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Governance Regimes for Cross-Border Infrastructure  

Munroe Eagles & Dylan S. McLean 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

 
This paper examines the governance regimes that have developed around a neglected but significant type 

of cross-border institution – namely, the organizations that manage and operate the physical infrastructure 

that links Canada with the United States across a water border. On land border crossings no shared 

infrastructure that must be jointly managed and maintained is required.  However, along the 3,538 km. of 

the southern Canada - northern US border (55% of the entire border) that is formed by a waterway (lake 

or river), some jointly-managed physical infrastructure is necessary to link the countries.  There are a total 

of 25 vehicular bridges or tunnels that provide a physical connection across this water border and these 

include the busiest crossing points along the entire border in terms of both freight (where Detroit/Windsor 

leads the way) and passenger traffic (which is heaviest at the Niagara crossings).  The successful 

management of these physical infrastructure resources is of great importance to both countries and many 

of these cross-border facilities have become potent symbols of cross-national comity. Though arguably 

the challenges facing border facility operators are generally similar along the Canada-US water border, a 

wide variety of models for the management and governance of shared bridges and tunnels have emerged.  

This paper relies on semi-structured interviews with facility managers and executives within seven border 

crossing governance regimes (accounting for a total of 18 separate border crossing facilities) and focuses 

primarily on those spanning the Maine-New Brunswick, New York-Ontario, and Michigan-Ontario 

borders.  Through published descriptions of the formal structures and the interviews, we examine the 

ways in which interests and perspectives from the two sides of the border are accommodated in the 

diverse governance regimes of these facilities. We also explore the various responses of facility operators 

to the challenges posed by the binational context; the impact of securitization and new border crossing 

requirements; and the facility’s role in fostering cross-border relationships at the community level. From 

this, it is clear that border facilities are generally well-operated and responsive to their mission. However, 

we are able to document some enduring challenges faced by the operators of border infrastructure.  These 

constrain the performance of these facilities in significant ways.  
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Introduction 

 

With the commemorative events taking place this year surrounding the two hundredth 

anniversary of the War of 1812, Canadians and Americans are celebrating two centuries of peace between 

them this year.  Not only have these two hundred years been marked by an absence of conflict across the 

border, they have witnessed the emergence of the most intimate and extensive bilateral economic and 

social relationship in the world.  The closeness of the relationship is evident in the fact that the value of 

the two-way trade across the border on a daily basis is approximately $1.6 billion, and everyday about 

300,000 individuals move between the two countries.  This binational intimacy is in large measure a 

tribute to a little-appreciated instance of cross-border governance.  According to the International 

Boundary Commission, 3,538 km. of Canada-US boundary from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans (55% 

of this section of the Canada-US border) is comprised of bodies of water (rivers and lakes).  Along this 

long water boundary, the actual physical border separating Canada from the US is located at or near the 

center of the water body (lake or river).  Vehicles or pedestrians crossing the water border require some 

infrastructure in the form of a bridge or tunnel.  Of the 145 separate border crossing facilities along the 

Canada-US border, 120 are roadways, of which 24 involve bridges and one involves a tunnel (Davidson, 

Hammond, and Mintz 2010, 1).  

 

Operating and managing these binational assets is an important but little examined instance of 

cross-border governance.  The cross-border infrastructure facilities are quite diverse.  Remarkably, in 

light of their critical contribution to the closeness of Canada-US relations, the binational structures that 

cross water boundaries along the shared border  are primarily the result of local initiatives, built by 

different locally-constituted organizations without the kind of third-party or external co-ordination that 

have often characterized such ventures in other multinational jurisdictions (Fujimura 2004, 5).  This has 

produced an array of governance arrangements along the water border.  Cross-border traffic in goods and 

people are distributed unevenly along the lengthy border.  Indeed, the crossings between Ontario and the 

states of Michigan and New York – all of which involve water – account for over half the total passenger 

car traffic.  Similarly, in 2010 the three US gateways  of Detroit, Port Huron, and Buffalo-Niagara in this 

region, handled 66%  (by value) of all merchandise exports shipped by road to Canada and  received 61% 

of all merchandise imports from Canada that arrived by road. Of crucial importance to the economic, 

social and cultural well-being of both countries is the smooth functioning of this cross-border 

infrastructure.  We know that planning, building, and operating cross-border infrastructure is generally 

more complex and risky when compared to national infrastructure projects.  In this respect, the ad hoc 

nature of the emergence of these cross-border facilities reflects both the well-known weak institutional 

underpinning for the strong economic integration between the two countries(Brunet-Jailly 2004), and also 

the lack of national, let alone continental, transportation strategies in North America that persists to this 

day (Blank, Golob, and Stanley n.d., 14).   

 

As binational entities, these facilities necessarily operate in two distinct national environments, 

but beyond this common feature, each structure encounters a different mix of sub-national and local 

jurisdictions where they touch the ground on both sides of the border.   Despite the critical roles played by 

cross-border infrastructure in the binational relationship, and despite the complexity and variety of their 

operating and governance arrangements, relatively little is known about how these facilities are governed 

beyond the formal description of governance arrangements (see Tofflemire (2011) for such a description 

of all crossings into Ontario), and how their operators view their role in the overall Canada-US 

relationship and the performance of their facility.  This paper aims to redress this gap by comparing the 

governance – both formal and informal – of 18 border crossings along the water borders in the Great 

Lakes/St. Lawrence River and the New Brunswick-Maine regions. In producing this analysis, we draw 

upon two basic types of information.  First, we consult the published and web-based resources that 

describe the facility, its performance and its governance regime.  Secondly, we have conducted semi-
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structured interviews with bridge/tunnel operators for eight facilities (or groups of facilities – see 

Appendix One for a list of these).
1
   

 

We begin by describing the various bridges and tunnel in the next section and using data on 

border crossers we discuss their overall role in the Canada-US relationship.  The next section looks at the 

various means by which Canadian and US interests are incorporated in the governance structure of each 

facility.  In the third section we consider the challenges posed to bridge operators from the binational 

nature of their facility (e.g., hiring and labor practices;  contracting for expansion or maintenance work; 

any formal or informal work restrictions on the actual structures, etc.).  A fourth section looks at the  

experience with the security services – Customs and Border Protection (CBP) in the United States and the 

Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA) on the Canadian side.  Specifically, we are interested in 

exploring the impact of the post-9/11 hardening of the border and the 2009 implementation of the 

“Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (WHTI) on the functioning of the border, as perceived by some of 

those on the front line.  In the fifth section we explore the larger role these facilities can play in 

encouraging binational cooperation and interaction.  We conclude by considering some of the 

implications of the diversity we encounter at our binational water crossings for the conduct of Canada-US 

relations. 

  

The Vehicular Bridges and Tunnel Linking Canada and the United States 

 

 We begin by describing the cross-border facilities from east to west in terms of their physical 

characteristics and traffic volumes.   Maine shares a 513 km. border with the province of New Brunswick. 

Of the 17 border crossings between these two jurisdictions, there are 10 bridges that cross the Canada-US 

border, three of which are in northern Maine/New Brunswick while the remaining seven connect south-

eastern Maine with south-western New Brunswick.  These range from the easternmost FDR Bridge that 

links Lubec, ME to Campebello Island in New Brunswick (so named because the island was Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt’s summer home) to the narrow, two-lane Fort Kent-Claire international bridge that 

crosses the St. John River in northern Maine/New Brunswick.  With the exception of the new 

“International Avenue” bridge linking St. Stephen, NB, and Calais, ME, which was opened in 2010, most 

of these binational structures are very small, lightly used, and relatively old (see Table One for some 

comparative indicators of bridge traffic). 

Table One about here 

According to a recent feasibility study undertaken for the Maine and New Brunswick 

Departments of Transport, and for the US General Services Administration, looking into the question of 

the need for infrastructure improvements on the northern Maine/New Brunswick border, two of the 

busiest crossings into northern Maine are deficient in some way.  The Madawaska/Edmunston 

International Bridge, for example, is so narrow that only one commercial truck can cross at a time (RKG 

Associates 2010, 47) and the St. Leonard/VanBuren bridge lacks commercial truck parking so that all 

traffic into Canada is blocked if there is more than one north-bound truck (RKG Associates 2010, 47).  

The third international bridge in Northern Maine – the Clair-Fort Kent bridge – also suffers from serious 

operational deficiencies.  According to Ezebordercrossings.com, the structure:  

                                                           
1
 We have excluded two privately owned and operated facilities - the Ambassador Bridge that connects Detroit-

Windsor and the Fort-Frances-International Falls International Bridge that links northern Minnesota with Ontario. 
Despite their binational footprint, these unitary facilities are distinct in that they have private and corporate 
governance structures. The Baudette (Minnesota) – Rainy River (Ontario) International Bridge is owned and 
operated by the respective Department of Transport for the state/province.  This bridge is not connected to any 
trade or traffic corridor, and serves mainly tourists and local traffic.  As such, it plays only a minor role in the 
binational relationship. The same is true of the Missiquoi River Bridge that links Vermont and Quebec, and the 
bridge between Pigeon River, MN and Ontario. Being small and of primarily local significance, these structures are 
excluded from our study. 
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…  is rusty and obsolete … The weight limit on the current bridge is 4 tons and it is 

working under a system that allows only one heavy truck at a time and no more often 

than once every 10 minutes. The truck must drive directly down the middle of the bridge 

and at that time the bridge traffic becomes one-way with cars and pickups allowed to 

follow it to the other side. Should workers notice a traffic bottleneck on the bridge or at 

the entrances to the bridge, the system can be manually overridden until the traffic flow 

resumes (EZ Border Crossings 2010).   

 

A contract has been signed in 2012 for the building of a replacement for the Clair/Fort Kent bridge. Work 

began on the structure in April 2012 and it is planned to open sometime in 2014.  

 

Passenger and truck crossing loads on these bridges are small when compared to the spans into 

the province of Ontario and some are located in sparsely populated areas.  One bridge, according to John 

Buxton, the maintenance engineer in Maine’s Department of Transportation who is responsible for 

maintaining all highway bridges, including the 10 international ones, sees an average of 30 vehicles 

crossing on a daily basis (interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012).  Calais – St. Stephen is a critical gateway for 

Atlantic Canada and New England, and the Edmunston, NB – Madawaska bridge also attracts 

considerable traffic further to the north. There are no tolls on any of these bridge crossings so there is no 

financial dimension to the binational cooperation in bridge administration beyond necessary capital 

improvements or repairs. 

