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Résumé :

L’intégration nord-américaine, débutant avec l’Accord de libre-échange nord-américain (ALÉNA,
1994), était supposément une affaire trilatérale ; liant le Canada, le Mexique et les États-Unis
dans une relation horizontale, pour la poursuite commune d’une meilleure compétitivité
internationale. Pourtant, vingt ans plus tard l’Amérique du nord se retrouve prisonnière du
modèle habituel: deux relations bilatérales avec les États-Unis au centre, un contenu trilatéral
limité, et par conséquent des relations limitées entre le Mexique et le Canada.

Cet article vise à établir jusqu’à quel point les gouvernements conservateurs récents au Canada
ont contribué à miner l’esprit trilatéral de l’ALÉNA ; en avançant l’hypothèse suivante : Les
gouvernements conservateurs canadiens ont intentionnellement marginalisé le Mexique du
processus de prise des décisions ayant des impacts sur l’Amérique du nord. Cette action était
fondée sur la perception que le Mexique est un obstacle pour atteindre les buts principaux du
programme conservateur en matière de politique extérieure (programme que Lagassé, Massie et
Roussel appellent « neocontinentalisme »1).

Abstract :

North American integration, launched with the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA,
1994), was supposed to be a trilateral affair; linking Canada, Mexico and the United States into a
horizontal relationship aimed at improving joint global competitiveness. Twenty years later,
however, North America is caught into a “business as usual” mode: two bilateral relations with
the United States at their centre, limited trilateral contents and mostly rhetorical relations
between Mexico and Canada.

This article aims at determining to what extent Canada’s recent Conservative governments have
undermined NAFTA’s trilateral spirit. The hypothesis to be tested is the following: The successive
Harper governments have purposely marginalized Mexico from the decision-making process in
North America. This is because they see Mexico as an encumbrance for the realization of major
interconnected goals of the Conservative foreign policy agenda (an agenda that Lagassé, Massie
and Roussel call neocontinentalism2).

Introduction: The Extent of the Problem
While regionalism in the Americas has existed for two centuries, the three countries of North
America entered the era of so-called “open regionalism” with the enthusiastic adoption of the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 19943. This initiative was groundbreaking in
several respects. For the first time in a trade agreement, it incorporated issues like investment,
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trade in services, and intellectual property; opening the gate for the inclusion of such themes
in future multilateral negotiations. More importantly perhaps, it joined under a single agreement
countries of very different size, economic and political power and level of development. Indeed,
with NAFTA Canada and Mexico agreed to gradually open their economies to competition from the
largest and most powerful economy in the world, the United States; which in turn in principle gave
its immediate neighbors access to its enormous market. Through the following decades, this model
would be emulated by other countries in the Americas with varying degrees of success; and was
behind the failed attempt to establish a Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA), originally
expected to be launched by 2005.

NAFTA is also a prominent example of the kind of regionalism that the United States has promoted

in the Americas since the end of the 19th century, with the creation of the Pan American Union4.
Regional agreements where the US participates take implicitly for granted that this country
will assume a leadership role; and that member countries will contribute to the achievement of
goals that were defined first and foremost in the United States. Earlier examples of this kind
of regionalism are, besides the Pan American Union, the Organization of American States, and
the Inter-American Development Bank. Free trade becomes, in this context, a tool to affirm US
hegemony in the Americas5. This model of regionalism in the Americas has been competing with
agreements that restrict membership to Latin American or Caribbean countries, in an attempt to
build alternatives to US hegemony and even confront it. Examples of this second model include
the Latin American Integration Association, region-specific agreements such as the Andean Pact,
Mercosur and CARICOM; and more recently UNASUR, ALBA and CELAC6.

