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● (1545)

[English]
The Chair (Hon. Judy A. Sgro (Humber River—Black

Creek, Lib.)): Good afternoon, everyone. This is meeting number
three of the Standing Committee on International Trade. In this ses‐
sion, pursuant to Standing Order 108(2) and the motion adopted by
the committee on June 16, 2025, the committee is resuming its
study of Canada's engagement in a rules-based international trade
and investment system.

We have with us today, from the Department of Foreign Affairs,
Trade and Development, Aaron Fowler, associate assistant deputy
minister for international trade and chief trade negotiator. We're
glad to have you back with us again. Welcome.

We will start with opening remarks and then proceed to a round
of questions.

You have up to five minutes, as you know, Mr. Fowler, but if you
have more to offer, we'll be sure to give you a few more minutes, if
you'd like, before we go on to the members. Thank you. The floor
is yours.

Aaron Fowler (Associate Assistant Deputy Minister, Interna‐
tional Trade Branch, and Chief Trade Negotiator, Department
of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development): Thank you very
much. Good afternoon, Chair, vice-chairs and members of the com‐
mittee.
[Translation]

Thank you very much for the invitation to appear today to dis‐
cuss the role of Canada's free trade agreements and rules-based
trade.
[English]

As a mid-sized nation of 42 million people with enormous re‐
source endowments and productive capacity, trade is critical to the
Canadian economy. Equivalent to approximately two-thirds of
Canada's GDP, exports alone support almost four million Canadian
jobs.
[Translation]

Canada's prosperity has long depended on the stability, trans‐
parency, predictability and openness afforded by the rules-based
global trading system, a system to which Canada has contributed
since its creation.

We are an active member of the World Trade Organization. We
are the first economy in the G7 to have comprehensive free trade

agreements with all the other G7 economies. We have a total of
15 bilateral and regional agreements covering 51 countries, and
39 bilateral foreign investment promotion and protection agree‐
ments.
[English]

This network of rules has provided Canadians with several bene‐
fits, including enhanced competitiveness of Canadian goods and
services abroad; lower costs for Canadian businesses and con‐
sumers; increased access to high-quality and diverse goods and ser‐
vices, inputs and technologies; increased investment from abroad
into Canada; and a stable and attractive investment environment for
Canadian investors abroad, supporting their access to and participa‐
tion in global value chains.

While this system has long provided Canada with a strong foun‐
dation for trade and investment, this is a challenging moment for
the global trading system. In part, this is a function of the economic
policies pursued by some, but we must also acknowledge what has
been becoming increasingly clear for some time. In certain re‐
spects, the multilateral rules have become inadequate, and we have
for many years failed collectively in our efforts to fix them. That
means that rules have not always prevented harmful behaviour by
others, and they have not always provided a clear framework for
countries to take appropriate and necessary actions to protect them‐
selves. Some nations have determined that the status quo is no
longer sufficient to protect their essential economic security inter‐
ests, to ensure fair competition and to respond to market-distorting
practices and global shocks.

In this pivotal moment, we must take stock of not only what
rules-based international trade has provided for Canada but also of
what must be done to secure our own strategic economic interests
and to ensure our current and future prosperity and resilience. We
must adapt, and we need to respond. Canada's priority is to support
economic sectors facing the most severe shocks while building a
stronger and more secure economy. Pursuing this priority means
taking measured, decisive actions in a transparent manner, but it al‐
so means working with partners to maintain, expand and improve
the rules-based system.
[Translation]

The Government of Canada has made it a priority to strengthen
partnerships with trusted allies around the world. Our efforts in‐
clude diversifying Canada's trade relationships. A couple of exam‐
ples are the implementation of the recently concluded trade agree‐
ments with Indonesia and Ecuador, as well as the investment agree‐
ment with the United Arab Emirates.
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This includes continuing negotiations with partners such as the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations and Mercosur, as well as
eight ongoing investment negotiations with partners in Africa,
South America and the greater Middle East region. Canada also
supports the expansion of the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, or CPTPP, to new mem‐
bers.

The Government of Canada also prioritizes efforts to ensure that
Canadian companies take advantage of the network of trade agree‐
ments we have with our key partners, including the CPTPP, the
Canada-European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade
Agreement and the Canada-Korea Free Trade Agreement.