 

West of the New Brunswick-Maine border, the next international bridges included in our study 

are found along the 716 km. New York-Ontario border.  Of these, the easternmost international structure 

is the Seaway International Bridge (SIB) which crosses the St. Lawrence River to connect the cities of 

Cornwall, ON and Rooseveltown, NY.  Actually the SIB is a system of two bridges; the North Channel 

Bridge is located entirely in Canada and is currently undergoing replacement.  The South Channel Bridge 

actually spans the international border. There are over 120,000 commercial and 2,300,000 passenger 

transits over the bridges annually, and as Table One shows, the bridge ranks 10
th
 among border crossings 

in terms of the passenger car traffic going south into the US. The international border crossing at the 

bridge was recently renamed Three Nations Crossing in honor of the Mohawks of Akwesasne, whose 

reservation the bridge crosses (The Seaway International Bridge Corporation Limited 2012).  In the past 

the bridge has been the site of confrontations between the Mohawks and Canadian and US authorities.  

The location of the Canadian Border Services Agency inspection facilities on Cornwall Island (within the 

reservation territory) is viewed by many Mohawks as constituting an illegal occupation of their land, and 

when CBSA officers were permitted to bear firearms in May 2009, the Mohawks protested.  A blockade 

resulted that closed the bridge from May 30 to July 13
th
, and was lifted when the CBSA moved to 

temporary facilities on the Canadian side of the river.
2
   

 

Moving further west, there are four bridges open to vehicular traffic spanning the Niagara River 

and connecting Southern Ontario with Western New York.  As will be discussed in the next section, these 

four crossings are operated by two bridge commissions.  The Niagara Falls Bridge Commission is 

responsible for the operation of three bridges below the famous Niagara Falls that collectively handle 

about 7.2 million crossings a year. The busiest of these is the 5-reversible lane Queenston-Lewiston 

bridge, a structure that was built in 1962 to handle both commercial truck and passenger traffic.  The 

NFBC’s Whirlpool Bridge that links the two cities of Niagara Falls is open for NEXUS card-holders only. 

Finally, the Rainbow Bridge handles passenger car and pedestrian traffic only between the downtown 

sections of Niagara Falls Ontario and New York.  Only New York’s John F. Kennedy international  

                                                           
2
 When asked during our interview about the future plans for the location of this facility, SIBC official Wade 

Dorland professed to have absolutely no knowledge of what was in store (Interview, Wade Dorland, 7-20-2012). 
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airport handles more passenger arrivals from Canada in a year than these three facilities  (Niagara Falls 

Bridge Commission 2006).  

 

The fourth cross-border facility for cars and trucks on the Niagara frontier is the Peace Bridge 

that connects downtown Buffalo, NY with Fort Erie, ON.  It is located at the origin of the Niagara Falls 

river about twenty miles to the south of the three Niagara Falls crossings.  Opened in 1927, it has 3 lanes 

for vehicle traffic – the center lane of which is reversible to accommodate variable volumes of cross-

border traffic – and is also open to pedestrian crossers. The Peace Bridge is the second busiest crossing 

point on the US-Canada border with about $40 billion in trade crossing over the bridge every year (The 

Buffalo and Fort Erie Public Bridge Authority 2012a).  Efforts to expand the crossing by building a 

second span began in 1997 but they have been stalled over the years as a result of a number of legal, 

aesthetic, environmental, and political challenges. 

 

Proceeding still further to the west, the state of Michigan shares a 1,160 km border with Canada 

that is crossed by a number of structures that facilitate car and truck traffic. The easternmost of these 

facilities is the “Blue Water Bridge” that connects Port Huron, MI with Sarnia, ON, across the St. Clair 

River at the southern end of Lake Huron.  The Blue Water Bridge initially opened in 1938 as a single 

span structure that carried 310,000 vehicles in its first year.  Bridge traffic doubled in the 1981-1991 

period, reaching 6,100,000 vehicle crossings in 1991. A second span was added in 1997 to accommodate 

the growing traffic volumes (Michigan Department of Transportation n.d., 4).  As the data in Table One 

shows, the bridge’s traffic levels rank it as the third most important commercial truck entry to the US and 

the fourth busiest passenger car point of entry from Canada.   An average of 14,000 vehicles a day cross 

the bridge (Michigan Department of Transportation 2011a). 

 

Two other structures bring cars and trucks across the St. Clair River at Detroit – Windsor.  The 

first and busiest of these is a privately owned by the Detroit International Bridge Company, which is 

completely owned and operated by Manuel “Matty” Moroun.  Approximately 10,000 vehicles cross this 

facility a day, and the bridge conveys fully one-quarter of the total value of Canada-US merchandise 

trade.  In a controversial move, Moroun has proposed to build a second span, but at the time of writing 

there is a proposal to build a separate publicly-owned and operated bridge funded entirely by the 

Canadian government at a nearby location.   

 

The only underwater vehicular crossing on the Canada-US border – indeed, the only such 

international tunnel anywhere in the world - runs approximately one mile under the Detroit River to 

connect the downtown sections of Detroit, MI and Winsor, ON.  Officially opened in 1930, traffic in the 

tunnel declined in the depression and during World War Two. After the war, however, the tunnel became 

the preferred border-crossing for residents of both cities until the development of the suburbs and the 

interstate highway system favored the Ambassador Bridge (Windsor Public Library 2001).  Today its 

daily traffic is now roughly 27,000-29,000 vehicles, of which 95% are automobiles and 5% commercial 

trucks (Detroit-Windsor Tunnel 2012b).  Most of the truck traffic using the tunnel is local in origin and 

destination (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012). 

 

Finally, the Sault Ste. Marie International Bridge opened in 1962 to link the twin cities of Sault Ste. Marie 

Ontario and Michigan across the St. Mary’s River and “the Soo” locks which form an important part of 

the St. Lawrence Seaway linking Lakes Superior and Huron.  The bridge is almost 3 kilometers in length, 

and features two spans, one over the small lock on the Canadian side, and a twin span across the four busy 

“Soo Locks” on the American side.  Because Sault Ste. Marie, ON is home to about 75,000 people while 

the Michigan counterpart has only about 14,000, bridge traffic is primarily Canadian.  Bridge General 

Manager Philip Becker estimates that about 80% of bridge users are Canadian, and while only about 7% 

of total bridge traffic is commercial, this category of border crosser accounts for over half the bridge’s 

revenue (interview, Becker, 7-24-2012).   
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Ownership and Governance of Cross-Border Infrastructure 

 

 As diverse as this collection of international border infrastructure appears, the ownership and 

governance models that have been developed in each setting are equally differentiated and every 

bridge/tunnel operator’s situation is unique.  This section will present the variety of ownership and 

governance models in place at the facilities in our study.  The descriptions are largely based on published 

and web based sources; however, all of the information was verified in our interviews at the facilities.  

Each ownership and governance model is unique but two broad patterns will become evident.  In the first, 

while ownership of the physical infrastructure may or may not be split, governance and management are 

handled in a joint fashion within some formally unified framework.  In an alternative configuration, 

ownership and governance are both divided at the international boundary line. 

 

 Ownership of the 10 bridges connecting the State of Maine and the Province of New Brunswick 

is split between the state and the province, each owns the portion of the structure that extends from the 

bridge’s landing on their side of the international boundary up to the international boundary.  All 

responsibility for these facilities is vested with each entity’s department of transportation and their 

governance is entirely internal to each DOT.  The Maine DOT maintains each of the 10 bridges up to the 

international border and the New Brunswick DOT does the same for their portion of the bridges.  Funding 

for the maintenance of the international bridges is drawn from the general Maine DOT budget for 

statewide bridge maintenance;
 3
 no tolls are collected in either direction at any of these structures.  

Because no tolls are collected neither owner maintains a regular presence at any of the bridges; however, 

each does routinely visit and inspect the facilities.  There are no formal institutional linkages connecting 

the owners; governance does not span the international border.  In spite of this situation, the two ‘bridge 

communities’ – small groups of individuals within the each DOT’s upper management whose job 

descriptions include some type of bridge related responsibility – often informally collaborate to 

coordinate their efforts.  For instance, according to John Buxton, the Maine DOT Bridge Maintenance 

Engineer, Maine and New Brunswick inspectors now carry out their bridge inspections together because, 

“just being friends,” it makes sense for them to share a piece of equipment, owned by the Maine DOT, 

which is particularly well suited to bridge inspection (interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012). 

 

 Most cross-border contacts relating to these bridges tend to be local and issue based.  However, 

efforts are being made to build a more formal and regularized relationship connecting each DOT’s ‘bridge 

community.’  For instance in December of 2011, 

The Bridge Communities of the New Brunswick and Maine DOTs convened to discuss a 

systematic approach to preserving and managing our shared bridge assets.  It is critical to 

have short and long term maintenance and capital plans of action.  These plans of action 

will lead to a more uniform approach to preservation which will eliminate or minimize 

such drastic differences in remaining service life at each end of the bridge.  

Comprehensive plans will also identify the need for future funding on major 

rehabilitation or replacement projects so both agencies can plan accordingly and 

cooperatively without the burden from a critical structural or functional bridge issue 

dictating action (Maine & New Brunswick DOTs 2011). 

The two DOTs have never had a collaborative maintenance or capital action plan in place and the bridges 

have historically not been maintained to the same standard on both sides; it was indicated that in some 

instances the Canadian side had a better record and in others the American side did.  When asked what he 

would most like to see done to make operation of the international bridges easier Buxton said that the 

number one priority should be to continue the dialogue started at the December 2011 meeting; he 

indicated that, in his view, more formal institutionalization and the development of a binational 

                                                           
3
 Funding for New Brunswick’s portion of the bridges likewise appears to be dealt with in a similar fashion; 

however, this has yet to be confirmed. 
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governance structure would probably be impractical but some more consistency would certainly be 

desirable (interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012). 

