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Closing the Gates: Canada Border Services 
Agency (CBSA) and COVID-19

By Arne Kislenko

Synopsis

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced many nations to reconsider what borders mean, and precisely 
how they work in the interests of “national security”. Front and centre in that calculation for Canadians 
is the Canada Border Service Agency (CBSA), in many respects this country’s “gate-keepers”. Often 
over-looked as part of Canada’s intelligence community, and frequently parochial in its orientation to 
international security issues, CBSA has been forced to confront unprecedented challenges in managing 
our frontiers. But the global crisis also provides the agency with an opportunity to redefine its place in 
government, and in the minds of Canadians who usually care little about borders or those who protect 
them.
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At the best of times, CBSA has a big job to do. It is the 
chief agency in Canada governing the flow of trade and 
goods, including animals and plants. It is also responsible 
for national security at the border: making determinations 
of admissibility, and helping to manage visitor, refugee, 
and citizenship programmes as part of Canada’s 
immigration system. It manages 1,200 points of service in 
Canada along with 39 international posts: juggling border 
control at 13 international airports, 764 maritime ports, 27 
rail depots, 3  major mail processing centres, and 117 land 
crossings with the United States. It applies 90 different 
acts and regulations under federal and provincial laws in 
facilitating the average annual movement of 96 million 
travelers. To tackle it all, CBSA employs more than 14,000 
staff, including 7,000 uniformed officers. 5

With respect to the pandemic, the Auditor General’s 
reported noted that CBSA had a “high level” plan in place 
that was “mobilized quickly” as the crisis developed. The 
only substantial criticism was that the agency did not 
verify whether its front-line staff had exercised the 
appropriate judgment in determining exemptions for 
essential workers and for mandatory quarantine. And 
even that was weighted significantly towards PHAC for 
failing to provide “the appropriate guidance and tools to 
enforce border control measures imposed to limit the 
spread of the virus.”6 In a joint statement on March 25, 
2021, Ministers Patty Hajdu (Health) and Bill Blair (Public 
Safety and Emergency Preparedness) promised better 
collaboration. CBSA expanded support services for its 
officers, including live support reviews, detailed technical 
training about Orders in Council, and the monitoring of 
decisions regarding essential service providers.7 However, 
given the rapidly changing dynamics of the pandemic and 
the mounting political and economic pressures to reopen 
particularly the Canada-US border, CBSA’s function as 
“gate-keepers” is – and will remain - considerably more 
complicated than ever before. 

Since the borders were closed last March, a 14-day self-
quarantine rule has been in effect for everyone coming 
into Canada. Exemptions for select essential services – like 
health workers, some truck drivers, and maintenance 
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As the COVID-19 pandemic first took root in early 2020, 
the federal government reassured Canadians that the 
country’s borders would stay open. Indeed, Ottawa 
maintained that border closures wouldn’t help limit the 
spread of the virus. In early February, Prime Minister 
Trudeau even warned that implementing restrictions 
against travel from certain countries, like China, might be 
considered racist. But within a few weeks that logic had 
clearly changed, and on March 21, 2020, Canada closed 
its gates. 

Around the world, some question the effectiveness of 
border restrictions in slowing the pandemic, and instead 
point to their myriad adverse effects.1 Others argue that 
national frontiers everywhere should have been shut 
down much earlier, pointing to evidence that countries 
which closed off from international travel quickly and 
effectively have fared demonstrably better than those 
which delayed.2 Regardless of the debate, one fact is clear: 
Canada was caught entirely off-guard and ill-prepared at 
its borders. 

To be fair, the responsibility does not lie exclusively, or 
even mainly, with Canada’s Border Service Agency 
(CBSA). A new independent report by the Auditor 
General of Canada makes it clear that the Public Health 
Agency (PHAC) “was not adequately prepared to respond 
to a pandemic, and it did not address long-standing 
health surveillance issues prior to the pandemic.”3 
Moreover, PHAC failed to coordinate with CBSA in 
verifying the quarantine of the majority of travellers, and 
in establishing exemptions for essential workers. Canada’s 
intelligence agencies, on which CBSA relies heavily for 
information about security issues, may also have 
responded inadequately. The Trudeau government  
should draw criticism as well, particularly in its decision 
not to track quarantine-exempt travellers until July 31, 
2020: some four months into the pandemic. During that 
time, 6.5 million people arrived in Canada, and 80% (5.3 
million) of them were not required to quarantine given 
PHAC guidelines.4 In this light, CBSA confronted a very 
difficult, and unprecedented, crisis without the resources 
reasonably required to manage it. 
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made up 87% of all foreigners rejected at the border. In 
September 2020 alone, 3,441 US nationals were turned 
away: most claiming to be ‘tourists’, but believed to be 
fleeing rising infection rates at home.11 Of particular 
concern was the so-called “Alaskan Loophole”, through 
which some Americans, purportedly driving through 
Canada to Alaska, remained without authorization. 
CBSA moved to restrict border crossings for Alaskan-
bound travellers to select ports of entries, improve 
examinations and determinations of admissibility, and 
implemented a monitoring system to theoretically 
ensure departure from Canada.12 Illustrative of the 
explosion of COVID-19 cases in the US, by January 
2021, the number of travellers refused at the land 
border jumped to 30,475: the vast majority of whom 
were American citizens.13  

