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Border Security in the Age of COVID-19:
Series Introduction

By Arne Kislenko and Wesley Wark

Series Synopsis

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly changed borders and how they function around the world. Over 
a series of essays from a diverse group of experts, Border Security in the Age of COVID-19 will address new 
challenges caused by geopolitical changes, closing borders, the emergence of new intrastate borders, 
changes in global health security regulations, migration pressures, the application of new technologies, new 
attention to supply chain integrity, the reshoring of production, and illicit financial flows across 
international borders. Addressing various aspects of border management in Canada and around the world, 
the project aims at presenting readers with both analysis and, ambitiously, some prescription.
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considering finance, trade, or the application of new 
technologies, borders have similarly been redefined and 
taken on new meanings. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly changed 
borders and how they function around the world. 
International travel and migration have been dramatically 
curtailed.  The hopes invested in the World Health 
Organisation’s International Health Regulations, to 
maintain minimal travel restrictions even in the face of 
pandemics, have not been realised. The global economy 
has faced massive, unprecedented challenges with serious 
short and long-term consequences.  Health security in 
many countries has been fundamentally undermined, 
drawing questions about poor leadership at national and 
international levels. The increased dependency on 
technologies to manage just about every aspect of our 
disrupted lives raises all sorts of questions: some 
fundamental to our collective evolution as a species.

Closing borders to any or most international travel has 
been a common response, but coming at different times 
and in different ways around the world, the effect on 
slowing the spread of the pandemic has been difficult to 
measure. The enormously diverse ways in which 
individual countries have handled the outbreak in their 
own jurisdictions adds to the problem, even leading to the 
emergence of new, intrastate borders. While some 
evidence points to an advantage handling the pandemic 
for some island states, like Taiwan or New Zealand, other 
island nations like Great Britain have been ravaged by the 
virus. Some countries with many borders have faired 
better than those with one or two: case in point, the 
United States, which with just two international land 
frontiers harbours the world’s greatest number of 
infections. Often using the issue of border protections, 
leaders in more authoritarian states have devised 
draconian policies aimed at undermining their political 
rivals. Even in democracies, civil liberties have been 
restrained: sometimes causing dissent and friction. And, 
in many places, there has been a general fear of the 
“outside”: reinforced by mounting deaths, quarantine 
orders, masks, and a drift towards insularities. For an 
international order many considered increasingly “global” 
in its directions, COVID-19 has revealed how nations, 
nationalisms, and prejudices towards the “outside world” 
are still very much alive. 
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Introduction

Most Canadians live close to a land border, such is the 
nature of Canada’s distinctive population distribution.  
For much of Canada’s existence as a state, the border, 
once mapped, was unproblematic. We thought of 
ourselves as living in a peaceable neighbourhood, sharing 
our land border with a fellow democracy and key great 
power ally, the United States. We even enjoyed a collective 
myth about possessing the world’s ‘longest undefended 
border.’ That myth had, of course, to be re-thought in the 
post 9/11 period. Canadians had to adapt to new measures 
of security when travelling across both land and air 
borders. But still we thought we understood even a 
‘stickier’ border. It was a line drawn to mark Canada’s 
place on the continent, and a line that allowed for 
sovereign decisions on the movement of desirable goods 
and peoples. Sometimes those decisions could be fraught, 
as we wrestled with terrorist travel, or efforts to control 
the movement of dangerous technology, or the proper 
application of immigration policy when faced by regular 
and irregular migration. 

A familiar, if complex, set of border security issues became 
deeply unfamiliar with the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The pandemic has forced us to add a new layer 
of concern—the border as a  health security barrier. 
COVID-19, by dissolving some of our cozy assumptions 
about borders, has also thrust Canada more deeply into a 
global world of contested borders.

Borders have always defined kingdoms, empires, and 
nation states both spatially and culturally. They continue 
to be at the centre of many global conflicts. They serve as 
the rubric for all kinds of political, ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious identities. They are ‘walls’ behind which many 
try and shelter against a complex world, while millions of 
others – confronted with war and deprivation – try to 
scale them. In short, despite the hopes of those imagining 
a “global community” beyond supposedly archaic 
concepts of sovereignty, borders remain a salient feature 
in world politics, with little evidence of losing their 
importance any time soon. Moreover, far from being 
static, borders and what they represent are in constant 
flux: often challenging conceptions and forcing policy-
makers to adapt to new realities. Such is the case in the 
world of intelligence and security, where the word 
“national” has become somewhat pointless. When 
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What then can we make of borders in this pandemic? 
Border Security in the Age of COVID is an ambitious 
project designed for Behind the Headlines to help frame 
some of the many national and international challenges 
the novel coronavirus has brought. Over the next few 
months, it will deliver essays from a diverse group of 
experts on a wide range of topics dealing with both 
national and international border security issues. 

The series begins in this edition with a look at historic 
responses to epidemics and pandemics. We will move 
next to examinations of international health regulations 
and global health security, as well as the critical role of the 
World Health Organization (WHO) and infectious 
disease surveillance. The project then turns to supply 
chains and technologies across the U.S.-Canada border, as 
well as a discussion of illicit financial flows across 
international frontiers. Irregular migration and the 
question of “open borders” will be the focal points of two 
more essays, before turning to more specific examinations 
of border security policies from around the world: 
Mexico, New Zealand, and Australia. Another pair of 
papers will address the European Union (EU), with 
particular attention to the internal regulatory approach to 
health security and external border controls. The project 
will round out with a look at international and Canadian 
law with respect to the border, as well as essays on 
Canada’s  Border Service Agency (CBSA) and how the 
pandemic has affected intelligence and security operations 
at home and abroad. 

Border Security in the Age of COVID aims at integrating 
some of the many aspects of border management in 
Canada and around the world, presenting readers with 
both analysis and, ambitiously, some prescription. 
Consistent with the mandate of the Canadian 
International Council (CIC), this project strives to engage 
Canadians in a critical and objective fashion, helping us all 
better understand the complexities of the international 
order. 
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About the CIC
The Canadian International Council (CIC) is Canada’s foreign relations council. It is an independent, non-partisan 
membership organization and think tank dedicated to advancing constructive dialogue on Canada’s place in the 
world and providing an incubator for innovative ideas on how to address the world’s most pressing problems.

The non-profit CIC integrates the voices of a diverse and multidisciplinary group of societal actors from academia, 
business, civil society, government and the media, and endeavours to inform and develop the capacity of the country’s 
next generation of foreign policy leaders.

One of Canada’s oldest and most respected think tanks, the CIC is not only dedicated to nurturing dialogue on 
Canadian foreign policy domestically, but also in projecting a Canadian perspective on the international stage. In our 
rapidly changing world, this effort to promote greater understanding and foster meaningful debate  
on critical challenges is more important than ever.

The CIC would like to acknowledge the editorial contribution of Wesley Wark and Arne Kislenko in making this 
series of articles possible.
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