 

While some of the structures in our study are totally self-reliant financially (using tolls and bonds 

to cover operating and capital expenses), others are tied to two budgetary cycles that are not only beyond 

their control but that are most likely asynchronous.  Capital planning and infrastructure improvements 

appear to be developed most easily where there is a single authority responsible for the operation of the 

structure.  When this does not happen – as in the case of the New Brunswick-Maine crossings and the 

Blue Water Bridge – alternative arrangements are necessary.  Lacking an overarching authority that has 

specific responsibility for infrastructure often makes it difficult to formulate and finance major 

improvement projects.  Perhaps the best instance of this is the case of the Fort Kent – Clair international 

bridge in northern Maine – New Brunswick.  While authorities on each side recognized the deterioration 

of this structure, as Maine DOT bridge maintenance engineer John Buxton explained: 

That’s a poster-child for how inept both governments are.  Our concern with the bridge – 

Glen’s [his NB DOT counterpart] concern with the bridge, and his predecessor’s … 

concern, we’ve had them for years.  And what happened with this bridge was that we 

were totally out of step. And most of it was funding and prioritization.  Whenever they’d 

have the monies, we wouldn’t, and vice versa. We just weren’t dancing to the same tune. 

(Interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012) 

 

 The Seaway International Bridge between Ontario and New York is a system of two bridges over 

the Saint Lawrence Seaway.  The North Channel Bridge is entirely in Canada and is owned completely by 

the Canadian Federal Bridge Corporation Limited (FBCL).  The ownership of the South Channel Bridge 

is split to reflect the location of the international border.  The FBCL owns 32% of it while the US Saint 

Lawrence Seaway Development Corporation, hereafter SLSDC, owns the remaining 68% (Federal Bridge 

Corporation Limited 2010a).  The Seaway International Bridge Corporation Limited, hereafter SIBC, 

resulted from a joint venture between the two owners and is responsible for the operation of the bridges 

and the international crossing, including the land crossing on Cornwall Island.  The SIBC is governed by 

an 8 member board of directors.  In accordance with the operating agreement between the FBCL and the 

SLSDC each owner nominates 4 members; however, all 8 members are actually appointed by the FBCL.  

Day to day management of the SIBC is in the hands of a General Manager responsible to the binational 

SIBC board (Federal Bridge Corporation Limited 2010a; The Seaway International Bridge Corporation 

Limited 2012). 

 

 According to SIBC’s Operations and Administration Manager Wade Dorland their binational 

governance model is working fairly well and there is no evidence, from his point of view, of any 

nationality based tension, “I think our board has actually been very homogeneous on most issues.”  When 

issues do arise he perceives them as being the result of pressures placed on board members which are 

rooted in the national political environments of the respective owners, such as whether one or both is in a 

situation of austerity.  All of the members of the board of directors have predefined roles – such as 

president, treasurer, etc. – and the board’s president is always from FBCL, the Canadian owner.  There is 

no indication that appointments to the board are politically influenced.  The American board members are 

more often than not employees of the American owner, SLSDC.  While the board of directors, as the 

governing body of SIBC, is representative of both owners, at the operational level FBCL is more directly 

involved.  Again in Dorland’s words, “we act very much as if FBCL is our parent corporation and the 

board advises us, but operationally, we deal with FBCL.”  The board is involved in big picture issues such 

as strategic plans, finance, and major repairs and it is also best positioned, as a binational entity, to 

facilitate the acquisition of major funding for capital improvements.  It is able to take funding requests to 

the respective governments and funnel the money down to SIBC (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).   
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 According to the stated mission of the SIBC it is supposed to be financially self-sufficient 

through the collections of tolls, which are collected in both directions (The Seaway International Bridge 

Corporation Limited 2012).  The FBCL confirms that toll revenues are supposed to “pay for operating, 

maintenance, administration and some capital expenses.”  However, toll revenues are not collected for 

over 60% of transits which are mostly First Nation Mohawk related, since the SIBC does not charge tolls 

to members of First Nations, or for transits supportive of First Nations such as funeral services (Federal 

Bridge Corporation Limited 2010a).  The SIBC is a not-for-profit entity and in the opinion of Dorland 

this likely eliminates a potential source of owner tension which may otherwise manifest itself in 

nationality based conflict on the board. 

 

 The Niagara Falls Bridge Commission, hereafter NFBC, was initially established to finance, 

construct, and then operate the Rainbow Bridge.  Its responsibilities later expanded to the Whirlpool 

Rapids and the Lewiston-Queenston Bridges.  The NFBC was established by a US Congressional 

Resolution and is licensed in Canada via The Extra Provincial Corporations Act of the Province of 

Ontario.  Its governing board is composed of an equal number of Canadians and Americans.  The four 

Canadian members are appointed by the Premier of Ontario and the American members are appointed by 

the Governor of New York.  It is responsible for building and maintaining all related bridge facilities, 

including customs inspection facilities.  Operations and maintenance are funding via toll revenue and tolls 

are collected at these bridges one-way only (Niagara Falls Bridge Commission 2006). 

 

 The chair of the NFBC’s Board of Directors is chosen amongst the members themselves.  Since 

1941 there has been a norm of rotating the chairmanship on an annual basis between an American and 

Canadian member.  The Canadian board members are appointed for 3 year terms; there is an interview 

process and many of the board members do have broad based experience but the local MPP does 

recommend people.  Also, a Canadian slot on the board is maintained for a representative of the Ministry 

of Transportation in order to maintain that connection.  The appointment of the board members from New 

York was described as more political with “no process.”  The American board members serve at the 

pleasure of the governor and when New York State governments change the composition of the board 

tends to change quickly as well.  However, all indications are that appointments to the board are based 

more on local politics than state politics.  There is some evidence that from time to time nationality based 

tension has crept in to this board; however, this circumstance appears to be the exception rather than the 

rule.  Members were described as serving “the Commission,” rather than the “American Commission” or 

the “Canadian Commission” (interview, Holloway and Gallagher, 7-2-2009).   

 

The Peace Bridge is owned and operated by The Buffalo and Fort Erie Public Bridge Authority, 

hereafter The Authority.  The Authority describes itself as an ‘international compact entity’ as it is the 

result of an international compact between the State of New York (with U.S. Congressional consent) and 

the Government of Canada.  The Authority is governed by a 10 member board that is composed of an 

equal number of Canadians and Americans; the chairmanship of the board alternates between a US 

member and a Canadian member annually.  The Canadian members are appointed, with varying terms, by 

the federal Governor-in-Council on the recommendation of the Minister of Transportation; the Minister in 

turn receives recommendations for the positions from a local MP.  Two of the American members are 

appointed by the Governor of New York and confirmed by the New York State Senate.  The other three 

members are appointed by, one each, the NY State Attorney General, the Niagara Frontier Transportation 

Authority Chairman and the NYS Dept. of Transportation Commissioner.  In the view of the General 

Manager, Ron Rienas, the US system of appointment works quite well because it ensures a broad base of 

specialization.  Also, although the Canadian appointment process does very clearly resemble patronage, 

this too, according to Rienas, is not without its advantages: 

They are generally involved with the party. They are political, they are patronage 

appointments. And people say that “that’s terrible that they’re patronage appointments.” 

And I say actually to people that “no, to the contrary, that works very well.” And the 



9 
 

reason it works well is because we are an entity that it is not overseen by the government, 

sometimes it’s more difficult to get access to the government because we are not a 

department of the government. We are a stand-alone….we own these properties, we are 

established by separate act of legislation, so having Board Members that are politically 

connected is beneficial, its beneficial to me. So in Canada when the Conservative 

government is in power, I would like to have Board members that are affiliated with the 

Conservative Party because they have connections to Ottawa and connections to 

Ministers because that is circles they travel in (interview, Rienas, 6-17-09). 

 

The Authority is responsible for the bridge and all related operations.  It is self-funded primarily 

through the collection of tolls, which it collects one way only (The Buffalo and Fort Erie Public Bridge 

Authority 2012a).  Rienas describes a board relatively free of national tension and a conscious effort to 

keep it that way: 

What I try to do in the orientation for new Board members is that I try to instill that this is 

a unique board, unlike any other board that you have served on, because there is different 

views. There is the American view and there is the Canadian view. As much as people 

say that Canada and the US are the same, they’re not. There’s a different culture, 

different way of doing things, so what I tell them is that they need to leave that at the 

door when they come in and first and foremost they are acting in the best interests of the 

Peace Bridge Authority. And while they are appointed by their respective governments, 

that they are appointed to do a job in the best interests of the Peace Bridge 

Authority…very rarely do we have politicized votes where it’s 5 Americans and 5 

Canadians. We don’t have that (interview, Rienas, 6-17-09). 

An interesting aspect of Peace Bridge’s board, which is directly attributable to its binational status, is that 

the board members are not compensated uniformly.  The members of the board from the US receive no 

compensation while the Canadian members do receive compensation of $150 per meeting.  This 

discrepancy is the result of an executive order issued by a past NY governor prohibiting the compensation 

of appointees to an authority.   

 

In the early 2000s the Authority’s organizational structure underwent a significant change.  Prior 

to that there were two general managers, one Canadian and one American, both of whom were 

responsible to the same board.  Ron Rienas, General Manager of the Peace Bridge, recounted the 

dysfunctions of that period: 

…that was politicized. You had a Canadian officer and an American officer. It was like 

that for many, many years. So you had these two silos within your organization and both 

General Managers reported up to the Board, and so that the US officer had alliances with 

the US members and the Canadian officer had alliances with Canadian members. So you 

had an organization that was bloated because of the structures – inherent in the structure. 

When I started here, we had about 120 employees. We now have 80 employees. And a lot 

of it was just a result of structure…. We had duplication. And again, if we had for 

example, we had 5 Canadian supervisors and 5 US supervisors. Canadian supervisors 

supervised traffic on the Canadian side. The US supervisors supervised traffic on the US 

side. .. So what you had, and it was just human nature, …Canadian supervisor blamed the 

US supervisor, the US supervisor blamed the Canadian supervisor, so one of the things 

that we did, and we were able to do it as part of the relocation of the building and tolls 

over here [from the Buffalo side to Fort Erie, ON], was we no longer have that. We went 

from 10 supervisors to 5 supervisors, doesn’t matter what their nationality is. I think right 

now … we have 3 US and 2 Canadian …. They’re responsible for both sides of the 

border, so no more pointing the finger… (Interview, Rienas, 6-17-2009). 

