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ALCOHOL INTERLOCK
PROGRAMS

The Sober Smart Driving education program is produced by the 
Traffic Injury Research Foundation with funding from Beer Canada. It shares 
knowledge and science to answer common questions about alcohol, its effects on 
driving skills, and impaired driving.

Do all provinces/territories have an alcohol ignition interlock program for impaired 
drivers?
Currently, all provinces and territories in Canada, with the exception of Nunavut, have an alcohol ignition 
interlock program for impaired drivers. The first alcohol ignition interlock program in Canada was 
established in Alberta in 1990. Following an evaluation of this program that demonstrated substantial 
reductions in repeat offences among those offenders who participated (Beirness et al., 1997; Voas et 
al., 1999), other jurisdictions began to develop and implement similar programs. Each jurisdiction’s 
programs and penalties are slightly different, but they involve similar key components.

An alcohol interlock is a breath-testing device that is connected to the starter or ignition of a vehicle, 
or other on-board computer system. To start the vehicle the driver must provide a breath sample 
with an alcohol concentration below a specific pre-set limit (usually corresponding to a blood alcohol 
concentration of .02). The driver is required to deliver repeated breath tests while the vehicle is in use 
to ensure the driver remains sober throughout the driving trip. These devices have many programmable 
features and anti-circumvention mechanisms. It is important to note that the alcohol interlock is 
connected to the starter system of a vehicle and not to the engine, and therefore will only intervene in 
the engine starting process and cannot affect or stop a running engine.

http://Sobersmartdriving.tirf.ca
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Decide to drive alcohol free.

Can an impaired driving conviction impede an individual’s ability to travel to 
other countries?

Yes. A criminal conviction for impaired driving has consequences beyond licence suspension and 
fines. An impaired driving conviction results in a criminal record which can potentially limit an individual’s 
ability to travel and gain entry into other countries. Individuals with an impaired driving conviction should 
determine whether they will be permitted entry at their destination before they travel.

Travel to the United States by Canadian residents

According to the U.S. Consular Services in Canada:

“If you have any criminal record, no matter how minor or long ago the offence, you may be refused a 
visa or entry into the United States. There may also be problems in travelling through U.S. airports. 
Under U.S. law, a pardon issued by Canadian authorities is not recognized for purposes of entry into the 
United States. Even though you may have entered the United States without hindrance in the past, you 
may be denied entry at a future date based upon disclosure/discovery of your criminality”.

Any past criminal record must be declared at the U.S. border and it is illegal to attempt to enter the 
U.S. with a criminal record and not disclose it. Not all criminal convictions create an ineligibility to 
enter the U.S., but attempting to gain entry without declaring that you have been arrested could result 

in a permanent ineligibility to enter 
the country and/or detention at 
the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security enforcement facility while a 
Customs and Border Protection officer 
determines your admissibility.

Generally speaking, an impaired driving 
conviction should not bar you from 
entering the U.S. In most cases, only 
individuals convicted of felony offences 
or crimes of “moral turpitude” (cf. 

U.S. Customs and Border Protection Agency for an explanation) are prevented from entering the U.S. In 
addition, U.S. Courts have determined that a drunk driving conviction (not involving injury or death) does 
not constitute a crime of moral turpitude. However, at a minimum you should be prepared to disclose 
any criminal convictions, and this may result in additional investigation or delays at the border.

For those with an impaired driving conviction who want to enter the U.S., there are several options to 
do so. Several experienced defence attorneys suggest that individuals carry a certified true copy of the 
information relating to the conviction (court documents) along with the relevant section of the Criminal 
Code of Canada (CCC). They also suggest it may be beneficial to have a letter from your doctor stating that 
you do not suffer from alcohol dependency or drug addiction. Lastly, having a certified true transcript of 
the evidence underlying the conviction is also recommended by a number of defence attorneys.