Because of their relative weakness in the NAFTA deal, Canada and Mexico were expected to become
“natural allies” or strategic partners in North America. The basic thrust of the natural allies’ thesis
is that both Canada and Mexico are middle-sized powers, members of the global system’s semi-
periphery, with important yet limited influence on global affairs. In order to maximize their global
standing, both countries have historically bet on the rule of international law and multilateral
organizations; where they can “punch above their weight” by leading smaller countries within their
respective areas of influence, protected by norms that put them on a global moral high ground7.

Canada and Mexico have something else in common: a neighbor which happens to be the most
powerful country in the world and is also, understandably, their top priority in foreign policy
matters. Thus, the natural allies thesis goes, both countries have a clear interest in teaming up to
face their common priority, protecting themselves in the process of the enormous influence that the
United States exerts over them. It was thus expected that increased economic interaction promoted
by NAFTA, to the extent that it would increase the areas of interdependence and common interest
between Mexico and Canada, will create the conditions for the natural alliance to thrive.

Indeed, Canada and Mexico have grown closer relations over the past twenty years. Their mutual
economic importance, measured either in terms of trade or investment, has grown exponentially.
In 2012, Mexico was Canada’s fifth largest export destination, and Canada’s third-largest source
of imports. In 2013, two-way trade between the two countries amounted to $30 billion USD. The

stock of two-way investment was close to $5 billion USD in 20108. The areas in which these

countries cooperate keep expanding, notably Mexican temporary workers in Canadian farms and
other service-related industries, Canadian tourism flooding Mexican resorts, energy exports and
technology transfers, student and faculty university exchanges, etc.
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Yet, on the government-to-government front, despite much diplomatic talk and continued bilateral
meetings, there has been limited substantial growth on political cooperation; indeed, the current
state of governmental coordination is a far cry from the natural alliance expectations9. Time and
again, the record has shown that the “natural allies” thesis works mostly in theory, but to a very
limited extent in practice. The critical observer can count with the fingers of one hand the instances
in which co-operation between Ottawa and Mexico City has been firm, sustained, and has borne
some concrete fruit; especially in regards to relations with the United States10. In contrast, the
catalog of “missed opportunities” is much longer, rife with decisions or actions where short term
calculations got in the way of meaningful coordination.

What happened? Why are the Canadian and Mexican governments not looking eye to eye with each
other despite the apparently clear advantages to do so? More importantly for the purposes of this
special issue, was NAFTA’s daring experiment of a new kind of open regionalism a failure? While
many factors may contribute to the full explanation of this paradox, several of which are related to
the actions carried out by the US and Mexican governments, this paper will focus on and discuss
the share of responsibility borne by Canada’s recent Conservative governments.

9/11, North America Changes Approach
September 11, 2001 turned out to be a watershed event for North America in many respects11. A
recent book dealing with the impacts over North American of the events of that single day bears
the appropriate title “Game Changer”12. Indeed, those events would also have major consequences
for the process that is the main focus of this paper.

The main impact of the events was that national security, a policy goal completely ignored during
NAFTA’s negotiations13, became a central priority of the continental alliance. More specifically, US
national security was challenged by the attacks, so that country placed collaboration on this matter
as the top priority for future North American cooperation.

Not surprisingly, Canada and Mexico followed suit. Because of the strong dependence of Mexican
and Canadian economies from the one of their common neighbor, Ottawa and Mexico City reacted
on panic mode to this change of priorities. The Canadian government was concerned in particular
with the possible adoption of stiff border management approaches similar to the ones the United
States applies to its border with Mexico. Ottawa, then, insisted on a specific deal to enhance
security measures at its border, during bilateral negotiations with the United States separately
from Mexico. This Canadian approach started to do away with NAFTA’s trilateral spirit and showed
to the world the fragility of the political dimensions of North America’s integration process.

