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US federal and state travel limits  
and quarantine measures 

Like many other countries around the world, the US federal government has taken measures in an attempt to 
slow the spread of the coronavirus pandemic. Moreover, reflecting events in the European Union, the individual 
states and local authorities have taken additional measures to protect the health, safety, and welfare of citizens 
within their respective jurisdictions. Under the US federal system, in public health emergencies US states may 
impose quarantine and isolation measures. The differing emergency measures developed by the 50 states raise 
both practical issues for citizens wishing to cross state borders and legal questions as to the extent to which the 
states are entitled to limit constitutional freedoms. Mapping the various measures is meanwhile a complex 
business. 

US federal action in response to the coronavirus pandemic 
The coronavirus emergency has pushed many members of the Schengen Area to reintroduce temporary 
border controls at internal borders in an attempt to reduce and contain the spread of the virus. Those 
measures are quite different in nature and extent, some concern only land borders, some others land and 
sea, and still others air borders for flights coming from specific countries only or even all countries. A 
number of Schengen countries authorise limited crossings for certain categories of people, while others 
require those entering the country to observe a compulsory 14-day quarantine. The result is a complex 
system of measures, justified by the need to take rapid action at EU and national levels. Similar measures 
concerning limitations on travel and quarantine have been taken by the US federal government and states, 
as well as by Canada and Australia. The US federal government derives its legal authority for health 
measures and quarantine from the Commerce Clause of the US Constitution, which grants Congress the 
power 'to regulate commerce with foreign nations and among the several States' (Article I, Section 8, 
Clause 3). This allows the federal government to adopt measures to prevent the spread of the virus from 
foreign countries and between US states. Individual US states have the authority to regulate within their 
respective jurisdictions, in line with the Tenth Amendment of the US Constitution.  
On 13 March 2020, the US President issued Proclamation 9994, declaring a national emergency in relation 
to the coronavirus pandemic. Two types of federal measure were then put forward. The first group of 
measures was to limit entry into US territory for individuals from certain countries. These measures were 
based on Section 212(f) of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA). The second measure was to prescribe 
quarantine for anyone who had been exposed to the virus. This measure was based on Section 361 of the 
Public Health Service Act, which also grants the US Secretary of Health and Human Services the power to 
take measures to prevent the introduction into the country, or the spread across US states of, diseases, as 
designated by executive order. The measures are applicable to individuals 'moving or about to move from 
a State to another State' or deemed 'to be a probable source of infection'. The following diseases are 
currently concerned: cholera, diphtheria, infectious tuberculosis, plague, smallpox, yellow fever, viral 
haemorrhagic fevers, severe acute respiratory syndromes, and flu that can cause a pandemic.  
While the limitation to entry is not applicable to US citizens or to lawful permanent residents (LPR) and other 
limited categories of individuals, the obligation to quarantine is applicable to any individual coming from 
identified affected regions. Travel restrictions were declared for individuals coming from China, Iran, and 
the Schengen Area, and were later extended to individuals coming from the United Kingdom and Ireland.  
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Definitions according to the Public Health Service Act, 42 CFR § 70.1: 

Quarantine is the 'separation of an individual or group reasonably believed to have been exposed to a quarantinable 
communicable disease, but who are not yet ill, from others who have not been so exposed, to prevent the possible 
spread of the quarantinable communicable disease'. 

Isolation is the 'separation of an individual or group reasonably believed to be infected with a quarantinable 
communicable disease from those who are healthy to prevent the spread of the quarantinable communicable 
disease'. 

Because quarantine and isolation severely limit individual freedoms, clear and compelling reasons must 
always justify the restrictive measures. This means that, should the measures be considered as unnecessarily 
broad by the judiciary, they could be struck down. Moreover, the measures should be adopted as a last 
resort, i.e. only when less restrictive measures are not available to limit the spread of the virus. State level 
action must not be discriminatory towards out-of-staters in relation to their fundamental rights (Article IV, 
Section 2 of the US Constitution), meaning that citizens of each State are on the same footing as citizens of 
other States.  

US state measures in response to the coronavirus pandemic 
Federal action to limit the spread of the virus has been accompanied by numerous actions at state and local 
levels. The vast majority of US states have declared a state of emergency. This involves economic and health 
measures, bans on public gatherings and police measures to enforce bans and restrictions. In the US, states 
are responsible for protecting the health, safety, and welfare of persons within their borders, and can 
authorise and enforce (if need be) quarantine and isolation, using the state police powers. The US National 
Conference of State Legislatures provides an overview of state legal authority over quarantine and isolation 
within the state borders. However, the situation is far from homogenous. According to a 2019 study, the 
various measures at state and local levels are complex. For instance, 27 % of states delegate this power to 
state authorities only, 18 % of states provide some powers to local authorities, and 55 % delegate the 
powers to both state and local levels. Moreover, only 50 % of US states grant police explicit powers to 
enforce public health actions during a quarantine.  

State quarantine measures – non-exhaustive list 

At the time of writing, a panoply of measures have been taken by US states, some of which are applicable 
to all individuals entering a state, some only to those coming from selected states; and some to both 
residents and non-residents. The definition of who should be considered an essential worker also differs 
from one state to another and the applicable penalties in cases of violation also vary. For example, Rhode 
Island placed restrictions on any person coming to the state from another state for a non-work-related 
purpose by mandating self-isolation for 14 days. Texas requires individuals coming from New York, New 
Jersey, Connecticut, New Orleans Louisiana, California, Washington state, Atlanta, Chicago, Detroit and 
Miami to self-quarantine for 14 days.  
Delaware, Alaska, Montana, Massachusetts, Vermont, Hawaii, Maine ordered that any individual entering 
the state from another state must immediately self-quarantine for 14 days. Florida requires people arriving 
from New York, New Jersey, Connecticut and Louisiana to self-quarantine for 14 days. Moreover, roadside 
checkpoints have been set up to check anyone entering the state except commercial drivers or health 
workers. Kentucky instructed its residents not to travel outside the state except for work, grocery shopping, 
health emergencies or in order to provide care to dependent persons. Oklahoma required travellers from 
Connecticut, New Jersey, New York, California, Louisiana and Washington state to observe self-quarantine 
for 14 days. A similar measure was taken by Arizona but only for individuals (except essential workers) 
coming from Connecticut, New Jersey and New York state. 
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