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WASHINGTON — When U.S. President Barack Obama visited Ottawa last month, he spoke optimistically about finding ways for Canada and the United States to "balance our security concerns with an open border" that encourages even greater trade between the two countries.

After years of hearing the "security trumps trade" mantra from the Bush administration, it was a message the Harper government greeted with equal doses of enthusiasm and relief.

But if Obama offered Ottawa hope, U.S. Homeland Security secretary Janet Napolitano is delivering a more complicated dose of reality — that nothing about renewing the Canada-U.S. border relationship is going to be easy, the best intentions of both governments notwithstanding.

Napolitano this week tempered Canadian expectations of a quick fix to backlogged border crossings and outdated border infrastructure with two statements that may point to hiccups in the Canada-U.S. trade and security relationship.

First, she said a recent northern border review by her department highlighted ongoing U.S. worries about how Canada conducts risk assessments of people entering the country and "very real" differences in immigration and visa policy.

"That of course is a security concern," she said.

Second, she stressed the "need to be sensitive" to concerns in Mexico — and among lawmakers from southern U.S. border states — that there be parity in the security measures taken on both frontiers.

Napolitano said there's still a feeling among some U.S. lawmakers that "we shouldn't go light on one (border) and heavy on the other," despite their vastly different security challenges.

Christopher Sands, a Canada-U.S. border expert at the Hudson Institute, called Napolitano's comments "arresting" and said they show Washington is not yet convinced that Canada has done enough on security around who enters the country.

"She said, there's a security risk there," said Sands. "They have looked and seen differences between what the U.S. does, and what Canada does, and seen it as a source of concern."

Canada's hope was that the Obama administration would mark an immediate change in approach from the security-obsessed Bush administration.

"That doesn't seem to be the case," Sands said. "Too much (Bush administration policy) has been carried over. Too many of the attitudes are there . . . There needs to be some work done to educate the new team about what Canada is doing on security."

The U.S.'s ongoing concerns about Canada's immigration policy and risk-assessment practices present real hurdles to some of the Harper government's biggest border priorities — such as moving forward with customs pre-clearance facilities at land border crossings.

Napolitano said she shares Canada's interest in land pre-clearance facilities but "it's not an easy thing to accomplish" because of outstanding U.S. concerns about whether American customs agents could make arrests or fingerprint travellers on Canadian soil.

"So let's not pretend that we can just wave a magic wand and we'll have a shared border management structure," Napolitano told a Brookings Institution forum on the Canada-U.S. border.

For its part, the Harper government said Thursday there was nothing worrisome for Canada in Napolitano's remarks.

"She wants to work to facilitate trade and maintain security at the same time, and she's quite open to a lot of practical solutions and approaches on doing on that," Public Security Minister Peter Van Loan said in Ottawa. "I am quite optimistic that we're going to be able to continue to do that."

Geoffrey Hale, a University of Lethbridge expert on the Canada-U.S. border, said Napolitano is "walking a fine line" in dealing with Ottawa's request to move quicker on ways to improve the border for trade.

Napolitano must contend with Democrats from southern border states — many of whom sit on homeland security committees in Congress — who "are extremely antsy about any perception of a double standard" when it comes to the Canada-U.S. border. But she is also dealing with career Homeland Security bureaucrats whose focus is almost exclusively on tightening security.

Those officials have long held the view that Canada does too little information-sharing with the U.S., Hale said.

"There is an opportunity to press the reset button (on border issues). There is not the opportunity to reinvent that 9/11 happened," he said.

"Certainly Secretary Napolitano is saying, 'Anything you get in Canada, you are going to have to earn. These are the political conditions I'm working under.' I think she was gracious and transparent in the way that she did it."

Maryscott Greenwood, director of the Canadian American Business Council, said Napolitano was "refreshingly candid" in her assessment of the ongoing border issues facing the two countries.

"I think she was being honest and straightforward about that. That didn't surprise me or raise a red flag at all," she said.

Greenwood said the "big important question" for Napolitano and the Obama administration is whether the slumping U.S. economy will prompt a "paradigm change" at Homeland Security that puts more emphasis on addressing America's economic security versus its physical security.

"In the previous administration there was lip service paid to trade facilitation but the real mandate was on tightening security," Greenwood said. "The question will be, will that paradigm change under this administration — if for no other reason than the economics of it.

