 2006: 29). And
even when a dangerous individual has
been removed, we may invite him to
come back again because of legal technicalities.1
While there are concerns over various
aspects of Canada’s immigration program from a security point of view, particular attention has been focused on our
refugee determination system. The latter
has the highest per capita intake and acceptance rates of any refugee program in
the world, and has been a major conduit
for the entry of terrorists and their supporters into Canada (Collacott, 2006: 87).
While Canada is better placed geographically than most countries to avoid large
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numbers of asylum seekers reaching our
borders, the number who do manage to
enter has been increasing in recent years.
After a decline in applications following
9/11, applications rose to almost 38,000
in 2008—almost double the number in
2005 (UNHCR, 2007, 2008).
The United States may also have concerns about the extent to which closer cooperation with Canada in terms of guarding against threats from terrorism will be
possible in the future. One of the most
important facets of such cooperation
has been the arrangements under which
security and intelligence agencies in the
two countries have been able to exchange
sensitive information on individuals and
organizations that may pose a threat.
The scope of such exchanges, however,
has been somewhat circumscribed by
the results of the O’Connor commission,
which examined the circumstances under
which dual Canadian-Syrian citizen Maher Arar was sent to Syria by the United
States after being detained at the John F.
Kennedy airport in New York in 2002.
The commission concluded that Canada
had provided US agencies with information about Arar that formed at least part
of the basis on which the Americans decided to dispatch him to Syria, and that
we should be more circumspect in what
we share with US agencies in the future.
Increased Canadian caution in this
regard was evident in the Canadian government’s recent decision, reportedly
under pressure from privacy advocates,
to repatriate from the United States a database of personal information on Canadian citizens (Beeby, 2009, Feb. 16).
In addition to the forgoing concerns,
other developments in Canada may
leave US authorities with doubts about
our readiness or ability to bring under
control the activities of militants already
on our soil. In April 2007, for example,
members of the Sikh community in
British Columbia publicly venerated the
assassins of Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi (Bolan, 2007, May 11), and
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in March of this year, a public memorial service was held in Toronto for the
Tamil Tiger pilots who carried out a suicide attack on the Sri Lankan capital of
Colombo (Bell, 2009, Mar. 3).
Another area of concern regarding
the capacity of Canadian authorities to
deal effectively with security threats is
that of resources. Colin Kenny, the chair
of the Senate Committee on National
Security and Defence, recently declared
that his committee had concluded that
the RCMP is short 5,000 to 7,000 officers. Its contingent for patrolling the
Great Lakes, for example, consists of
only 14 officers compared to 2,200 US
Coast Guard personnel on the American
side. He also reported that the RCMP
told the committee last year that it only
had the resources to track one third of
the Canadian criminal organizations it
knows to exist.
Senator Kenny also stated that the
Canadian Border Services Agency is
short 2,300 employees and that while
the federal government is planning to
hire 400 more, this would not be nearly
enough to keep traffic moving at border
crossings while maintaining a high level
of security. Nor is the situation much
more encouraging at the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, which has fewer
employees now than it did 18 years ago,
even though it now has more responsibilities (Kenny, 2009, Mar. 12).

Conclusion
Whether or not we can reach agreement on a common security perimeter
remains to be seen, particularly in light
of the obstacles mentioned above. If we
can achieve such an accord, it would certainly provide much greater assurances
than we have at present that Canadian
exports, as well as people, will be able
to move relatively easily into the United
States. Even if complete agreement is not
possible, it would still be worth exploring more thoroughly the concerns the

Americans have with respect to security
threats from our side of the border. With
such information, we could then examine what measures we could take to alleviate some of these concerns and, hopefully, convince the United States that it
does not need to strengthen security
along the border in ways that would impede legitimate traffic. If we do not take
some sort of initiative in this regard, we
will probably have to resign ourselves to
further thickening of the border by the
United States and the implications that
will have for the Canadian economy.

Note
1 A recent case in point is that of convicted
gang member, Panchalingam Nagalingam,
who was sent back to his native Sri Lanka
after various criminal charges and convictions including a brutal attack on two
people. After Canada successfully deported
him three years ago, the Federal Court of
Appeal ruled in April 2008 that there had
been a procedural error at his last trial. In
February 2009, he was, therefore, allowed to
return to Canada and was flown here from
his home in Sri Lanka at the Canadian government’s expense (Bell, 2009, Feb 27).
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