[English]

We will continue our active role in support of fair and open inter‐
national trade, not only at the WTO but also in international forums
such as the G7, the G20 and the OECD, working with our partners
and allies. We are ready to work to address trade-distorting prac‐
tices that are harmful to the economy. This includes seeking im‐
proved rules to better address emerging issues affecting trade, such
as industrial policy, and to ensure fair competition over the long
term.
● (1550)

[Translation]

Thank you again for the opportunity to speak on this important
topic.

I look forward to our discussion, and I would be happy to answer
your questions.

[English]

Thank you very much, Madam Chair.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Fowler.

Now we'll go on to the members.

Mr. Groleau.

[Translation]
Jason Groleau (Beauce, CPC): Thank you, Madam Chair and

colleagues.

Mr. Fowler, thank you for being with us.

Last week, we heard from the chair of the Canadian Pork Coun‐
cil. We talked about an agreement that was negotiated, as well as
the non-tariff barriers related to that agreement.

It would be possible to get up to $400 million in exports, but we
can't do that because of those non-tariff barriers.

Are you aware of those barriers, Mr. Fowler?
Aaron Fowler: Yes, I am aware that barriers are imposed on al‐

most all of our partners around the world.

We are currently discussing the barriers, including with our part‐
ners in the European Union.

Jason Groleau: What concrete action is the government taking
to eliminate those tariff barriers, especially with the European
Union?

Aaron Fowler: Thank you very much for your question.

In all of our free trade agreements, including with international
organizations like the World Trade Organization, or WTO, we cre‐
ate committees, working groups and institutions based on certain
rules. The goal is to make sure that Canada and our partner—in this
case, the European Union—have the ability to discuss trade rela‐
tions issues.

Some of the issues considered are related to the rules of the
agreement, but the discussions are often broader. They are about
what can be done and how we can move our trade relationship for‐
ward. We also discuss ways to improve elements that hinder our in‐
terests, such as non-tariff barriers.

Jason Groleau: Most non-tariff barriers are related to small de‐
tails in agreements.

Are you holding meetings with pork producers?

If so, are you aware of and listening to their issues?
Aaron Fowler: I would say so, but they don't always come to

discuss things with me. I have a good team in the department.

One of our partners, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, has reg‐
ular discussions with industry representatives, such as the Canadian
Pork Council.

Jason Groleau: Why do you think some trading partners, such
as the European Union, continue to impose non-tariff barriers?

Aaron Fowler: It's probably because, from their perspective, it's
not non-tariff barriers that are hindering our trade interests, but
rather the policies, rules and laws in place in the European Union.

If we were to ask our partners in Brussels what Canadian policies
and laws represent non-tariff barriers for them, they could certainly
identify some. However, for us, that is a way to advance a very rea‐
sonable policy.

Jason Groleau: Do you think the Government of Canada, in‐
cluding your team, will have to take a stronger stance during nego‐
tiations, especially, again, on the small details contained in the
agreements on non-tariff barriers?

If so, what should that stance be?
Aaron Fowler: That's a very general question, and it's difficult

to answer it in a general way.

Most of our agreements have specific and sufficient rules to pro‐
tect the majority of our interests. From time to time, it is not possi‐
ble to find a solution during negotiations. Barriers can arise once
negotiations are completed, and they are not necessarily related to
obligations set out in the agreement.

So it's not necessarily a lack of rules or the fact that the objec‐
tives or interests of our industries are not understood; it's simply
that the rules in place did not contemplate the situation that arose
after the agreement was negotiated.
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● (1555)

Jason Groleau: Thank you, Mr. Fowler.

So it can be noted, after the negotiations, that there are barriers
that were not anticipated.

Do those agreements contain a mechanism to amend them be‐
cause something isn't working? For example, $400 million worth of
pork could not be exported.

Aaron Fowler: We can put a number of mechanisms in place
with our partners. In the case of the European Union, there are reg‐
ular discussions within the committees established to support the
implementation of the agreements. For example, the Committee on
Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures often discusses topics related
to the interests of a specific agricultural sector, whether Canadian
or European.

That said, we first try to express our concerns so that they are un‐
derstood by our counterparts. That way, we can determine whether
something can be done about the rules already in place.