Amid such revelations, President Trump’s plan to send 
US troops to the border, supposedly to prevent 
Canadians ‘sneaking in’, came as comic relief. But for 
many people, the closure of the common frontier is a 
serious matter: profoundly disrupting the economy, 
personal and professional lives, border communities, 
and even the emotional and psychological ties between 
two very close nations. Technically, the restrictions on 
non-essential travel between Canada and the US have 
been renewed on a monthly basis since the closure in 
March 2020, but given the spread of the pandemic, for 
most of the past year there’s been little serious top-level 
discussion on either side about reopening. However, 
that is starting to change given the weight of many 
economic and political challenges stemming from a 
closed border. The non-partisan Wilson Task Force 
was commissioned to examine the effects of the closure 
and recommend possible strategies for a safe re-
opening: releasing some of its findings in March 2021.14 
Other commentators have recommended the 
formation of a binational Commission to develop 
better common strategies about the border, lamenting 
the surprising dearth of  expertise on the subject, and 
worried about strong support amongst Canadians for 
keeping the gates closed to all but essential travel.15 
And while it remains unclear what the exact position of 
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specialists – existed from the start. Recently, some 
travellers have been able to seek a release from quarantine 
for humanitarian and compassionate reasons. As of 
February 21, 2021, new testing and quarantine 
requirements came into effect to address what critics, 
long before the Auditor General’s report, claimed was a 
rather toothless control regime. Now everyone over the 
age of 5 coming to Canada has to provide proof of a 
negative COVID-19 test taken within a 72 hour period 
before their arrival. A further test is administered upon 
arrival, and a 3 day quarantine stay in a government-
sanctioned hotel is required while awaiting results. A day 
10 test is also mandated, as is the original 14 day 
quarantine, with all travellers subject to tracing and 
compliance orders through the new ArriveCAN 
registration and monitoring system.8 Exemptions still 
exist, but have been generally tightened and better 
enforced over time. Any failure to comply can lead to a 
$750,000 fine and up to six months imprisonment. Since 
implementation of the new requirements, the number of 
travellers arriving by air has fallen a remarkable 96%: 
with the vast majority of those still coming being 
Canadian citizens or residents.9 That fact puts a spin on 
CBSA’s claim that compliance with the new protocols is 
above 99%. But more importantly, potentially significant 
challenges have already emerged: entirely expected by 
those familiar with how borders actually work. Between 
January 7 and March 24, 2021, CBSA seized 30 
fraudulent COVID-19 test results.10 Border officers 
report many more cases of particularly US nationals 
forging other documents to gain entry through 
prescribed exemptions. Even in the wake of global 
vaccination programmes, that pattern is very likely to 
increase if there is a general ‘opening-up’ of international 
travel and restrictions, potentially contributing to 
another resurgence of the virus. Additionally, CBSA and 
local police face difficulties enforcing mandatory 
quarantines, especially amongst returning Canadians. 

Indeed, CBSA has already faced similar challenges in 
guarding the frontiers. In the first six months of the 
border closure, 19,500 Americans were refused admission 
at Canadian ports of entry, most at land crossings. That
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the Biden Administration is, the President faces 
increasing congressional pressure to re-open the gates, 
particularly from representatives of border states. On 
February 23, 2021, the Trudeau and Biden governments 
briefly addressed border reopening as a top priority in 
the joint Roadmap for a Renewed U.S.-Canada 
Partnership.16

The pandemic has also dramatically affected CBSA’s 
responsibilities regarding refugee claimants at Canada’s 
borders. Given serious disruptions to international air 
travel, rather obviously the number of claimants has 
substantially decreased. While it is still technically 
possible to claim refugee status at a Canadian airport, 
anyone disclosing their intention overseas during 
screenings would very likely be denied boarding. Claims 
at land border crossings have been deferred, with the 
majority of individuals returned to the US.17 Hearings 
and other administrative procedures for those inside 
Canada have been delayed, slowing down immigration 
determinations. CBSA has temporarily suspended all 
removals, and released the vast majority of detainees 
over concerns of possible COVID-19 outbreaks at its 
facilities.18 Its operations with respect to refugee 
claimants also face change stemming from on-going 
legal challenges to the Canada–United States Safe Third 
Country Agreement. 

Precisely how COVID-19 will reshape CBSA in the 
future remains unclear. While it is probable that some of 
its basic functions and policies will remain intact after 
this crisis, it is almost certain that the agency will face 
considerable restructuring in its capacity to respond to 
global health issues: as will nearly every other relevant 
government authority. But, perhaps strangely, the 
COVID crisis has also helped “map out” CBSA. 
Canadians have come to see their borders in a much 
different light, and, consequently, are at least starting to 
understand what it is CBSA does and why. With this 
strange opportunity in mind, the agency should make 
sure it is better integrated in the Canadian intelligence 
and security community and, potentially, take a more 
active role in analysis and decision-making as it applies 
to Canada’s complex border issues. 
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