 The ownership and governance model in place at the Blue Water Bridge is a very clear instance 

where formal governance and administration, as well as ownership, is divided at the apex of this large 
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structure.  Ownership, as well as responsibilities for general operations and maintenance, is split between 

separate American and Canadian entities.  The Canadian portion of the bridge is owned and operated by 

The Blue Water Bridge Canada, hereafter BWBC, which is a Canadian crown corporation.  The BWBC is 

specifically responsible for operation of all facilities on the Canadian side, maintenance of the Canadian 

half of the bridge, and the collection of tolls from traffic leaving Canada (Blue Water Bridge Canada 

2011).  The BWBC is governed by a board of directors and a president/CEO, all of which are Governor-

in-Council appointments (Governor in Council Appointments 2012).  Ownership of the American half, as 

well as responsibilities for maintenance, operation, and toll collection for traffic leaving the USA, is held 

by the Michigan Department of Transportation, hereafter MDOT (Blue Water Bridge Canada 2010).  It is 

managed by a member of the MDOT with a staff composed of approximately 45 MDOT employees.  

They are entirely internal to the broader MDOT structure and they are part of one of the seven MDOT 

regions.  Each entity is financially self-sufficient through the tolls it collects.  The American half does not 

send any of its toll receipts to the state and it does not receive any MDOT money.  The Canadian half is 

also entirely self-funded, in terms of operational and maintenance expenditures, through toll receipts; 

however, it did recently accept some Canadian federal money for infrastructure improvements on their 

half (interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  

 

 According to the BWBC’s founding legislation it was only intended to exist until a “competent 

joint international authority to operate the Blue Water Bridge” could be established, (Blue Water Bridge 

Authority Act  1964).  A binational board of directors, consisting of four from each side, to govern the 

whole structure has yet to take form because the Michigan based ownership has not acceded to this 

arrangement.  All indications are that movement in this direction will not be happening any time soon 

(interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  The board governing BWBC has not expanded beyond its 

four directors in anticipation of them eventually being joined by four Americans (Office of the Auditor 

General of Canada 2007).   

 

A single facility which is operated by dual administrations, as in the case of the Blue Water 

Bridge, can run in to some specific challenges as a direct result of this type of arrangement.  In a 2007 

special examination conducted by the Office of the Auditor General of Canada, several examples of such 

challenges were noted.  First, the report claimed that the Authority had expended $7.5 million over the 

previous nine years on a non-competitively tendered contract with a public relations firm for work that 

had dubious and unsubstantiated results.  Second, the examination uncovered a more general lack of 

communication and coordination on bridge issues across the border. For example: 

While its maintenance of the Canadian portions of the Bridge has kept the structure in 

good to very good condition, the Authority had not obtained the recent engineering 

inspection reports about the condition of the American portions of the Bridge.  Because 

of a breach in communication in recent years, both authorities stopped sharing their 

engineering inspection reports.  The Authority and the US operator do not coordinate 

their maintenance activities.  This means that the Authority cannot ascertain whether the 

major elements of the US part of the Bridge will reach their expected lifespan…The 

Authority should take steps to develop a formal memorandum of understanding with the 

US operator to obtain its inspection reports and to coordinate maintenance activities on 

both portions of the Bridge (Office of the Auditor General of Canada 2007, 3). 

A joint interview with Mike Szuch, the MDOT administrator, and Chuck Chrapko, BWBC President and 

CEO, indicated that both parties have worked to address this situation within the existing governance 

models.  They both said that they are jointly working towards a ‘one bridge’ operation.  Over the last 

three years they have arranged for the bridge engineering inspection to be conducted jointly, one firm was 

contracted to inspect the entire bridge and produce one report; they now conduct snow-removal and de-

icing operations in harmony; MDOT provided the Canadian maintenance crews with radios which allow 

them to communicate with their American counterparts; their toll supervisors and traffic officials are in 

constant direct communication in order to coordinate the bridge’s busy traffic; and specialized operational 
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groups within their organizations, including Szuch and Chrapko themselves, regularly meet with each 

other to coordinate their efforts (interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012). 

   

 Despite the efforts of Szuch and Chrapko to work within the existing institutional framework for 

maximum efficiency, that framework itself continues to present operational challenges.  The institutional 

arrangement of dual ownership and control at the Blue Water Bridge, and others like it such as the Maine 

– New Brunswick facilities, results in duplication where, according to Szuch, “by nature you are 

redundant” (interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  At the Blue Water each operator recognizes the 

need for a unified master plan for the entire crossing, rather than the current condition of separate 

planning for each plaza.  They also recognize the need for an integrated tolling system, which is presently 

entirely separate.  Also, although the human operators of their traffic and security operations centers 

communicate with one another the technology is not integrated.  Szuch and Chrapko clearly illustrated the 

inefficiencies resulting from having to maintain two labor forces, two tolling systems, two accounting and 

back-office operations, two communications systems, two storage facilities, and so on (interview, Szuch 

and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  Clearly, as illustrated here and by the previous co-General Manager 

arrangement at the Peace Bridge recounted above, having separate Canadian and US management and 

administrative organizations responsible for the operation of the structure introduces at best a range of 

inefficiencies and at worst politicization and other types of dysfunction. 

 

The Detroit-Windsor Tunnel presents an instance of a crossing operated in a unitary manner by a 

for-profit private entity but with some level of public oversight, albeit at unevenly distributed levels.  It 

opened in 1930 and in accordance with an agreement which gave a private developer the right to 

construct the tunnel, that private interest would only have the right to own and operate it for 60 years.  So, 

in 1990 ownership of half the tunnel and a plaza reverted to the cities of Windsor and Detroit (Detroit-

Windsor Tunnel 2012a; Tofflemire 2011).  It is interesting to note that this bears some resemblance to an 

aspect of the Peace Bridge’s ownership structure.  The Authority’s ownership of the bridge and its 

associated facilities may be limited in a similar fashion.  According to The Authority’s website: 

Title to the property and assets of the Authority is vested in the Authority until July 1, 

2020, or until all of the bonds issued by the Authority have been paid or discharged, 

whichever is later.  Thereafter, the powers, jurisdiction, and duties of the Authority 

within the State of New York or within Canada shall be under the jurisdiction of the State 

of New York and Canada, respectively.  (The Buffalo and Fort Erie Public Bridge 

Authority 2012b) 

 

A private company, Detroit-Windsor Tunnel LLC which is a wholly owned subsidiary of 

American Roads LLC, currently operates the entire Detroit-Windsor Tunnel from plaza to plaza; 

however, it does so under very different business relationships with each owner.  Detroit-Windsor Tunnel 

LLC and Detroit are in a liberal, hands-off, lease agreement where Detroit-Windsor Tunnel LLC has full 

and complete operational control of the tunnel.  It is a long-term lease agreement which is next up for 

renewal in 2020.  There is no evidence that the City of Detroit involves itself in the operations of the 

tunnel in any way (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012).   

 

The business relationship on the Canadian side is quite different.  Detroit-Windsor Tunnel LLC is 

in a joint operating agreement with the Windsor-Detroit Tunnel Corporation, which is a company wholly 

owned by the City of Windsor.  According to Neal Belitsky, the CEO and General Manager of Detroit-

Windsor Tunnel LLC,
4
 his company essentially works for the city’s company.  Again, according to 

Belitsky, there is a very significant amount of Canadian contact and content in their operations; the 

                                                           
4
 Neal Belitsky is also the CEO of American Roads LLC which owns Detroit Windsor Tunnel LLC.  American Roads LLC 

is a wholly owned subsidiary of Alinda Capital Partners, which is the world’s largest private equity firm that 
specializes in infrastructure. 
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tunnel’s operator and the Windsor corporation have to jointly agree on such things as capital contracts and 

toll rates (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012). 

 

Belitsky, as the tunnel’s operator, is primarily held accountable to two separate boards.  First, he 

is responsible to a board of directors from his company, Detroit-Windsor Tunnel LLC.  The members of 

that board come from a parent company, Alinda Capital Partners, and as far as Belitsky knows they all 

happen to be American.  The Windsor-Detroit Tunnel Corporation (representing the Windsor ownership) 

also has a board of directors that governs their interests in the tunnel.  It is an 8 member board, chaired by 

the mayor, composed of both city council members and members of the community at large.  There are no 

governance mechanisms in place to represent the interests of Detroit.  The tunnel’s operations are entirely 

self-funded, with two-way toll collection comprising by far the most significant source of revenue.  The 

tunnel seems to present a clear instance of the benefits of a unified operation, for example, their 

maintenance workers can operate freely across the border from plaza to plaza and there is one individual 

who can ultimately be held accountable for the crossing’s operation (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012).   

 

Over the last decade or so the ownership and management structure of the Sault Ste. Marie 

International Bridge has undergone some significant changes.  The ownership of the physical 

infrastructure is now, as it has been, divided between entities representing each country.  On the Canadian 

side the bridge and related facilities are owned by the Saint Mary’s River Bridge Company, hereafter 

SMRBC, which was created by the Canadian Parliament in 1955.  The SMRBC is a wholly owned 

subsidiary of the Federal Bridge Corporation Limited, thus the FBCL is the ultimate Canadian owner.
5
  

The SMRBC is essentially just a governance body; it has no income of its own (interview, Becker and 

Petainen, 7-24-2012).  The State of Michigan, through its Department of Transportation, owns the 

American half of the international bridge (Federal Bridge Corporation Limited 2010b; Michigan 

Department of Transportation 2009).  

 

 The MDOT and the SMRBC entered into an agreement to create the Sault Ste. Marie Bridge 

Authority, hereafter SSMBA, in order to jointly manage and govern the bridge.  The SSMBA is 

responsible for approving tolls, budgets, and business plans, making rules for the bridge and related 

property, approving property purchases and capital investments, and also overseeing the investment of the 

bridge reserve fund (Michigan Department of Transportation 2011b).  The SSMBA has assigned 

management of day to day operations of the entire bridge, including both plazas and customs facilities to 

the International Bridge Administration, hereafter IBA.  The IBA’s staff is composed of an equal number 

of Americans and Canadians.  It is described by the MDOT as  responsible for carrying out the business 

plans and budgets approved by the SSMBA as well as daily operations including toll collection, bridge 

maintenance and capital improvements (Michigan Department of Transportation 2011b). 

 

Day-to-day operations of the facility are carried out under the supervision of the IBA’s general 

manager, Phil Becker.  All of the IBA’s employees, including Becker, are MDOT employees.  However, 

as general manager, Becker is directly responsible to the binational SSMBA board of directors.  The IBA 

is at once a binational entity and an administrative entity within MDOT.  In general they follow MDOT 

work rules, construction specifications, and its recruiting policies unless there is a need for a project or 

professional service which wholly takes place on the Canadian side – then the FBCL’s system is utilized.  