The events of 9/11 also brought back to life the important policy differences that Canada and
Mexico had followed in the past as a guide for their military relations with the United States. In
the aftermath of World War II and in the wake of the Cold War, Canada had been a cautious yet
unambiguous ally to the US’ contention efforts. Cooperation for the creation of the Distant Early
Warning (DEW) system and the establishment of the North American Aerospace Defense Command
(NORAD), as early as 1957, immediately come to mind. In contrast, through this period the Mexican
military was reluctant to openly cooperate with its Northern counterpart, as a result of a legacy
of hostility and distrust motivated by two US military interventions in Mexico (1847-48 and 1914).
Therefore, US appeals for cooperation on security matters fell in very different ears on the opposite
side of the country’s borders.
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Of course, the Canadian change of approach was operated under the leadership of Liberal
Prime Ministers—Jean Chrétien and Paul Martin—then at the helm of the Canadian government.
However, the Liberal governments still tried to salvage trilateralism in North America, with the
adoption of the Security and Prosperity Partnership agreement (SPP) in March 2005. Moreover, the
Martin government promoted the Canada-Mexico Partnership agreement, announced in October
2004; comprising five areas of cooperation (urban housing, sustainable cities, human capital,
competitiveness, and agribusiness). More importantly perhaps, Chrétien and Martin also mildly
played the “natural allies” card in 2003, when they teamed up with Mexico City to confront
Washington on its Iraq policy14. Mexico and Canada also worked together trying to clarify NAFTA’s
dispute settlement issues regarding Canadian softwood lumber exports to the United States, and
border management differences15

In contrast, when the Conservatives came to power in February 2006, they immediately privileged
and enhanced the divisive approach to North American relations, because it meshed quite well
with their redefined foreign priorities. In fact, the divisive approach would become the basis for a
lasting, more radical overhaul of Canada’s foreign relations. As Justin Massie explains: “Since the
attacks of 9/11, continentalism has become an increasingly dominant discourse in Canadian foreign
policy”16. This is explained in more detail in the section that follows.

Harper: Doing Away with the Liberal Heritage
One of the central tasks that Stephen Harper aimed to accomplish from the moment he first
succeeded to form a government in 2006 was to wane Canada from its Liberal heritage17. This
heritage of course includes the brand of foreign policy that successive Liberal governments crafted
during the post-Second World War era. This brand is usually called “the Pearsonian approach”,
precisely because Lester B. Pearson, future Canadian Prime minister in charge of the foreign affairs
portfolio from 1948 to 1958, defined its basic tenets.

The Pearsonian approach, carried on consistently and enhanced by successive Liberal governments,
and even followed by three consecutive Progressive Conservative governments (1984-1993), has
the following essential components18:

• internationalism, or a belief in Canada’s responsibilities with the global community, in a
balanced blend of idealism and pragmatism,

• commitment with multilateral organizations for the satisfaction of foreign policy objectives;
in particular, for the achievement of the following goals: peacekeeping, arms control and
disarmament, respect of human rights, protection of the environment and development
assistance,

• continuity from international to domestic values, to the point where Canada’s international
activities provide the country with a source of identity that most citizens are expected
to share.

The climax of this approach was reached during Lloyd Axworhty’s tenure as foreign minister
(January 1996-October 2000), under whose direction Canada’s international approach was openly
based on ethics-based public diplomacy, soft power and human security principles.

In contrast, the Conservative foreign policy agenda put in motion since 2006 (dubbed
neocontinentalism by Lagassé, Massie and Roussel19), aimed at redefining Canada’s place in the
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world along the following lines:

• building a special relationship with the United States, based on defense and border
management cooperation,

• redefining Canada as a military power, both today and historically, willing to contribute
to international coalitions aimed at asserting the perceived US’ “benevolent hegemony”
worldwide,

• repositioning Canada geopolitically as a Western country, by engaging into selective
multilateralism with partners in the Global North (NATO, G8, the English-speaking world,
etc.), and symbolically reviving Canada’ imperial connection and British identity,

• putting business opportunities at the centre of international interactions, thus downplaying
government-to-government global aid to development.