If you have previously attempted to cross the U.S. border without documentation (or your crime has not 
been pardoned), you may have a Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) file and a Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) file. If this has occurred, you will be required to apply for a U.S. Entry Waiver. The 
waiver is basically an admission of your offence and disclosure of the details surrounding it. Fingerprints 
must be submitted for identification purposes to both the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and 
the FBI. The waiver process can be quite lengthy. It can take between three to ten months to make the 
application and gather all of the necessary supporting documentation. It can then take an additional five 
to 12 months for the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to review the application and issue 
the waiver. These waivers can also cost more than $500 to complete.

Any past criminal record 
must be declared at the 
U.S. border and it is illegal 
to attempt to enter the U.S. 
with a criminal record and 
not disclose it. 
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Travel to Canada for U.S. residents

For a U.S. resident with an impaired driving conviction on their record, gaining entry into Canada is 
an equally complicated process. An individual who has been convicted of a crime may be considered 
rehabilitated and eligible for entry after a certain period following the completion of their sentence 
(for impaired driving this is typically after five years). If the person cannot qualify, they may apply for 
individual criminal rehabilitation after the five-year waiting period. The process for submitting this 
application involves acquiring supporting documentation and paying a $180 fee. Again, this process can 
take in excess of a year to complete.

Travel issues are not only restricted to border crossing but also air travel. For individuals who land in 
Canadian airports there is a requirement to clear customs, even if their final destination is outside of 
Canada. If an individual has an impaired driving conviction they may be detained for additional screening 
and interrogation before being permitted to enter Canada or make a connection on an international flight.

Ultimately, travel can be greatly restricted as a result of an impaired driving conviction and there is great 
inconvenience and cost associated with acquiring special travel waivers or exemptions. Several nations 
may outright deny entry to anyone who has ANY criminal charges/convictions if there are no distinctions 
between classes of offences (as is the case in Canada). These are all consequences outside of the 
traditional court or administrative sanctions which demonstrate how the decision to drink and drive can 
have unanticipated consequences.

For more information, please consult:

 > U.S. Consular Services in Canada: http://canada.usembassy.gov/visas/visas/criminal-
ineligibility.html

 > Canadian Border Service Agency (CBSA): http://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/

 > Citizenship and Immigration Canada: http://www.cic.gc.ca/

 > Pardon Services Canada: http://www.pardonservicescanada.com/us-waiver/us-entry-waiver.
aspx

 > U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS): http://www.dhs.gov/index.shtm

 > U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS formerly INS): http://www.uscis.gov/portal/
site/uscis

Additional information* for Americans travelling to Canada: https://tirf.ca/download/ssd-international-
strategies.

*   The provision of this information does not constitute an endorsement by the Traffic Injury Research 
Foundation.
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Traffic Injury Research Foundation
The mission of the Traffic Injury Research  Foundation (TIRF) is to reduce traffic-related deaths 
and injuries. TIRF is a national, independent, charitable road safety research institute. Since its 
inception in 1964, TIRF has become internationally recognized for its accomplishments in a wide 
range of subject areas related to identifying the causes of road crashes and developing programs 
and policies to address them effectively.
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What does the Sober Smart Driving 
Education Program (SSD) contain?
The Sober Smart Driving Education Program 
contains facts to help Canadians learn about the 
risks associated with drinking and driving and 
encourages everyone to speak up and talk about 
why they choose not to drink and drive.

Key topics discussed on this site include:

 > Drinking and its effects on driving

 > Magnitude & characteristics of drinking & 
driving

 > Basics of the impaired driving system

 > Impaired driver programs & penalties

 > Myths & misconceptions about 
drinking and driving

Each of these topics contains a series of 
fact sheets structured in a question and answer 
format which are available for free download and 
sharing (with attribution). These resources are 
designed to support the education and prevention 
efforts of communities, schools, health and road 
safety professionals and advocacy organizations.

To view more fact sheets, or to get more 
information about alcohol, its effects on 
driving skills, and impaired driving, visit 
SoberSmartDriving.tirf.ca.
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