Also, although they are all MDOT employees they are totally toll funded and any monies drawn from the 

MDOT budget are reimbursed from toll receipts.  All of their buildings and maintenance equipment are 

jointly held assets between Michigan and Canada (interview, Becker and Petainen, 7-24-2012). 

 

The SSMBA exists explicitly to serve as a binational governing body for their operational arm, 

the IBA.  The board of the SSMBA rotates its chairmanship between Canadian and American members 

                                                           
5
 This was a relatively recent acquisition by the FBCL. 
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on an annual basis.  The Michigan members are appointed by the governor and serve at the pleasure of the 

governor.  The Canadians are appointed by the SMRBC and they are all SMRBC members.  Their 

appointment is confirmed by the Canadian Federal Minister of Transport.  The intergovernmental 

agreement creating the SSMBA is a state-federal agreement.  The board meets on a quarterly or ‘as 

needed’ basis and in the words of Phil Becker, “I’ve been here 11 years, we've had probably 50 meetings, 

never has there been anything other than a unanimous vote" (interview, Becker and Petainen, 7-24-2012). 

 

Many of these cross-border facilities, and particularly those governed by a single dedicated entity 

and which are self-sufficient financially, enjoy considerable autonomy of action, operations do not take 

place in a vacuum.  Border operators on the American side note the increased presence at the border of 

federal security-related agencies.  For their part, Canadian operators also have experienced changes in the 

federal presence at the border (particularly regarding the arming of CBSA officers), but they also note a 

growing interest from the federal level in the overall operation of cross-border infrastructure.  In our 

interviews, several Canadian operators referred to a more vigorous Canadian regulatory presence in recent 

years. This is the result of the passage of the Canadian International Bridges and Tunnels Act (2007) that 

declares international bridges and tunnels to be works for the general advantage of Canada. Because of 

their general significance, the Act confirms the federal government’s authority over (the Canadian side) of 

all international bridges and tunnels.  The Act establishes the basic requirements to include in an 

application for construction, alteration, and/or change in ownership, operator or control of an international 

bridge or tunnel across the Canada – United States border.  As a result, all new structures, as well as 

significant alterations of existing facilities, are subject to review by the Government of Canada. This 

development provides another indication of the changing – and increasingly complex – political 

landscape on which border operators must navigate. 

 

Challenges of Operating Facilities Across an International Border 

 

Clearly, the operation of binational infrastructure facilities makes it imperative to consider the 

interests and dispositions of two different countries in the governance regime.  Our overview of these 

different structures and their operation suggests that for the most part the incorporation of these national 

perspectives is accomplished smoothly and effectively.  Beyond governance issues, however, the 

binationality of these facilities brings complications for a wide variety of operations.  The fact that 

customers of these facilities will necessarily cross an international border, operators of these structures 

encounter a daunting array of customs, immigration, and border security considerations.  Security-related 

measures have loomed especially large since 9/11, and as such they will be given separate treatment in the 

next section of the paper. For now, however, we will turn to a discussion of the more mundane but often 

vexing challenges of designing, maintaining, and operating binational facilities along the Canada-US 

border.   

 

Many such operational challenges arise and while some of these appear at first to be reasonably 

straightforward, they may often be associated with implications that greatly complicate the life of facility 

operators.  For example,  when tolls are levied, they must be collected in two currencies.  And when 

capital improvements or large repairs are contemplated, contractors must be sought from communities on 

both sides of the border, and funds for needed repairs or expansions must be obtained from both 

countries.  So all bridge finances must be accounted for in two currencies, and banking arrangements on 

both sides of the border are necessary.  One operator expressed some frustration with the necessity of a 

‘dual currency’ operation.  Wade Dorland of the Seaway International Bridge complained about the 

banks; they dealt strategically adjusting their policies with respect to the ‘other’ currency to maximize 
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their profits (Interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  In an era of relatively rapid – and larger – currency shifts
6
 

- adjusting the bridge tolls in order to have equitable charges for both sides can be a challenge, 

particularly when – as with the Sault Ste. Marie IBA, there is a commitment to adjust tolls whenever the 

currency conversion differential exceeds  five cents.  More complicated and more consequential are the 

accounting practices necessary to account for shared ownership and proportionate contributions for 

owners in each country.  Peter Petainen, CFO for the Sault Ste. Marie IBA admitted that this presented a 

real headache for him: 

When it comes to tracking ownership it gets to be a real headache for me.  The way we 

approach it is, all of the real property, so the physical land on each side of the border, is 

in the name of the owner not the bridge administration.  So it's 50/50 in terms of the 

physical infrastructure ownership.  When it comes to mobile equipment or the 

administration building, because that's there for the administration to support both 

owners, both owners support equally - from toll revenue.  For any capital project on 

either side of the border that's entirely on one side of the border over $500,000 that's an 

owner specific expenditure.  So if it's entirely in Canada, that should come from all of the 

reserves that are specifically for SMRBC (Saint Mary’s River Bridge Commission).  That 

excludes toll facilities.  However, there is a clause in the agreement that specifies that the 

owners, if they jointly choose to, share the cost of a project even if it's entirely on one 

side of the border.  So for example, the planned painting projects will be shared 50/50 

because that's the most efficient way. (Interview, Peter Petainen,  7-24-2012). 

Keeping track of all this was in part responsible for Petainen’s receiving a prestigious “Director’s Award” 

from the Michigan DOT in 2010.  

 

Regular maintenance of the cross-border infrastructure requires labor to be performed on both 

sides of an international boundary line.  As such, those responsible for routine maintenance – designed to 

preserve and protect the structure and ensure the safety of bridge users, as well as maintaining and 

clearing snow or other debris from the road surface and inspection/toll plazas – either need some 

dispensation to work outside their country of origin, or must confine their activities to their side of the 

structure.  Frequently facility operators engage with two different labor markets, one on each side of the 

border, and each characterized by different degrees of labor organization, regulation, and taxation. 

Similarly, operators encounter at least two sets of design and safety regulations, two sets of traffic laws, 

two environmental regulatory regimes, and often two cultures.  Since all the bridges/tunnel considered 

here, except those joining New Brunswick and Maine, levy tolls on bridge customers, operators also must 

operate with two currencies.   

 

 A major challenge facing bridge operators is the need to answer to at least two sets of national 

and subnational (state/provincial and or local) regulatory agencies and to satisfy two often different sets 

of regulatory standards.  This applies to virtually all aspects of a facility’s operation – from accounting 

and financial management and revenue-raising, to occupational safety, to compliance with environmental 

regulations, and contracting and purchasing processes and practices. The expansion of the US-side plaza 

of the Peace Bridge, for example, has been mired in controversy for decades as local and non-local 

authorities and interests mobilize to impede the required improvements.  Similarly, the State of Maine 

DOT’s bridge engineer John Buxton acknowledges that the contemplation of new capital projects is 

enormously complicated – and delayed – by what he refers to as an alphabet soup of interested 

government and public entities, from the Army Corps of Engineers, to the Environmental Protection 

Agency, CBP, CBSA, etc.  Crossing an international border exacerbates this challenge:  “An international 

                                                           
6
 According to the Bank of Canada records, in the roughly half decade between January 2002 and November 2007, 

the Canadian dollar appreciated almost 50 cents against the US dollar (moving from $0.62 to $1.10).  See:  Bank of 
Canada http://www.bankofcanada.ca/rates/exchange/can-us-rate-lookup/ 
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bridge group,” he noted, “has to contend with two sides of alphabet soup – it’d be years before they could 

look at the first project” (Buxton, 8-6-2012). 

  

Staffing these cross-border facilities can also present challenges to bridge operators.  Since work 

will be required on both sides of the border, most operators will need to hire both Canadians (to work on 

the Canadian side) and Americans (to work on that side).  When separate operators work different sides of 

the bridge, this is not normally a problem since each will only deal with workers from their side.  

However, unitary facility administrations, most of whom are mindful of their need to be – and to be seen 

to be – responsive to communities on either side of the border – will need to draw personnel from both 

sides of the border.  For the most part, employees of these operators will work primarily on their side of 

the border. There are several exceptions to this pattern, however.  The Seaway International Bridge 

Corporation runs a bridge that crosses the Mohawk reservation Akwesasne. This Canadian Crown 

Corporation hires only Native Americans to staff its maintenance operation and these individuals are able 

to live and work on either side of the Canada-US border.  Currently, its toll collectors are about half 

Canadians and half Mohawks. Two American toll collectors retired recently and their replacements did 

not come from the US side (Interview, Wade Dorland, 7/20/2012). Of course, such a convenient solution 

is not generally available to facility operators.  Another exception is that employees of the International 

Bridge Administration (IBA) in Sault Ste. Marie Ontario and Michigan are all classed as civil servants in 

the Department of Michigan Department of Transport.  The Canadians who work for the IBA – about 

50% of the total workforce, are given B-1 visas that enable them to work only on bridge-related business 

in the US, and they all receive checks from the State of Michigan, and receive additional compensation to 

bring their benefits package into line with IBA employees from Michigan (Interview, Becker and 

Petainen, 7-24-2012).  Employees of the IBA living in Michigan do not require any special visa, but they 

are not permitted to work beyond the bridge plaza in Canada.   

 

Another model of labor relations in these cross-border facilities can be found in the case of the 

Peace Bridge.  Here a great deal of time and effort was spent obtaining the necessary exemptions and 

authorizations from agencies in both countries that were necessary to hire Canadians and/or Americans 

who can work freely on the entire structure. Now their pay checks come from the authority.  General 

Manager Ron Rienas explained that “I’ve spent a lot of time with the staff saying you are not a US 

employee or a Canadian employee but a Peace Bridge employee” (Interview, Ron Rienas, 6-17-2009). 

Similarly at the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, all employees from Canada and the US must pass background 

checks on each side of the border, and as employees of the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel Corporation, a private 

firm that runs the bridge, they are entitled to work on the facility ‘from plaza to plaza’ (Interview, 

Belitsky, 7-9-2012).  Administrative staff of the Tunnel corporation must obtain appropriate visa status to 

conduct tunnel business in the ‘other’ country. 

 

 Staffing various bridge functions is more complicated when these kind of arrangements are not in 

place, or are not possible because the binational asset is managed separately on each side of the border.  

