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Fearing Trump’s crackdown on immigrants, thousands have entered Canada at unmarked
locations along the border

It was once a vital corridor for Americans seeking to escape slavery. Now a stretch of land in the
north-eastern US is in the spotlight again, as thousands traipse across the world’s longest
undefended border in search of asylum in Canada.

“You can call it the new underground railroad, I think,” said Martha Swan of John Brown Lives, a
humanitarian group named after the 19th-century abolitionist based in Westport, New York. “An
informal network of people trying to help people who are under siege and who are trying to get to
safety.”

Since the start of 2017, more than 30,000 people – many of them driven by fears of Donald Trump’s
crackdown on immigrants – have entered Canada at unmarked locations along the border. By doing
so, they hope to skirt a longstanding pact that bars most refugee claimants in the US from applying
for asylum in Canada.

What started as a cross-Canada phenomenon, with migrants braving freezing temperatures, fields of
waist-deep snow and icy ditches at times to enter the country, has narrowed to a few key spots along
the border. The bulk of those crossing into Canada by foot now do so at Roxham Road in Quebec,
where thousands entered last year in hopes of finding a safe haven in Canada.

The crossing has become a flashpoint in Canada, attracting anti-immigrant protesters as well as
counter-protesters who hold up messages of welcome aimed at those entering.

And in an echo of the region’s rich history, the crossing – once also vital to those looking to avoid
fighting in Vietnam or escape wars in Central America – has also become a focal point for a loose
coalition of activists, organisations and faith groups on both sides of the border.

Swan is quick to qualify her parallel with the underground railroad. “The difference is – and it’s an
important difference – thus far, it’s not breaking any laws to provide some information and to hand
out winter gloves and to help people on this crossing.”

Still, the actions of those supporting the asylum seekers have at times landed them in crosshairs.
After Canadian media reported on a pamphlet designed for migrants and which detailed the cost of
taxis to the border and offered legal and emergency contacts, the group behind the flyer – a
volunteer coalition of hundreds known as Plattsburgh Cares – saw a torrent of hateful comments
flood their Facebook page.

The comments were “just vulgar, really hurtful”, said Janet McFetridge of the group. “We weren’t
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telling people how to come, we were telling them how to be safe.”

McFetridge, who lives next to the US side of the crossing, began visiting the crossing last year,
handing out anything from winter hats to snacks. “It was like a brief moment of kindness. It had to
do with people that I felt were in need and that maybe I could offer a little bit of assistance,” she
said. “It had nothing to do with politics, it didn’t even really have anything to do with immigration.”

Her actions, however, had unwittingly tapped into Canada’s simmering debate over the issue. Long
buffered from irregular migration by its three coasts and the United States, a small number of
Canada’s politicians have seized on the soaring number of asylum seekers, stoking fears about those
crossing the border.

Ontario’s Conservative government, led by Doug Ford, has withdrawn its support for the
resettlement of asylum seekers who enter Canada irregularly, while this fall’s election in Quebec
saw the leader of the province’s nationalist party muse about constructing a wall along the US
border.

 

McFetridge’s social media account became a target for angry Canadians – including a threat that
she turned over to the New York state police. “I hope that doesn’t represent most Canadians – I have
a lot of admiration for Canada,” she said.

Many bristled at the idea that Americans would be providing any sort of support to those crossing
into Canada irregularly. “It’s been hard to convince people that they’re not really coming to Roxham
Road to get a hat from me. They’re really coming to go to Canada – it really has nothing to do with
me,” said McFetridge. “With or without me, they’re still going to come.”

Her organisation works closely with Bridges not Borders, a coalition of Canadian volunteers who live
along the border. “People in need are coming to our border and are making a great deal of effort to
get here,” said Wendy Ayotte of the group. “And we want to see them having a fair chance to go
through the asylum process and contribute to our country as so many other refugees have
contributed in the past.”

Every Sunday, members of the group travel across the US border to Roxham Road. “And we’re just a
welcoming presence, we don’t encourage or tell people what do to.”

Part of Ayotte’s motivation is a deep conviction that Canada, home to some 36 million people, can do
more. “There are so many people in distress and refugees in distress in the world, Canada takes in
relatively so few. We’re such a wealthy nation – there were 50,600 people who came last year in
total – that’s really a drop in the bucket. We’re well able to cope with that number of people.”

Her organisation has long lobbied the Canadian government to scrap the Safe Third Country
Agreement, the pact with the US that forces Canada to turn away most asylum seekers who attempt
to enter the country at official border crossings.

Doing so would allow asylum seekers to make claims at official ports of entry and ensure people
aren’t returned to a country where their lives or liberty are at risk, she said. “People wouldn’t be
risking their lives in the winter to come into Canada, the RCMP wouldn’t be deployed, their
resources wouldn’t be used in this way,” Ayotte added. “And the optic that the far right is using –
using this as a way of stirring up a very false sense of Canada being invaded and our borders are
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threatened, which is not the case – they would no longer be able to use this argument.”

For some like Swan, the desolate dirt road and shallow ditch – now the busiest unofficial crossing
between Canada and the US – has become a broader symbol amid a political climate marked by a
rising anti-immigrant sentiment. “We have a choice to make as individuals, as an organisation … We
have to ask ourselves, what kind of a people are we?” Swan asked.

“Our abolitionist forebears, they had to ask themselves the same question,” she added. “What is
going to be our response?”
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