The Conservative governments have thus decidedly adopted a “bandwagoning” approach to
relations with the United States; as they see Canada’s prospects, mostly economic but also to
some extent political, tied to their country’s southern neighbor. In their view, the United States
is not a threat or a challenge but an opportunity to Canada, because most Canadian foreign
business is made with that country and also because the hegemon offers a liberal and ultimately
benevolent alternative to rising world powers such as China and Russia. By firmly supporting the
United States, the Conservatives believe, Canada stands to gain increased influence in the world
and especially over US foreign and defense policies20. This is the essence of neocontinentalism,
where an opportunistic—and arguably naïve—vision regarding the United States is blended with
an obsession for hard power and an elitist approach to intergovernmental relations, while business
transactions are placed at the centre of most international initiatives.

The Harper governments indeed sought to transform Canada into a “virtuous warrior”, fighting
against terrorism and dictators around the world. Simon Dalby, rather than dismissing this shift as
nonsense as other observers have done, wants to understand the geopolitical premises underlying
such policy change21. Under Harper, Dalby details, Canada wanted to reinvent itself as a “masculine
warrior” as opposed to its traditional role of caring peacekeeper, a transformation evidenced by
Harper’s support to the Canadian combat mission in Kandahar, Afghanistan, and to the military
operation against former Libyan strongman Muammar Gaddafi. He also points out to the renewed
enthusiasm for the moniker “Royal” attached to Canadian institutions, and the association with the
colonial past, as further symbols of a new version of imperial chauvinism that Harper’s Canada was
eager to participate in. In the process, the Conservatives wanted to eradicate Axworthy’s “human
security”, soft power and public diplomacy agenda from Canada’s international identity22.

An important component of repositioning Canada as part of the Western world was to portray
this country as an indispensable component of the global region’s success. For example, Canadian
oil was portrayed as a country’s contribution to the Western world, an “ethical alternative” to
Middle Eastern energy imports and a key component of continental energy security. Hence the
aggressiveness of the Canadian government in pushing Alberta’s oil sands development, an effort
that involved silencing critical scientists and sabotaging international efforts at addressing climate
change—notably, withdrawing from the Kyoto protocol—, and the dismissal of environmental
security agenda that did not fit the business-minded, narrow Conservative thinking23

Under the Conservatives, Canada’s International Development Agency (CIDA) funds came to dry up.
The federal government lost interest in Canadian involvement in overseas economic development of
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poorer countries. Even if the Conservative governments publicly announced that the focus of their
attention would shift to the Americas, this attention was mostly devoted to supporting Canadian
business in the region; notably environmentally unfriendly and socially predatory mining companies
that are making a killing (in more than one sense) in that part of the world24

It is clear from this enumeration that there is not much room left to Mexico as a strategic
partner in global politics among the Conservatives’ foreign priorities; only perhaps in the economic
opportunities dossier. Even worse, Mexico carries the potential of becoming a complicating factor,
even a hurdle, in Ottawa’s dealings with Washington; to the extent that in North American trilateral
fora Mexico may turn the US attention away from top Canadian priorities.

As Stephen Clarkson explains, under the Conservative governments “…Canada has played a

leading role in breaking down whatever trilateral solidarity NAFTA had originally generated”25..

The Canadian government purposely distanced itself from its Mexican counterpart, fearful of a
diminished influence in Washington, all the while resurrecting the “special relationship” themes
of the old-fashioned, post-World War II relations with Washington. Revealingly, Ottawa failed to
organize the 2010 trilateral North American leaders summit, which had been promised a year
before; and did so again in February 2015, canceling without much explanation two trilateral
summit that it had offered to host. Instead, Ottawa negotiated with the United States the so-called
“Beyond the Border Action Plan”. Made public in December 2011, exactly ten years after the first
bilateral border cooperation agreement was reached in the aftermath of 9/11, the new Action Plan
aims at reaffirming and deepening Canada’s commitment with bandwagoning policies.