In the case of the Maine/New Brunswick border facilities, for example, those responsible for bridge 

upkeep and maintenance are employees of their respective state or provincial Departments of Transport.  

Thus, they are legally able to work only on their country’s side of the bridge.  Maine DOT’s bridge 

engineer John Buxton recounted an instance of where these legal constraints required a creative work-

around.  This arose following the decision to reconfigure the Fort Kent-Clair bridge to enable one 

commercial truck to pass at a time: 

Finally we were going to put things in place, got it all worked out, and appeased 

everybody we thought we had to appease, so now they had to hook up some traffic lights 

on Canadian side that synchronize over with ours.  Our electrician could not work, when 

we were planning this at that session.   A Canadian official, a woman we had not seen 

before, but who was further up on the food chain in border patrol or customs, said ‘wait a 

minute, you can’t do that.’  ‘Why not?’  She said ‘Canadian Right to Work Act,’ or 
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something like that, ‘Americans can’t come over and take the work out of Canadian 

hands.’  You’re talking about two hours of electrical work. In the interim, there are three 

[paper] mills suffering, hundreds of people suffering. (Interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012) 

In the end, quick thinking innovators on the scene allowed the Maine electrician to cross onto the 

Canadian side to supervise two Canadian electricians who actually installed the traffic lights.  

 

 Informal workarounds such as this, more relaxed approaches to jurisdictional niceties, and a less 

highly territorialized conception of sovereignty, used to be more common along the Canada-US border. 

However, heightened security measures that followed the terrorist attacks of 9/11 prompted a thickening 

of the Canada-US border.  John Buxton describes the negative impact of these measures on the 

maintenance work on the New Brunswick-Maine bridges: 

[before 9/11] it used to be quite simple that if we went out and looked at an international 

bridge, …we’d always check in with customs and say ‘ok, we’re here to take a look at the 

bridge’ and we’d walk across the bridge.  Well, you have to tell them now, and 

sometimes they are more gracious than others, as far as you go out across the border. If 

you go past the international border – the boundary line -  they may take that to another 

level, and you’ve got to go through a  formality, ‘ok, you were out of the country, now 

you have to get checked back in.’ Just because of those type of issues, it’s a little more 

difficult for us. If something was just over the border – say they had a pothole on their 

side of the bridge, and we were out there, you wouldn’t say anything, you’d just go ahead 

and do it.  You wouldn’t dare do that now.  (Interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012) 

 

Security and Relations with Border-Related Agencies 

 

 A natural and inherent tension is built into the missions of the two primary occupants of these 

border crossings.  The bridge and tunnel operators exist to move people and goods across the border as 

quickly and efficiently as possible.  The security services and customs inspectors which occupy 

prominent positions at each bridge’s landings and the tunnel’s openings exist to enforce customs and 

immigration regulations and to ensure the security of their nation and the integrity of its borders.  The 

relationship is summarized by Chrapko of the BWBC as: “we [the bridge operators] have a mandate to 

move traffic as efficiently as possible; they [customs] have a mandate to inspect every vehicle” 

(interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  What we learned about the relations between these two 

occupants of the border, primarily from the perspective of our interview subjects, will be described in this 

section.  It is important to contextualize this section at the outset by noting the transformation that the 

security environment on the Canada-USA border has underwent since the terrorist attacks of September 

11
th
, 2001 and the resulting securitization.  An excerpt from a report of the US Government 

Accountability Office helps illustrate this context: 

At the end of fiscal year 2004, the first full year DHS existed as an agency, it had about 

10,500 agents assigned to patrol the U.S. land borders and about 17,600 officers 

inspecting travelers at air, land, and sea ports of entry (POE), amounting to a total of 

about $5.9 billion (for personnel, infrastructure, and technology) that had been 

appropriated to secure the entire U.S. border.  At the end of fiscal year 2010, both the 

number of personnel and amount of resources dedicated to border security had 

significantly increased, with almost 20,000 agents assigned to patrol the U.S. land 

borders and 20,600 officers assigned to air, land, and sea ports of entry, amounting to 

about $11.9 billion appropriated to secure the entire U.S. border (for personnel, 

infrastructure, and technology) (Government Accountability Office 2011, paragraph 1, 

2nd section). 

The atmosphere is aptly described in the introduction to a public radio story:  “In the years since the 

September 11 attacks, life has changed along the U.S. - Canadian border. What used to be an informal 

crossing, has become militarized, and its changed the lives and expectations of people who live nearby” 
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(Grant 2011).  Belitsky at the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel said that the “amount of money that has been 

thrown at the border is unbelievable.”  He went on to say that before the events of 9/11 US customs used 

to have 3 vehicles on site, one of which never worked, now there are 25 vehicles accompanied by 

sophisticated technology, dogs, and a large contingent of personnel (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012).  

Finally, Buxton described an instance when he performed a site visit on one of his more remote bridges, 

by approximately 2pm in the afternoon only 18 cars had traversed the crossing into the US.  He could not 

help but describe his wonder at the federal resources, in terms of money and manpower, being used on 

both sides to support “18 cars” (interview, Buxton, 8-6-2012)! 

 

 According to Canadian law border operators have to provide facilities for the Canadian Border 

Services Agency (CBSA) free of charge to the Agency.  Likewise, on the American side, the operators 

have to provide facilities for Customs and Border Protection (CBP); however, CBP then leases this 

property through the General Services Administration (GSA).  With the exception of the 10 bridges 

between Maine and New Brunswick, this situation was observed at all of the facilities in our study.  

Interestingly the CBP facilities in Maine that serve these crossings are on GSA owned land and have no 

relationship with the bridge owner.
7
   

 

 The single biggest complaint that these operators have about the security services is the effect 

their inspections have on crossing times.  When asked to describe his impressions about how efficiently 

the general border infrastructure was working, Neal Belitsky of the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, provided a 

visual which consisted of a section of hose with one end partially constricted by a clamp and relayed the 

following: 

The issue is not, in my opinion right now and for years to come, the issue is not going to 

be how wide the pipe is or how many lanes cross the border, and toll is generally not an 

issue that controls the infrastructure…so what do we boil down to?  We boil down to the 

customs and immigration process.  So, as efficiently as that operates, so does the border.  

It’s a real simple equation (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012). 

Wade Dorland of the Seaway International Bridge said that the first wish he would have for his facility 

would clearly be to speed up processing times, and when asked about how his facility is viewed in the 

community he said, “It all boils down to wait times, you know, that’s the conversation” (interview, 

Dorland, 7-20-2012).   

 

 Another object of puzzlement and frustration for these operators deals with the Western 

Hemisphere Travel Initiative (WHTI) which took effect on June 1
st
 2009.  WHTI requires all travelers to 

present a valid passport or other secure document to gain entry to the United States through a land border.  

Prior to WHTI’s implementation a driver’s license or similar document was sufficient identification for 

the purposes of crossing this border.  For many border crossers, going between the US and Canada 

constituted the extent of their international travel, thus many of them did not have passports.  Also, the 

travel was often non-essential, going out to dinner or on a shopping trip for example; therefore, many 

opted not to get a WHTI approved document due to the cost and process and therefore ceased crossing the 

border.  The border operators universally saw their traffic decline.  Belitsky described the impact of 

WHTI as “Huge.  It has changed the nature of the border.”  And, he said that it began the day the US 

government started advertising the requirement (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012).  Regarding WHTI, 

Dorland succinctly stated that, “It killed us. It killed us.”  Further, he said that:  “Before WHTI this was a 

much closer community.  I would honestly say WHTI pushed these communities apart.  I don’t have a lot 

of good to say about WHTI…” (Interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  In some cases it was indicated that 

cross-border traffic was already on the decline before the 9/11 events and the subsequent securitization 

(interview, Becker and Petainen, 7-24-2012); however, a drop in traffic since 9/11 was certainly 

                                                           
7
 As of this writing we have not been in contact with a representative of the New Brunswick DOT and can therefore 

not speak to their relationship with CBSA. 
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perceived, “We were down to begin with, and WHTI added another 8-10% to that” (interview, Holloway 

and Gallagher, 7-2-2009).  Dorland and Becker observed that American travelers have been particularly 

likely to change their travel habits with Becker attributing this to increased securitization saying, “I’m [an 

American] not going to be harassed by my own country trying to get back in" (interview, Becker and 

Petainen, 7-24-2012); and Dorland suggested that Americans seem to be especially resistant to the WHTI 

requirements (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).   

 

Unpredictability about the length of time that it will take to cross the border, a result of variations 

in customs processing time, is a significant factor in the decision of would-be travelers to stay in their 

own country.  Dorland said that it could take anywhere from 10 minutes to 2 hours to get across his 

bridge system (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  Several programs have been put into place, both jointly 

and unilaterally, by Canada and the United States to try and speed up processing while maintaining high 

security standards.  Much of this involves the implementation of new technologies which our operators 

regularly observe being installed; however, they are not unanimous in their impressions of the effects that 

the new technology has had on processing time.  Szuch at the Blue Water Bridge said that CBP is 

constantly installing new technologies and he usually observes a positive impact on processing times 

(interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012).  However, while Dorland also observed new technologies 

frequently being installed, such as radiation detectors for large vehicle lanes, he does not see these 

technologies having a positive impact on clearance times; he said that he has yet to see CBP processing 

times speed up and that CBSA processing takes much less time (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  

  

Jointly both countries have made efforts to improve the efficiency of the border.  Two examples 

of these efforts are the trusted traveler and trusted shipper programs, NEXUS and FAST respectively, that 

are designed to speed up the processing of prescreened crossers, usually through dedicated inspection 

lanes.  Again, this is an area where our operators are not uniform in their observations.  First, some of the 

facilities, such as the Seaway International Bridge, do not have dedicated NEXUS lanes.  Dorland said 

that NEXUS does not make a lot of sense at a facility of his size and layout because when there are 

backups they extend across the entire crossing and even if there were NEXUS lanes those travelers would 

still have to wait in that traffic until just before the inspection booths (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  

Becker and Petainen from the Sault Ste. Marie facility find themselves in a similar situation and are 

working toward expanding their lanes in order to address it; right now they say that, from the perspective 

of the customer, “why do I spend an extra 50 bucks [on a NEXUS card] when I'm in line with every other 

Tom, Dick, and Harry" (interview, Becker and Petainen, 7-24-2012).  On the other hand, operators at 

facilities with dedicated NEXUS lanes do see a positive impact on processing times.  Chrapko and Szuch 

have seen a reduction in delays as more people have become enrolled in the trusted traveler programs 

(interview, Szuch and Chrapko, 7-12-2012), and Belitsky, who’s tunnel is only two lanes wide and also 

has a small queuing area, said that:  “NEXUS is important…It does take less time to go thru a NEXUS 

lane…You may have an average of 60-75 seconds per car in a regular lane, in a NEXUS lane that’s down 

to 30-40 seconds so there’s a huge savings in time” (interview, Belitsky, 7-9-2012). 