Our partners are taking the same approach when it comes to
Canadian measures that raise concerns. It may be possible to find a
rule or process that will apply to the situation, or we may have to
come back with other facts. However, since these are fairly techni‐
cal issues, it takes a lot of time, as we want to make sure we move
forward in a way that will be appropriate for both partners.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Fowler.

You were almost a minute over your time, sir. I thought it was
really important to try to get the answers in as much as we can.

Mr. Fonseca, you have six minutes, please.
Peter Fonseca (Mississauga East—Cooksville, Lib.): Thank

you, Madam Chair, and thank you, Mr. Fowler.

In your opening remarks, Mr. Fowler, you mentioned the success
that Canada has had in terms of its trade agreements, be it NAFTA
or CETA or CPTPP or the bilaterals that we've been able to
achieve. I'd like to thank you for your service. I was speaking to
you earlier, just before this meeting, and you mentioned that for
about a quarter of a century, you've been helping Canada succeed in
those agreements.

It's pretty normal that we would have a change in government, of
course, over those 25 years. We've had many different governments
here in Canada. We know that these negotiations do take time. They
take years. We can look at something like CETA, our agreement
with Europe. I can recall being in the House at the time. I know that
MP Hoback was sitting on the committee as we went through those
negotiations. He was sitting in this room under the Harper govern‐
ment, when we had Minister Ed Fast as international trade minister,
and then when Minister Freeland was our international trade minis‐
ter. I recall being in the House the day this was passed. Minister
Freeland walked across the aisle and shook MP Fast's hand. We un‐
derstood that this was a real team Canada approach and that we did
it together.

My question for you is this. When we enter the global stage as
team Canada, as parliamentarians, which we've done in Washing‐

ton, D.C., and around the world, what does that mean for your job
when you are at the table and in those rooms? Could you take us
through what that means, in terms of your negotiations, for our
brand as team Canada? Could you tell those who are watching, and
us here, what that means to you in terms of the leverage you have,
knowing that we are united?

● (1600)

Aaron Fowler: I think that, at the end of the day, there is only
one Canadian position that gets put forward in a negotiation. It is
part of our process as trade negotiators to attempt to ensure that the
positions that Canada is putting forward at the negotiating table are
as broadly consulted and comprehensive as they can be and reflect
the widest possible swath of interests across this country. We are
taking advantage of these opportunities to address concerns that
have been brought to our attention and to create opportunities for
Canadian businesses in the market with which we're negotiating.
That comprehensiveness of approach, we hope, supports a broad
cross-Canadian consensus around the validity of the positions that
we're putting forward.

It's certainly nice, as a negotiator, to know that Canada's conduct
of a particular negotiation is broadly supported in the country, but I
think the answer to your question probably resides more in the in‐
ternational space. When there is a clear framework of a team
Canada position that is clearly being advanced in a given negotia‐
tion, our negotiating partners have a high degree of confidence that
it is not going to be fruitful to attempt to split the Canadian position
away from the table and that Canadian negotiators are, in fact,
speaking on behalf of the interests of the country as a whole.

I think I'll leave my answer there. Thank you.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you, Mr. Fowler.

When we look here internally at Canada, we have 10 provinces.
We have the west, the Prairies, central, Quebec and Atlantic, and
we have our three territories. How does your team get the provinces
and territories aligned on what we are doing in trade as we take it
abroad and try to negotiate these agreements?

Aaron Fowler: We spend a lot of time working with our coun‐
terparts at the provincial and territorial level within the bureaucra‐
cies of those jurisdictions. That begins with information sharing,
ensuring that our partners in the provinces and territories have a
good understanding of the negotiations in which we're engaged, the
topics that are coming to the forefront in those negotiations and the
negotiating partners we're contemplating sitting down with. They
have a full and comprehensive opportunity to provide us with that
jurisdiction's views to inform the Canadian negotiating position that
is going to be put forward.

We do that in formal ways, such as inviting their comments
through formal Canada Gazette notices on specific consultations,
and we have a number of internal mechanisms that we deploy in or‐
der to stay in close contact.
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In the course of the last week, I have met with provincial and ter‐
ritorial counterparts through a mechanism that we call C-Trade,
which is the federal-provincial-territorial trade consultative body,
through the CUSMA FPT consultations committee, which is a spe‐
cific committee that we established at the time we implemented and
put CUSMA into force to ensure that we would have good federal-
provincial-territorial exchange of information, and again today,
through the FPT ADM committee, which is a committee at the as‐
sistant deputy minister level across the country, discussing a very
similar topic.