Therefore, the Harper government has developed a cynical approach in regards to Mexico:
much diplomatic lip service around the themes of friendship, partnership, commonalities and
opportunities, based on the “natural allies” discourse created twenty years ago; followed by little
substance in terms of concrete action, and sabotage to bilateral commitments for joint initiatives.
In other words, a combination of a charm offensive with an effective defensive snubbing.

Snubbing Mexico (and Mexicans)
Perhaps the single action that best represents Canada’s changing mood in regards to Mexico is the
imposition of visas to all Mexican visitors, starting July 200926.

For many years, Ottawa and Mexico City had a mutual visa exception regime in place. This exception
regime, created many years before NAFTA was even a plan, came to symbolize the spirit of equality,
mutual trust, even-handedness and co-operation that free trade was expected to foster. It was often
showcased as an example of the different way in which Canada treated Mexico, in contrast with the
United States, a country that has always maintained visa restrictions for Mexicans wishing to visit
the country.

This crucial symbolic dimension did not matter to the Harper government when it decided to impose
visa requirements to ALL Mexican visitors without distinction—including business executives,
students, people having family members in Canada, etc.—with the argument that the government
wanted to deter bogus refugee claimants from arriving to Canada. This measure was thus seen in
Mexico as tantamount to “killing mosquitoes with a cannon”, a blunt policy instrument doing more
damage than actually solving an existing problem.
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The number of Mexican refugee claimants in Canada had indeed quickly increased in the years
prior to the imposition of the visa requirement: from 1,100 in 1999 to over 9, 500 in 200827. The
increase was largely due to the dramatic deterioration of the state of human rights in Mexico, as
a result of the war against drug trafficking gangs that the Mexican government had launched in
December 2006. However, the Harper government refused to acknowledge that a humanitarian
crisis was indeed looming in Mexico, rejecting the vast majority of refugee applications and
ultimately imposing overnight the visa requirement; with no previous warning or negotiation
whatsoever with the Mexican government.

This decision can be analyzed from several interrelated angles. Domestic motivations may have
played a role in it. At the time when visas were imposed Canada was going through an economic
crisis, triggered the previous fall by the sub-prime mortgage meltdown in the United States and
the shock waves it sent over North America’s economy. In a context of shrinking employment
opportunities, imposing visas to Mexicans may be seen as an attempt to limit the supply of foreign
labor that would compete with Canadians for the limited positions available. Visas may also be
intended to limit the influx of migrants coming from regions other than Europe, to assuage the
concerns of some Canadians about the growing presence of people from diverse demographic and
cultural backgrounds28.

For the purposes of this article, however, it matters to discuss three policy motivations specifically
targeting Mexico. These motivations, we believe, played a determinant role in precipitating the
unilateral decision of visa imposition.

First, the refusal of the Conservative governments to admit that a serious crisis was indeed taking
place in Mexico was politically motivated. Because the Canadian government’s official position
portrayed Mexico as a close friend and economic partner, Ottawa insisted until the end of the
Conservative governments in considering Mexico as a safe country, where no human rights abuses
were committed29. When announcing the measure, Jason Kenney, then Minister of Citizenship and
Immigration, declared that the visa requirement was intended to focus his Department’s attention
to “help people who really need Canada’s protection”30. This position, of course, flied in the face of
media reports available even in Canada that confirmed the growing humanitarian crisis developing
in Mexico, a situation also reiterated by Amnesty International Canada31. By 2009, the estimate of
casualties due to the war on drugs in Mexico was close to 17 thousand victims. Since 2006 until
December 2013, the “war on drugs” had produced the alarming balance of at least 80 thousand
violent deaths plus an estimated 30 thousand people “disappearances”32.

Ottawa’s willful state of denial about the humanitarian crisis developing in Mexico is indicative
of the departure from international ideals operated under the Harper governments. In the eyes of
these governments, Mexico was an economic partner and a neighbor in North America, period.
Ottawa was reluctant to make North American relations more complex by adding a humanitarian
dimension to it; something that its Liberal predecessors never hesitated to do, especially under
Axworthy’s period as foreign minister.