 

Despite their conflicting mandates, our operators did indicate good working relationships with 

their local counterparts in CBP and CBSA.  It was commonly described as a partnership, but like a 

husband and wife, they occasionally do bump into each other, but from Belitsky’s perspective, “Folks 

honestly do what they can to keep the border safe and to keep the border moving” (interview, Belitsky, 7-

9-2012).  Becker described his relationship with CBP and CBSA at his facility as “absolutely 

phenomenal” (interview, Becker and Petainen, 7-24-2012).  And, Dorland described their relationship 

with customs as, “operationally, very good” (interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  The problems that the 

operators had with CBP and CBSA dealt mainly with policies, procedures, and other directives that came 

from farther up the security bureaucracy or from the federal political environment.  Buxton’s illustration, 

provided above, about his electrician not being able to work in Canada is an example of the complicated 
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jurisdictional context facing bridge operators.  Dorland also expressed frustration about the tendency of 

new policies and procedures to flow down to him without any consultation.   

 

Contributors to Cross-Border Communities 

 

Not only does the cross-border infrastructure play a critical role in facilitating Canada-US 

interaction, but these facilities have frequently become important symbols of the close and (for the most 

part) harmonious relationship between border communities in Canada and the US.  Successful cross-

border cooperation in the governance and operation of shared infrastructure can provide models for others 

in the region seeking to nurture stronger cross-border relationships and identities.  They represent, in this 

respect, living testimony to the potential for successful organization for mutual benefit across the shared 

border.  More crassly, the health and vitality of the bridge as a commercial enterprise is directly related to 

the strength and diversity of cross-border ties.  For those facilities that generate toll revenues, frequent 

bridge crossings result in a stronger financial position for the organization. Thus toll bridge or tunnel 

operators have an economic interest in encouraging traffic across the border.  For all these reasons, the 

experience with cross-border infrastructure has larger implications for the communities they serve in their 

binational region – and indeed the larger bilateral relationship at the national level.   

 

Bridges (and tunnels) can become important metaphors for the binational relationship as a whole, 

and some bridge operators appreciate this and often seek to build upon it.  The Peace Bridge offers 

numerous examples of how the bridge operation itself has been positioned to advance the binational 

relationship.  Most basically, the “Peace Bridge” was so-named when it opened in 1927 to commemorate 

a century of peace between Canada and the US.  Today, the Bridge’s web site 

(http://www.peacebridge.com/) proudly displays the phrase “Crossing Paths, Building Futures.”
8
  The 

web site describes a variety of programs designed to support the Bridge’s mission of linking the two 

countries.  The “Bridge in Bloom” program plants flowers and shrubs around bridge structures to beautify 

the local communities.  Its “Bridge in Light” program, launched in 2009, uses computer software and 

LED lights on the bridge to create dynamic and colorful displays on the bridge structure at night.  The 

foyer of their Authority headquarters building in Fort Erie includes an exhibit and interpretive center 

called “Mewinzha – A Journal Back in Time.”   Operated in partnership with several community 

organizations in Fort Erie, this display features archaeological artefacts from First Nations communities 

that were unearthed during a recent plaza expansion project. There is also a photo display featuring the 

history of the Peace Bridge.  

 

The Bridge Authority regularly makes its boardroom that overlooks the Niagara River with the 

Buffalo skyline in the background available to community initiatives, including two that are organized by 

Brock University in St. Catharines, ON, and the University at Buffalo -  the annual ”Binational Executive 

Seminar in Canada-US Relations” (www.binationalexecutiveseminar.cas.buffalo.edu; this event also 

receives sponsorship funds from both the Peace Bridge and the Niagara Falls Bridge Commissions) and 

Canadian Studies seminars involving students from both institutions.  Moreover, the Authority invites 

requests for sponsorships from community organizations that seek to advance the facility’s mission. 

Sponsorship requests are welcomed from organizations and events that (among other things)  “...enhance 

friendly relations between the peoples of Canada and the United States by fostering trade and tourism 

between the two countries” or “...improve the economic, social and environmental conditions of the 

communities surrounding and affected by the Peace Bridge.”  

 

                                                           
8
 Similarly, the website for the Niagara Falls Bridge Commission displays the phrase “Spanning the Future” and the 

International Bridge Administration’s webpage (www.saultbridge.com) has the slogan “celebrating 50 years of 
international friendship” prominently displayed.  The Detroit-Windsor Tunnel’s slogan is slightly less forward 
looking and uplifting, if more practical  – “Save time. Save gas.” (www.dwtunnel.com/)  

http://www.peacebridge.com/
http://www.binationalexecutiveseminar.cas.buffalo.edu/
http://www.saultbridge.com/
http://www.dwtunnel.com/
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All of these activities and programs draw public attention to the bridge, and to the binational 

relationship that it serves.  According to Bridge General Manager Ron Rienas,  

…highlighting if you will that while there is a border, there’s a connection between the 

two countries that really can facilitate not only the movement of people but the 

movement of ideas back and forth across the border. We’re a conduit for all of that. I 

would like to have us play a larger role in the communities…[than] we do right now.  It’s 

difficult in Buffalo.  (Interview, Rienas, 6-17-2009) 

The specific challenge that Rienas refers to stems from Buffalo’s fragmented and parochial political 

culture, and from the fact that the community at the foot of the Canadian side of the bridge (Fort Erie) is a 

tiny fraction of the size of Buffalo, making it difficult to attract the sustained attention of local leaders in 

Western New York.  This situation has been exacerbated by the decades-long controversy concerning the 

expansion of the bridge’s plaza on the American side, since this will involve the demolition of some 

buildings that some consider to be historically significant.  Similarly, reflecting on the challenges of 

fostering healthy and vigorous cross-border relationships in the Cornwall, ON – Massena, NY region, 

SIBC official Wade Dorland noted that:  “During austerity, people tend to focus more on their own 

community – that’s what is happening now.   You really have to struggle with what is going on in the 

area” (Interview, Dorland, 7-20-2012).  These kinds of considerations complicate and ultimately constrain 

the attempts of well-intentioned bridge operators to use the bridge as a force for good in the binational 

community.   

 

  Other cross-border facilities adopt similar policies or practices.  Many of the independent bridge 

operators belong to local chambers of commerce on both sides of the border. The International Bridge 

Administration was nominated this year (2012) for “Business of the Year” in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, 

in recognition in part for its extensive community programming.  Many operators sponsor annual ‘walk 

the bridge’ events in which residents from both sides of the community are encouraged to stroll across the 

structure and interact with residents from the other side.  Phil Becker, General Manager of the Sault Ste. 

Marie International Bridge Administration estimated that they had 5,000 attend their bridge walk 

celebration of the 50
th
 anniversary of the bridge this year (Interview, Philip Becker, 7-24-2012).  This was 

one piece of a larger celebratory program that also featured an elaborate commemorative lighting scheme 

to illuminate the bridge structure in the colors of the two country’s flags at night.  The Niagara Falls 

Bridge Commission has contributed $100,000 toward the cost of executing a “master plan” for the 

Niagara Falls, NY airport, and contributed $25,000 each to Canadian and US organizations seeking to 

commemorate the “War of 1812” and the two centuries of peace across the border that it facilitated. Since 

2008 the Canadian Blue Water Bridge Authority has implemented a “Community Bridges Program” in 

which it sponsors recreational and athletic programs through the YMCA in Sarnia, ON.    

 

 Like the Peace Bridge, many other cross-border structures inhabit land once occupied exclusively 

by Native Americans/First Nation Canadians, and several have taken steps to acknowledge this history.  

In 2000, for example, the Seaway International Bridge was renamed the “Three Nations Crossing” to 

draw attention to the fact that it connects Canada and the United States across the first Nations (Mohawk) 

territory of Akwesasne.  Similarly, the Blue Water Bridge Canada Authority has erected “Souls 

Monument” in 2003 to commemorate the long history of co-operation between the Aamjiwnaag First 

Nation and the Blue Water Bridge Canada.   

 

In sum, border bridges and tunnels serve as powerful signifiers of the intimate and extensive 

relationships that have formed to knit Canada and the US tightly together.  While the extent to which this 

role is embraced by border operators varies widely across the facilities studied here – ranging from no 

active role by the DOT operators of the Maine/New Brunswick crossings, to the Peace Bridge’s 

enthusiastic embrace of its symbolic and community roles), these structures all draw attention to our close 

ties and by encouraging and facilitating interpersonal contact across the border, they are constant 

reminders of the importance of our relationship.  
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Conclusion 
  

In this paper we have examined the governance regimes of the standing transportation 

infrastructure that links Canada and the US across water.  These facilities constitute critical mediating 

structures that facilitate the transportation of most of the goods and people who cross the Canada-US 

border every year.  They operate so smoothly that even those that use them scarcely pause to consider the 

significant example of joint binational governance that these facilities represent.  In our survey, we have 

encountered many governance regimes that aim to incorporate interests from both countries in the 

planning and operation of these structures. While several of the publicly owned bridges and tunnels that 

we have considered here have substantial private involvement in the operation of the facilities, we have 

not considered the pieces of cross-border infrastructure that are wholly owned and operated by private 

interests. Our survey of these governance arrangements suggests that binational ownership is less a source 

of operational problems than is shared operational responsibility.  In the latter cases, involving the Maine-

New Brunswick bridges, the Blue Water Bridge currently, and the Peace Bridge in the recent past, the 

bifurcation of responsibility in organizations on both sides of the border results in a wide variety of 

communication, coordination, and management problems that reduce the facility’s operational efficiency.  

