
Birth Tourism: Considering the Enhanced Drivers 
Licence Approach 
When the Conservative government attempted to address birth tourism in 2011-12 by restricting 
birthright citizenship to children born of  Canadian citizens or permanent residents, it reviewed 
two options: the federal government issuing citizenship proof  to all Canadians or the provinces 
incorporating citizenship information in provincial birth certificates (the preferred option). In the 
end, the government abandoned this change given low numbers, high costs and provincial 
opposition. 

Since my analysis of  birth tourism from health data showing significantly higher numbers than 
currently known (between two and three thousand, compared to Statistics Canada vital statistics 
numbers of  about 300), the current government released figures showing that the estimated cost 
would be $30 million one-time costs and $7 million ongoing. Cost information on the provincial 
option was not disclosed in earlier ATIP releases.  

However, there is an example of  provincial identity documents including citizenship status: the 
Enhanced Drivers Licence (EDL) and Enhanced Identification Document (EID). These were 
introduced as a lower cost alternative to passports for cross-border land travellers following the 
post-911 requirement to show valid passport or other approved secure document when entering 
the USA by land or sea. British Columbia, Manitoba and Quebec implemented EDLs/EIDs in 
2009 (Quebec later ended the program given limited demand and in all provinces, demand was 
less than anticipated). 

EDLs/EIDs contain a citizenship identifier, a Radio Frequency ID (RFID) chip to facilitate 
rapid identification checks at border crossings, and an Optical Character Recognition Zone, the 
latter two similar to passports. The general requirements (some variation by province) to obtain 
an EDL/EID are: 

• Presentation of  a combination of  valid documents that prove date of  birth, identity, 
provincial residency and citizenship; 

• A digital photograph is taken when you book and pay, with a Facial Recognition System 
(FRS) security check on your photograph;  

• A questionnaire confirming that Canadian citizenship has not been renounced or cancelled; 

• An interview to confirm the above information; and, 

• Payment of  the fee (ranges between $30 to $52 depending on the province). 

In contrast to the federal government interest in curtailing birthright citizenship (solely federal 
jurisdiction), EDLs/EIDs responded to the demands of  provincial residents to facilitate border 
crossings. Provincial and federal ATIP documents show that no federal funding was provided to 
the provinces (funding to CBSA and IRCC was provided to support the provinces in the 
implementation of  EDLs/EICs and CBSA received $670,000 per year for ongoing maintenance 
and support).  
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It does not appear from ATIP documents that the EDL/EID approach was considered by the 
government when examining approaches to birth tourism. It is hard to know why this was so 
given that it was largely the same officials who were involved in EDL/EID consultations, birth 
tourism and citizenship generally. 

So what does all this mean should a future federal government decide to take measures to stem 
birth tourism? 

The same fundamentals would remain: overall numbers remain low—less than one percent of  
total births or number of  immigrants—and the federal government would have to compensate 
the provinces for additional costs.  

However, the EDL/EID provides a model for how the provinces could be engaged in including 
citizenship information on their birth certificates on a going forward basis. 

In some ways, this could be simpler than EDLs/EIDs as some requirements such as an RFID 
chip, interview, and digital photograph would not be necessary. The main requirement would be 
for parents to submit proof  of  citizenship or permanent residency and provincial medicare 
coverage when registering births of  children, and for birth certificates to have a citizenship 
identifier, to be captured by the vital statistics agency databases. 

If  one uses the incremental EDL fees on regular drivers’ licences as a rough approximation of  
the costs of  implementing birth certificates with citizenship information, one comes up with the 
following estimates:  

The above numbers suggest that IRCC’s preferred option of  provinces embedding citizenship 
information in birth certificates might be less costly than the federal of  issuing citizenship cards to 
all Canadians. However, as EDL costs were absorbed by the respective provinces without any 
reimbursement by the federal government, the actual costs of  any federally-requested change 
would likely be higher. 

ILLUSTRATIVE COST ESTIMATES FOR INCLUSION OF CITIZENSHIP MARKER

EDL Fee Live Births (2018) Total Cost

Ontario $40 139,416 $5,576,640

Quebec $52 83,757 $4,355,364

British Columbia $35 43,587 $1,525,545

Manitoba $30 16,778 $503,340

Other (proxy fee) $40 88,791 $3,551,640

Total 372,329 $15,512,529



While birth tourism will remain contentious, the small numbers to date do not justify the 
expense and complications of  ending unqualified birthright citizenship even if  this analysis 
suggests potentially lower costs than previously understood. 
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