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What Next for Borders and Security?

By Arne Kislenko and Wesley Wark

Series Conclusion

As a closing piece to this series of essays for the Canadian International Council‘s “Beyond the 
Headlines” publication, we reflect on the scope of challenges and changes in borders and their 
security that COVID-19 has bequeathed us. Looking to the future, there is a clear sense of new 
requirements for managing borders in a coming age when natural hazards presented by climate 
change impacts on migration, and the lurking possibility of new pandemics, will join traditional 
threats at the border posed by categories of peoples and goods deemed inadmissible for national 
security purposes. While the road map for the future remains unclear, we close this series with six 
predictions, as food for thought for CIC readers.  
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expand. Political pressures, opposition from government 
unions, and public concern about the absence of human 
judgement will prevent total automation at borders in the 
near future, but an increasing reliance on technology, 
particularly AI, is seemingly inevitable in the long run.

A third predictive guess, one we are rooting for, is that an 
easily forgotten ‘human security’ element will eventually 
resurface to help shape border security practices, with an 
effort to find a new balance between mobility rights and 
protecting domestic populations from threats. To be sure, 
it’s a lofty goal. Even before the pandemic, and 
particularly in response to the recent migrant crisis, 
nationalist tendencies took a firm grip on many borders. 
One need only remember Trump’s fixation on “the Wall”, 
or his Executive Order 13769 (banning migration from 
seven Muslim states), for proof of the nativism that still 
pervades. The pandemic may have reinforced those 
tendencies in some countries, making it difficult to 
imagine that mobility rights will be a priority anytime 
soon, but such is the global magnitude of mass migration 
that it cannot simply be ignored, or left to individual 
states. It is, quite simply, a labyrinth of complex issues 
that requires collective action. 

A fourth prediction is that new approaches to border 
security will be folded into new and more expansive 
doctrines of national security. These new doctrines will 
pivot towards new and non-traditional threats, especially 
those that are digitally enabled, and new natural hazards 
threats. There are no walls that can be erected at borders 
to stop such threats, but more sophisticated protections 
must be found to deal with invisible microbes, vast data 
streams, and extreme weather.

A fifth prediction, unique to the Canadian situation, is 
that there will be new frameworks for joint Canada-US 
management of the border, revitalising efforts made since 
the Safe Border Agreement in 2001, but with a pivot to 
the protection of vital cross-border supply chains and 
data management to track the flow of peoples and goods.

A final prediction is that the experience of COVID-19 will 
reinforce a return to a sense of the state as protector, no 
matter that many states, Canada included, moved slowly 
and clumsily to implement new border security measures. 
Even at the time of writing Canada continues to struggle 

over travel restriction policies in the face of a devastating 
third wave of COVID-19. The Westphalian system of 
sovereign states guarding their national interests has 
made a come back, for better or worse. One more knock 
for the promised land of globalization.
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As we close this series of essays for the Canadian 
International Council ‘s “Beyond the Headlines” 
publication, we want to thank all of our contributors, both 
Canadian and international, for producing short, diverse 
and deeply informative essays on a topic that is bound to 
keep on giving. 

The one thing that emerges clearly to us from this 
collective endeavour is that COVID-19 has upended 
traditional border security policies both in Canada and 
world-wide, introduced new and sometimes problematic 
practices, and leaves important question marks for the 
future. A wholesale return to pre-COVID policies is 
unlikely, but what will emerge once COVID-19 recedes is 
unclear.

What the COVID crisis has bequeathed us is not a 
detailed roadmap for the future but a sense of new 
requirements for managing borders in a coming age when 
natural hazards presented by climate change impacts on 
migration, and the lurking possibility of new pandemics 
will join traditional threats at the border posed by 
categories of peoples and goods deemed inadmissible for 
national security purposes.

These new requirements for border security management 
rest on a number of pillars of change: more advanced 
strategic policy; more closely integrated government 
action; more sophisticated risk assessment practices; 
heightened situational awareness derived from 
intelligence; global scanning for best (and worst) practices; 
proficient data management; utilisation of advanced 
technologies; ongoing professionalization of border force 
officials. Every department or agency involved in border 
security should be looking to make significant changes in 
the future, and learning lessons from the COVID past.

We make six predictions in closing, as food for thought 
for CIC readers. We welcome your responses.

One is that countries will continue to emphasise a model 
of ‘pushing out’ borders, in two spatial directions: globally 
to manage movement control from far-flung points of 
origin, and domestically to enhance ‘inland enforcement.’

Second, risk assessment practices for border security will 
increasingly be dependent on the sophisticated use of vast 
amounts of open source intelligence, harnessed to 
artificial intelligence manipulation. The integration of 
various technologies – computerized databases, 
biometrics, and enhanced surveillance capacity amongst 
others – began long before the pandemic, and is likely to
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