 

 In contrast to those responsible for domestic transportation infrastructure, those operating tunnels 

and bridges that cross the Canada-US border encounter a wide variety of challenges that stem from the 

bisection of the facility by the border.  Most of these stem from the need to operate in two regulatory and 

socio-economic worlds.  Among other things, binational infrastructure must be built and maintained to 

satisfy two sets of engineering standards; staff must be recruited, compensated, and administered from 

two different labor markets; financial markets and operations utilize two currencies and banking systems; 

and vehicles crossing the facility are subject to two different sets of traffic laws.  Significantly, binational 

infrastructure is the site of extensive and increasing federal border security personnel and technology. 

And through all this, these shared structures are often sites that celebrate the cooperative relationship that 

characterizes Canada-US relations.  Their smooth and efficient operation contributes to the closeness of 

the bilateral relation, and as such these facilities can become an important site for the performance of 

cultural comity and cooperation across the border.  It remains to be seen whether the goodwill generated 

by these facilities can itself become instrumental in encouraging other and broader efforts at cross-border 

cooperation and even shared governance.  
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Table One 

The Cross-border Facilities 
  

US entry 
point 

 

 
Canadian 

entry 
point 

 
Truck 

Traffic - US 
Bound 

(2011)* 

Passenger 
Car Traffic 

– US Bound 
(2011)*  

Rank of 
US Port 
-Truck 
Traffic 

(2011)* 

Rank of 
US Port 

- Car 
Traffic 

(2011)* 

 
Toll 

(Passeng
er Car 
(2012)  

Maine-New 
Brunswick 
Bridges (6 
busiest 
bridges) 

Calais 
(3 bridges) 

 
St. Stephen  

 
64,852 

 
1,086,078 

 
15 

 
6 

 
n/a 

Madawaska Edmundston 31,859 621,733 20 14 n/a 

Van Buren St. Leonard 18,958 277,873 27 23 n/a 

Fort Kent Clair 9,685 212,526 41 24 n/a 

Seaway 
International 
Bridge (3 
Nations) 

 
 

Massena, 
NY 

 
 

Cornwall, 
ON 

 
 

27,663 

 
 

924,986 

 
 

22 

 
 

10 

 
 

$3.25 
each way 

Niagara Falls 
Bridge 
Commission 
(3) 

Lewiston 
and Niagara 

Falls, NY 

Queenston 
and Niagara 

Falls, ON 

 
 
 

926,447 

 
 
 

5,912,282 

 
 
 

2 

 
 
 

1 
 

$3.25 (US 
to Canada 

only) 

Buffalo-Fort 
Erie Public 
Bridge 
Authority 

 
Buffalo, NY 

 
Fort Erie, 

ON 

$3.00  
(US to 

Canada 
only) 

 
Detroit-
Windsor 
Tunnel** 

 
Detroit, MI 

 
Windsor, 

ON 

 
1,474,775 
(includes 

Ambassador 
Bridge) 

 
4,174,337 

(includes 
Ambassador 
Bridge) 

 
 

1 

 
 

3 

$4.50 (US 
to 

Canada) 
and $4.75 
(Canada-

US) 

 
Blue Water 
Bridge 

 
Port Huron, 

MI 

 
Sarnia, ON 

 
673,707 

 
1,842,632 

 
3 

 
4 

$3 (US to 
Canada); 

$3.25 
(Canada-

US) 

Sault Ste. 
Marie 
International 
Bridge 
Administration 

 
Sault Ste. 
Marie, MI 

 
Sault Ste. 
Marie, ON 

 
 

41,413 

 
 

949,296 

 
 

18 

 
 

9 
 
 
 

 
 

$3 each 
way 

*  Source:  Research and Innovative Technology Administration, Bureau of Transportation Statistics -
http://www.bts.gov/programs/international/transborder/TBDR_BC/TBDR_BC_QuickSearch.html  (accessed 
8/2/2012).** Figures include traffic across the Ambassador Bridge, which handles 25% by value of the total 
merchandise trade between Canada and the US, and on a typical day is used by 10,000 commercial trucks. 
According to the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel website, between 27-29,000 vehicles use the tunnel daily, 95% of which 
are passenger cars. 

 
 

http://www.bts.gov/programs/international/transborder/TBDR_BC/TBDR_BC_QuickSearch.html
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Table Two 
Ownership and Governance of Cross-Border Facilities 

 

Crossing(s) US Owner 
Canadian 

Owner 

US 

Operator 

Canadian 

Operator 

US Operator's 

Governance 

Canadian 

Operator's 

Governance 

Maine-New 

Brunswick 

Bridges  

State of 

Maine 

Province of 

New 

Brunswick 

State of 

Maine DOT 

Province of 

New 

Brunswick 

DOT 

State DOT 

Bureaucracy 

Provincial DOT 

Bureaucracy 

Seaway 

International 

Bridge 

St. Lawrence 

Seaway 

Development 

Corp. 

Federal 

Bridge 

Corporation 

Limited 

(Crown 

Corp.) 

Seaway International 

Bridge Corp. 

Seaway International Bridge Corp. 

Board of Directors, 4 Americans & 4 

Canadians 

Niagara 

Falls 

Bridges¹ 

Niagara Falls Bridge 

Commission 

Niagara Falls Bridge 

Commission 

Niagara Falls Bridge Commission's 

Board of Directors, 4 Americans & 4 

Canadians 

Peace 

Bridge 

Buffalo-Fort Erie Public 

Bridge Authority 

Buffalo-Fort Erie Public 

Bridge Authority 

Buffalo-Fort Erie Public Bridge 

Authority's Board of Directors, 5 

Americans & 5 Canadians 

Detroit-

Windsor 

Tunnel 

City of 

Detroit 

City of 

Windsor 

Detroit-Windsor Tunnel 

LLC 

Detroit-Windsor 

Tunnel LLC's 

Corporate Board 

Windsor-Detroit 

Tunnel Corp. 

Board, 8 

Canadians 

Blue Water 

Bridge 

State of 

Michigan 

Blue Water 

Bridge 

Canada 

(Crown 

Corp.) 

State of 

Michigan 

DOT 

Blue Water 

Bridge 

Canada 

(Crown 

Corp.) 

State DOT 

Bureaucracy 

Blue Water 

Bridge Canada's 

Board, 4 

Canadians 

Sault Ste. 

Marie 

International 

Bridge 

State of 

Michigan 

Federal 

Bridge Corp. 

Limited 

(Crown 

Corp.) via St. 

Mary's River 

Bridge 

Company² 

International Bridge 

Administration (MDOT) 

under the Sault Ste. Marie 

Bridge Authority³ 

Sault Ste. Marie Bridge Authority's 

Board of Directors, 4 Americans & 4 

Canadians 

¹Rainbow Bridge, Whirlpool Bridge, Queenston-Lewiston Bridge 

²St. Mary's River Bridge Company is owned by the Federal Bridge Corporation Limited 

³The International Bridge Administration is an administrative entity within the Michigan Dept. of Transportation 

but it is governed by the Sault Ste. Marie Bridge Authority's Board  

*Sources are cited in text and reference list, also verified with interviews 
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Appendix One - Interviews 
 

 
Blue Water Bridge, Port Huron, MI – Sarnia, ON.  Mike Szuch (Bridge Manager, Port Huron) and 

Chuck Chrapko (President and CEO, Blue Water Bridge Canada, Sarnia), July 12, 2012. 

 

The Peace Bridge, Buffalo-Fort Erie Public Bridge Authority - Buffalo, NY – Fort Erie, ON.  Ronald 

Rienas, General Manager, June 17, 2009. 

 

Detroit-Windsor Tunnel Corporation, Detroit, MI – Windsor, ON, Neil Belitsky, President and CEO,  

July 9, 2012. 

 

State of Maine – Province of New Brunswick bridges, John Buxton, State Bridge Maintenance 

Engineer, Maine Department of Transport, August 6, 2012. 

 

Niagara Falls Bridge Commission, (3 facilities:  Lewiston, NY - Queenston, ON; Rainbow Bridge, 

Niagara Falls, NY – Niagara Falls, ON; Whirlpool Bridge (NEXUS and rail only), Niagara Falls, NY – 

Niagara Falls, ON).  Lew Holloway, General Manager, and Brent Gallaugher, Agency Relations and 

Security Manager, July 2, 2009, and Tom Garlock (phone interview with former General Manager), June 

17, 2009.  

 

Sault Ste. Marie International Bridge Authority, Sault Ste. Marie, MI – Sault Ste. Marie, ON,  Philip 

M. Becker, General Manager, and Peter M. Petainen, Chief Financial Officer,  July 24, 2012. 

 

Seaway International Bridge Corporation, Messina, NY - Cornwall, ON.  Wade Dorland, Operations 

Manager, July 20, 2012 
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Appendix Two 

Total Vehicular Border Crossings  
Ontario-NY and Ontario MI Study Bridges and Tunnels 

2006-2011 

Source:  http://www.publicborderoperators.org/images/PBOA_Traffic_2012.xls (8-11-2012) 

 

 

  

        

  

Annual Traffic Statistics 

        Total Crossings (Cars, Trucks, Buses)   2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Seaway International Bridge 
 

2,543,604 2,585,899 2,567,802 1,805,393 2,268,694 2,376,196 

Lewiston-Queenston Bridge 
 

  

4,077,306  

  

3,983,656  

  

3,672,532  

  

3,293,139  

  

3,399,849  

  

3,798,104  

Rainbow Bridge 
 

  

3,352,034  

  

3,251,311  

  

3,132,162  

  

2,862,367  

  

3,079,653  

  

3,488,987  

Whirlpool Rapids Bridge 
 

     

197,238  

     

260,173  

     

297,464  

     

319,962  

     

375,025  

     

476,285  

Peace Bridge 
 

  

6,876,109  

  

6,635,881  

  

6,351,818  

  

5,908,235  

  

6,017,725  

  

6,056,998  

Blue Water Bridge 
 

  

5,331,751  

  

5,046,700  

  

4,921,954  

  

4,480,873  

  

4,747,027  

  

5,120,079  

Detroit-Windsor Tunnel 
 

  

5,457,164  

  

4,898,425  

  

4,762,722  

  

4,002,110  

  

3,611,682  

  

3,789,769  

Sault St. Marie Bridge Bridge  
 

  

1,911,339  

  

1,915,825  

  

1,906,735  

  

1,673,785  

  

1,828,524  

  

1,998,068  

Total  
 

29748551 28579877 27615197 24347873 25330189 27106497 

http://www.publicborderoperators.org/images/PBOA_Traffic_2012.xls
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