Those engagements allow us to take up both general and specific
issues of interest to the jurisdictions, and then, in the context of a
specific ongoing negotiation, they would be supplemented by en‐
gagements that we create specific to that negotiation. That can be
much more involved, including almost day-to-day interaction be‐
tween provincial and territorial officials and the negotiators at the
table.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Savard-Tremblay, go ahead for six minutes, please.
[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay (Saint-Hyacinthe—Bagot—
Acton, BQ): Thank you, Madam Chair.

Thank you for joining us, Mr. Fowler. Allow me to compliment
you on the quality of your French. I saw that you were perfectly
able to grasp what we were saying and answer us. Let's continue
that way, if you don't mind, but feel free to use the interpretation if
there's a problem or if the discussion goes too quickly.

Regarding the Canada-United States-Mexico Agreement, or
CUSMA, I saw in the Canada Gazette that consultations had indeed
begun.

First of all, on a strictly advisory basis, what else do you plan to
do to gather the opinions of various groups and individuals?
● (1605)

Aaron Fowler: Thank you for the question.

Is it exclusively about the CUSMA review?
Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: What I read in the Canada

Gazette was about the review of the agreement.
Aaron Fowler: That issue of the Canada Gazette does focus

solely on the agreement. I just wanted to confirm that the question
was not broader.

For your information, we already conducted a formal consulta‐
tion on the review of CUSMA in the fall of 2024. We received a
number of responses and comments from Canadians, and we pub‐
lished a report on what we heard at that time.

That said, fall 2024 is different from fall 2025. A lot has hap‐
pened in the world of international trade as well as in Canada-U.S.
relations in terms of how the agreement works.

We thought it would be a good idea to ask Canadians again
whether, in the past 12 months, there have been any other changes
to note that would have shifted their perspective. We also wanted to

know whether other considerations should be taken into account
during the analyses and the development of our positions.

Since the fall of 2024, we have also left a small online portal
open on the Global Affairs Canada website so that all interested
groups can continue to provide their perspectives, ideas and ques‐
tions.

We also created advisory groups for a few specific sectors al‐
ready affected by the measures put in place by the U.S. government
in recent months.

We can make more efforts if necessary, but we will start by tak‐
ing note of the comments received during the current consultations.

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: I understand that it is essen‐
tially through an online portal that everyone can participate in this
exercise.

Is that correct?
Aaron Fowler: I don't know if that's primarily the case, but it's

probably the easiest way for the majority of Canadians to provide
their opinions.

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: One of the issues we often
have to deal with is transparency. In the past, the committee has had
trouble getting information about certain renegotiations.

I know that not everything is said in a public meeting and that
certain things have to be discussed only at the bargaining table.
However, will you commit to keeping this committee abreast of de‐
velopments that are important in future negotiations with our
American neighbour?

Aaron Fowler: I'm here as a witness, and I'm happy to accept
further invitations to come and speak to you.

There are other policies in place to ensure that Parliament is kept
abreast of the negotiations and the objectives that the government is
pursuing within those negotiations. My team and I are working
very hard to ensure that these policies are fully respected.

I hope that the committee and, more generally, Parliament feel
that they are well informed about our agenda.

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: I was in Washington last
week. I met with a number of U.S. officials. We were told that dis‐
cussions were being held, but no formal negotiations were being
conducted.

Can you confirm that statement?
Aaron Fowler: In my opinion, that's a fairly subjective assess‐

ment, but it seems right to me to say so.
Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: So it would be subjective, but

you share the same opinion.

Is that right?
Aaron Fowler: What's the difference between a discussion and a

negotiation? Maybe it's the presence of flags on the table.

The subject discussed by the parties is not necessarily different,
whether we are talking about a discussion or a negotiation.
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● (1610)

[English]
The Chair: There are 28 seconds remaining.

[Translation]
Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: Nevertheless, the official sta‐

tus is different. For example, the Prime Minister told us in the
House that he was exchanging text messages with the U.S. presi‐
dent. We have rarely seen international agreements renegotiated in
this way.