Secondly, the visa requirement is a politically expedient alternative to admitting that the Canadian
refugee adjudication system urgently needs an overhaul. Indeed, the backlog of refuge claims
adjudication was not provoked by the increasing number of Mexican claimants, but by a badly
designed and slow processing system. The surge of Mexican (and Czech) claimants was simply used
as a convenient excuse to explain the crisis of the system, as the surge was supposedly jamming
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the process. In fact, claimants became scapegoats for a problem that the Canadian government
was unable or unwilling to solve33. This problem is all the more pressing as the US government is
concerned by Canada’s refugee policy, seen as too liberal and potentially letting potential terrorists
enter Canadian territory. This is an important issue even from the neocontinentalist perspective of
the Conservative government, to the extent that it wanted to reassure Washington that it was doing
everything it could to make North America more secure, following post-9/11 standards established
by the US government.

Thirdly, and as a corollary to the previous two angles, Mexican refugee claimants were stigmatized
and criminalized because they were allegedly coming from a “safe country”. From then on,
Mexican visitors are systematically suspect of harboring ill intentions and potentially breaking the
law; unless they are able to prove otherwise. They are thus burdened with an excessively onerous
paperwork to demonstrate that they are indeed legitimate visitors. In order to get a Canadian
visa, Mexican nationals are required from then on to visit in person one of only three Canadian
consular offices serving in Mexico’s vast territory. They need to produce a passport, a letter from
their employer written in English or French granting a leave of absence for the duration of their
planned trip, salary slips, original bank documents demonstrating solvency covering the previous
six months, evidence of assets in Mexico and a letter of invitation of someone residing in Canada.
Indeed, from then on it became more difficult to the average Mexican to obtain a Canadian visa
than a visa to the United States!34.

Conclusions: Is There a Future for Mexico in North America?
Given the trends described and discussed above, NAFTA’s image as a role model for other
integration schemes is in doubt. Equally, the prospects for a trilateral North America to affirm its
identity as a global region are uncertain. As a whole, North America has failed to develop a true
partnership that is unequivocally acknowledged and respected through the world. In the process,
both Mexico and Canada have lost terrain in their former independent global standing, as they are
now seen by many external observers, even in former areas of influence like Latin America and
Africa respectively, as basically relays of US power.

Equally importantly, the political distance separating Mexico from Canada has grown. According
to Massie, Canada’s heavy bandwagoning with the United States was likely to increase over
time under Conservative governments, even replacing Canada’s traditional security policy pillar:
Atlantic alliances assorted with critical cooperation with the United States35.

The events of 9/11 “…certainly changed North America. Part of this change was the ultimate
alienation of Canada and Mexico from each other”36. The visa for Mexicans issue, of course, goes
a long way in this respect. As Kim Nossal explains:

[T]he visa decision […] shows how little interest the Canadian government has in
developing a relationship with Mexico that goes beyond the dual bi-lateralism that has
marked the North American project since NAFTA came into being37.

Until November 2015, the visa requirement for Mexican visitors had not been dropped, despite
repeated requests from Mexico City; all the while Ottawa no longer required Czech visitors to obtain
a visa, under pressure from the European Union, and even granted a visa exemption to visitors
from Chile one year earlier38. Once again, economic and political imperatives dictated Ottawa’s
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decisions. Clearly, both NAFTA’s trilateral partnership or the “natural allies” thesis carried limited
weight, showing the weakness of multilateralism in North America, which can be undermined by a
unilateral decision coming from any of the member countries.

