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ON PASSPORTS

Unless you have a debilitating fear
of heights, the prospect of getting

on a plane is unlikely to keep you up

at night. But if you are transgender
or gender queer, it might.

Air travel is stressful.

There are passports to
mind, forgotten toilet-
ries to stuff last minute
into tiny plastic bags, and
planes to catch—or miss.

There are glitches in the
in-flight entertainment
system, crying babies, and
— courtesy of the person
sitting next to you — in-
audible, pungent farts.

But for most of us —
and by most of us I mean
people whose gender iden-
tities match their sex at
birth — the stress of air
travel is fairly minor.

Unless you have a de-
bilitating fear of heights,
or you're a Muslim person
wary of racial profiling, the
prospect of going to the air-
port and getting on a plane
is unlikely to keep you up
at night.

But if you are trans-
gender or gender queer, it
might.

In fact, in some cases, it
may even prevent you from
travelling altogether.

The reason for this is
simple. Right now, the
gender designations on our
nation’s passports allow
Canadians to identify in
only one of two ways — as
either “male” or “female.”

There is currently no
gender-neutral identifica-
tion option on Canadian
passports, meaning that
when a transgender or
gender non-conforming
person goes to the airport
with a single-gender pass-
port they can and do face
uncomfortable questions
and sometimes discrimina-
tion from airport staff who

Passports are full
of other ways to
confirm identity
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are confused by or suspi-
cious of the way they look.

RJ Vandrish, an artist
who lives in Toronto, who
is gender queer, hasn’t left
the country since 2011 pre-
cisely for this reason. (2011
was when Vandrish tran-
sitioned; they use gender-
neutral pronouns).

“I don’t feel comfort-
able trying to cross any
borders,” says Vandrish,
“because I don’t know how
I'm going to read (to air-
port staff), especially on an
international level where
gender is perceived differ-
ently.”

of Policy at the Canadian
Human Rights Commission,
the passport problem is top
of mind for several trans-
gender and gender non-con-
forming Canadians whom
the organization consulted.

“When a person chan-
ges their gender they have
to go through a challen-
ging process of changing
every single one of their
IDs, which is time consum-
ing and costly,” says Daye.
“While they are in the
middle of it, they might be
carrying ID’s with different
genders.”

In other words, if your

By requiring holders to indicate a gender, passports reveal

%

information that might not be needed. ranpout

“Even domestic travel is
a little terrifying because
I don’t know if they’re go-
ing to let me on the flight
or not, because Transport
Canada states that I have to
look like my sex.”

Vandrish’s anxiety about
this isn’t unwarranted.

“] get referred to as ‘oh
sir-um oh, ma’am’ and the
person is very confused,”
they say. “Or I get looks
when I use the washroom.
Those experiences tell me
that I'm not going to have
an easy time traveling with
a male or female passport.”

Vandrish isn’t alone
either; according to Mar-
cella Daye, Acting Manager

driver’s licence says you're
male and your passport
says you're female, access-
ing services that require
two pieces of government
issued ID can be make for
awkward and potentially
discriminatory results.

Luckily there is an easy
solution to this problem—
one adopted by seven other
nations, including Aus-
tralia, Bangladesh, Ger-
many and New Zealand; a
solution approved by the
International Civil Aviation
Organization (to which
Canada adheres).

1t’s the called the third
gender option: citizens who
select it don’t have to iden-

tify as male or female—in-
stead, their passports will
be marked with an “X”.

Unfortunately there is a
downside that makes the
option unpopular with
some.

That downside is the
possibility that those who
choose the X option will
be easily “outed” as trans-
gender or gender queer by
airport officials.

Some gender non-con-
forming people, says Daye,
would rather take their
chances with a convention-:
al passport than run the
risk of outing themselves
to the world.

They prefer the conven-
tional passport (imperfect
as it is) to the one that
would single them out.

But in the absence of a
better solution (perhaps in
the future, we can remove
gender altogether from
passports) the X option is
the safest and the most fair
that we’ve got. For those
concerned about security,
passports are full of other
ways to confirm identity—
from height to a photo-
graph.

“Gender is rarely needed
to deliver a service to a per-
son,” says Daye. Neither is
religion — once common
on identification cards and
travel documents.

“We used to use race
and religion to identify
people and we don’t any-
more,” says Daye. It’s our
hope that gender will come
under the same scrutiny.”

It’s my hope too.

Because when trans-
gender and gender non-
conforming people go to
the airport, the anxiety
inducing question on their
minds shouldn’t be “what
will they say when I flash:
miy passport,” but “where
the hell did I put it?”
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