Right?
Aaron Fowler: I'm not in a position to comment on the ex‐

changes between the Prime Minister and the president.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Mantle, please go ahead for five minutes.
Jacob Mantle (York—Durham, CPC): Thank you, Madam

Chair.

Thank you, Mr. Fowler, for being here. I'm sure you're a busy
man, but I hope we can see you more often.

I want to follow up on comments from my Bloc colleague.

First, if we were to study further issues with respect to the
Canada-U.S. relationship or the CUSMA renegotiations, would you
commit to coming to the committee again? It's a yes-or-no ques‐
tion.

Aaron Fowler: If I am the appropriate official to appear and an‐
swer your questions, it would make me happy to do so.

Jacob Mantle: Do you think the chief negotiator for the Canada-
U.S. trade relationship would be an appropriate official to call in
such a case?

Aaron Fowler: Probably, but that is not me.
Jacob Mantle: Are you not the chief negotiator?
Aaron Fowler: I am Canada's chief negotiator, meaning that the

team of Canadian negotiators who work at Global Affairs Canada
across the full range of our trade negotiations report to me, and I try
to set a strategic direction and consistency in the approach that we
take, but any given—

Jacob Mantle: Excuse me, sir. I'm sorry.

If we were to call you and ask you to come again, would you
come?

Aaron Fowler: If it were deemed that I was the appropriate offi‐
cial, of course I would come. I've never declined an invitation from
this committee that I can recall.

Jacob Mantle: You were just mentioning the CUSMA consulta‐
tion. I assume that you—or maybe not you, because we're not sure
what you're doing here in this negotiation—are going to be review‐
ing those public consultations to inform your negotiation strategy,
decision-making, etc. Is that correct?

Aaron Fowler: It is how the process generally works, yes.

Jacob Mantle: Okay. Would you commit to providing the com‐
mittee copies of those submissions so we can also be apprised of
how Canadians are understanding the negotiation?

Aaron Fowler: I will have to revert to you on that because there
is a question of protection of privacy in the information. Sometimes
it is very confidential, business-sensitive information that's being
provided to us, so I think that would be a question of appropriate
handling of the information that we receive from Canadians.

Jacob Mantle: I understand. Yes, I know there's a privacy state‐
ment that goes with the submission request, the redaction of per‐
sonal information and confidential business information, etc., but
when would you be able to get back to us on that?

Aaron Fowler: Again, I am not the chief negotiator for this par‐
ticular initiative. The government has named Ambassador Hillman
as the chief negotiator for the portion of the conversations that are
under way today. My team tries to support and facilitate her efforts.
In this case, I think the appropriate answer would come from the
chief negotiator for that particular initiative.

Jacob Mantle: Does that mean you're not going to get back to us
on that?

Aaron Fowler: I will get back to you having consulted with
those who are most closely engaged in the file.

Is that an appropriate answer?
Jacob Mantle: That's perfect. Thank you.

You talked about the team Canada approach. Do you think team
Canada includes this committee?

Aaron Fowler: I suppose it should, yes. It's a team Canada ap‐
proach.

Jacob Mantle: Do you think the team Canada approach includes
the members of the opposition parties as well?

Aaron Fowler: You're taking me outside of my area of expertise.
My sense is that, yes, it is meant to be as broad a coalition of Cana‐
dian voices supporting and advancing the same position as possible.

Jacob Mantle: Thank you. It's not a trick question. I would hope
our chief negotiator does view the committee and members of the
opposition as part of the team Canada approach. We heard concerns
with respect to transparency and engagement in the committee, and
I think that's part of what I'm trying to convey to you.

Are you aware that the Prime Minister decided yesterday to rec‐
ognize the state of Palestine?

Aaron Fowler: I'm aware.
Jacob Mantle: Are you aware of the President of the United

States' comments in respect of that decision, when he said, “That
will make it very hard...to make a...Deal”? Are you aware of those
comments?

Aaron Fowler: I have read that those were the comments as re‐
ported.

Jacob Mantle: Do you agree with the president that it will make
it very hard to get a deal for Canada?

Aaron Fowler: I think this is going to be a difficult negotiation,
irrespective of that.
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● (1615)

Jacob Mantle: Do you think that made it more likely or less
likely to get favourable terms from the United States?

Aaron Fowler: I believe that the United States, in this commer‐
cial negotiation, will be guided by commercial and economic con‐
siderations.