Indeed, referring mostly to the security aspect of foreign relations, David Haglund argues that Canada
and the US are the real “natural allies”, whereas Mexico has very limited ties to Canada and has
been backing away from alliance with the US as well; an interpretation that according to Haglund
is evidenced by Mexico’s withdrawal from the inter-American defence Rio Pact39. However, he
suggests that since the changing security environment in the post 9/11 era has put anti-terrorism at
the top of each country’s agenda, there is room for Mexico in the Canada-US alliance; to the extent
that Washington is concerned with potential narco-terrorism being exported from Mexico. Haglund,
a specialist on transatlantic security, thus thinks that there is room for Mexico in the US-Canada
alliance as long as Mexico City decided to join NATO. However, while this author is right in pointing
out that NATO membership would give Mexico an enhanced North American identity, it is far from
certain that this country would be automatically admitted. Moreover, he is implicitly suggesting
that Mexico has to embrace Canadian and US security priorities and strategies as a condition
for membership in North America. However, shouldn’t Mexican objectives also be understood and
considered if the objective is to build a true North American partnership? Is the quiet acceptance
of its neighbours’ previous agreements and predominant position the only way in which Mexico can
return to the North American fold? In other words, is bandwagoning, the way Canada has recently
done, the only alternative left to Mexico to preserve a trilateral North America? More importantly,
is traditional military security the only way to bring North America together? What remains clear
from the analysis offered in this article is that, as long as the Conservatives were in control of the
federal government in Canada, the chances that Mexico had of becoming an equal partner in North
America were truly slim.

The Liberal Relay

However, the political environment is quickly changing. On November 4, 2015 the Liberal Party
took over the reins of Canada’s federal government; after having won a decisive majority of seats
in the House of Commons-184 over 338 seats-in the October 19 elections. Canada’s new Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau had promised during the campaign that if elected he would work to lift the
Mexican visa requirement and would host a trilateral summit with Mexico and the US, in an effort
to repair North American relations40 “Mexico is now an equal or greater strategic preoccupation in
Washington than Canada. That basic fact cannot be wished away… Harper’s approach to relations
with Mexico has been belligerent and borderline churlish” Trudeau added. He finally offered to
work toward the coordination of environmental and climate change policies between the three
North American countries41. Later on, Mexico was one of the few countries that were singled out in
the Liberal electoral platform, where the party pledged to “renew and repair our relationships with
our North American partners”, by lifting the visa requirement and hosting the promised trilateral
summit42.

The Mexican government expected no less. Mexico’s ambassador to Canada expressed his hopes
that under Trudeau “the international policy of Canada will change to being less militaristic and
more multilateralist”43. Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto was the first country leader who
contacted Mr. Trudeau to congratulate him after his electoral victory was confirmed44. This display
of appreciation is in stark contrast with Peña Nieto’s February 2014 cancellation of a scheduled
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official visit to Canada, over displeasure with the visa issue.

Trudeau seems to be delivering on his campaign promises. Less than two weeks
after his installation as Prime Minister he met with Peña Nieto at the G20 Summit
in Turkey, in November 15, 2015, and again at the APEC Economic Leaders’
Meeting in Manila a few days later; both leaders then started coordinating their
countries’ multilateral positions. On June 28, 2016 Peña Nieto paid an official
visit to Trudeau, where Canada’s Prime Minister formally offered to drop the visa
requirement for Mexican visitors to Canada on December 1, 2016; apparently in
exchange for Mexico dropping the embargo of Canadian beef imports starting in
October of this same year. Trudeau and Peña Nieto also offered to work together on
other matters, including the environment, security, defence, high-level meetings
led jointly by their foreign ministers, collaboration in the development of trucking
corridors, and student exchange45. The following day, Trudeau hosted the first
North American Leaders’ Summit since February 2014, thus honouring another
campaign promise and the failed offers that former Prime Minister Harper had
made of hosting the summit in 2010 and 201546

In sum, Canada’s new Liberal government may roll back the Conservative legacy of snubbing
Mexico. In the process, it may give a new chance to trilateralism in North America and to NAFTA
as a model of regionalism. It is still too early to tell the net result of the Canadian government’s
actions, even if it is clear that these actions are steps in the right direction.
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