The Chair: You have 30 seconds.
Jacob Mantle: I understand.

Let me ask that again: Do you agree with the president's com‐
ment that Canada's recognition of the state of Palestine will make it
harder to get a deal for Canada, yes or no?

Aaron Fowler: I don't have an opinion on that.
Jacob Mantle: You don't have an opinion...?
Aaron Fowler: On whether the president's opinion is correct...?

No, I don't think it's my place to answer that.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Mantle.

We go to Ms. Lapointe, please, for five minutes.
[Translation]

Linda Lapointe (Rivière-des-Mille-Îles, Lib.): Thank you very
much, Madam Chair.

Mr. Fowler, welcome to the committee. It's a pleasure to meet
you.

You talked a bit about the free trade agreement and the fact that
you posted a link on your website in 2024. You said that things
have changed since 2025.

How have the recent geopolitical upheavals—the U.S., China
and Brexit have been mentioned—affected your approach to trade
negotiations?

Aaron Fowler: Thank you for the question.

I think an environment has been created where the success of our
trade commitments and free trade negotiations is even more impor‐
tant for Canada.

It's important to provide Canadian businesses with trade opportu‐
nities and market access of immediate importance. So we try to find
ways to advance our negotiations more efficiently than before. Our
approach has been effective for a number of years, but things were
not moving very quickly.

That said, we are having discussions within the department about
how to speed up the process and focus our discussions on the most
important issues from a trade perspective in order to make a differ‐
ence for Canadians.

That approach has changed a lot over the past few years.
Linda Lapointe: Are you discussing best practices with your

partners in other countries to arrive at a good place in discussions
with the United States, for example?

Aaron Fowler: We are following with great interest the discus‐
sions between the United States and other partners around the
world. We have a team that immediately analyzes the announce‐

ments made following discussions between the United States and
other countries.

In addition, we discuss topics of common interest with our part‐
ners around the world. Right now, trade relations with the United
States are of great interest around the world.

Linda Lapointe: Rightly so.

Earlier, you talked about the consultation processes between the
federal government and the provinces in the context of the Canada-
United States-Mexico Agreement.

Do you have a way of ensuring proper implementation and com‐
pliance with the free trade agreements that are in place?

Aaron Fowler: Of course we do. We have created institutional
systems to support the implementation of our free trade agreements,
to enable us to discuss with our partners issues related to their im‐
plementation of the provisions of the agreement and to discuss the
concerns that are communicated to us by Canadian companies, both
importers and exporters.

Our free trade agreements also include dispute settlement mecha‐
nisms. If a discussion with a partner is not sufficient to improve a
problematic situation and our analysis shows that the partner is not
complying with a provision, we have an opportunity to advance our
interests through the establishment of a dispute-settlement panel.

● (1620)

Linda Lapointe: Thank you very much.

We talked earlier about Europe and the issue of reciprocity, as
well as problems related to the agri-food industry. I was on this
committee during the negotiations of the Canada-European Union
Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement.

Is there a way to resolve those disputes?

Aaron Fowler: I would say yes. I want to point out two things.
First, discussions are under way on issues related to the implemen‐
tation of the existing rules. Second, discussions are under way to
determine how to resolve issues raised by both Canadian and Euro‐
pean companies. These two discussions are proceeding at the same
time.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Fowler.

We'll go to Mr. Savard-Tremblay for two and a half minutes,
please.

[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Mr. Fowler, could you talk about our relations with China?

We know about the gradual shift away from diplomatic and even
trade relations with China. Of course, with such a giant power, rela‐
tions never cease entirely. However, at the very least, we know that
talks ended in late 2024 and resumed in the first half of 2025.
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How do you explain this shift? Where do we stand? Is there a de‐
sire to reopen this discussion?

Aaron Fowler: Thank you for the question.

We've been constructively engaging with China on a number of
fronts, both at a high political level and at the technical or official
level.

Canada's priority is to restore access to the Chinese market for
products affected by the Chinese measures in place, particularly
agricultural products and seafood.

We're in regular contact with stakeholders in the affected Canadi‐
an sectors to find a solution that could work for them. This engage‐
ment with China isn't easy. These are difficult issues, but we have a
process in place.

We talk fairly regularly, and we exchange information with Chi‐
na to determine how we could improve the situation.

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: It took a while for people to
realize that China was collecting data. Canada was wary of prod‐
ucts, especially technology products, coming from China and enter‐
ing our market. We also know that there have been documented and
proven cases of industrial espionage in that country.

Canada and China are beginning to reach out to each other again,
but is there still a healthy distrust of China?
[English]

The Chair: Give a brief answer if possible, Mr. Fowler.
[Translation]

Aaron Fowler: I think that we understand the nature of our rela‐
tions with China. The country is a major economic and trading part‐
ner for Canada and for certain sectors. This doesn't mean that we
always agree on every issue or that this partnership is risk free.
However, we want to try to find areas where we can work together
for the benefit of our industries. That's the nature of our discus‐
sions.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Hoback, welcome back to your favourite committee. It's
great to see you here.

Randy Hoback (Prince Albert, CPC): Thank you, Chair.

Thank you, witnesses. It's been a while since we've talked. I
think I'd rather take you out for a beer and talk for an hour, but I
have five minutes here, so we'll go with that.

From 2008 to 2015, we did a record number of trade agreements
around the world under the Conservative government and Prime
Minister Harper and Ed Fast, for example. Are the bones that those
agreements were built on still relevant today? Do these agreements
still have a mechanism so that they're functioning the way they
should?

Aaron Fowler: My assessment would be yes.
Randy Hoback: How are you adapting to news and talk of com‐

binations of things whereby we're going to go sector by sector in
future trade negotiations? How does that function? How do you

create a trade agreement when you're trading off sectors versus do‐
ing...sensitive products versus non-sensitive products and things
like that?

● (1625)

Aaron Fowler: The model that guided our FTA agenda for a
very long time was a comprehensive negotiating model that we, at
least in the negotiating team, referred to as the NAFTA model, be‐
cause NAFTA was the first agreement that really covered the full
sweep of issues that ended up forming a part of our standard model.
We deployed that model very successfully for a very long period of
time. The NAFTA was concluded in 1994. I would say that the
model informed our starting position for discussions almost up until
the present day.

However, we have, to a significant degree, exhausted the part‐
ners who have a level of ambition to be willing to contemplate the
NAFTA model, so while we may be able to persuade some of these
partners who are a bit more nervous and a bit more reticent to pur‐
sue a model with that much ambition and to consider it, it is a
longer negotiating exercise than would otherwise be the case. Quite
frankly, some markets that are of importance to Canadian stake‐
holders are not prepared to contemplate that level of ambition in
their trade negotiations.

Randy Hoback: That's fair enough.

I'm running out of time.

I'm going to just spin back to China. When we put the tariffs on
EVs, for example, was there ever a request from the minister's of‐
fice to you to do an analysis on what the counter-tariffs could look
like and what products may be at risk? Was there any analysis done
on that part?

Aaron Fowler: In the context of looking at the considerations
around taking action on electric vehicles from China, we provided
analysis and advice on a wide range of issues that—

Randy Hoback: You would have said to the minister—I don't
want to put words in your mouth—that these are the sectors that
may be impacted, may be targeted by China, in light of this an‐
nouncement on EVs.

Aaron Fowler: To be honest, I think you are a little bit putting
words in my mouth, because I think what we would have done is to
say that it is highly likely that there will be a response. Whether we
went to the extent of speculating on the nature of that response
strikes me as perhaps a bridge farther than the analysis went.

Randy Hoback: So the minister's office didn't ask you to—

Aaron Fowler: I would have to verify and come back to you.

Randy Hoback: You know, one of the complaints in the sector is
that China gives notice—they give a heads-up to the fisheries,
canola and other sectors that there would be consequences—yet we
see no action from this Liberal government to prepare for those
consequences. Is that normal?

Aaron Fowler: Um....
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Randy Hoback: I'm getting you to shake the rust off now.
Aaron Fowler: I'm not sure I can accept the premise of the ques‐

tion and therefore answer it.
Randy Hoback: I'm just kind of curious, because that's one of

the questions I get, back in Saskatchewan, when talking to a lot of
the canola producers and manufacturers. This time last year, before
the tariffs ever hit, they were saying, “We have to be proactive. We
have to be on the ground. We have to be taking steps to mitigate
this.”

Were any steps taken proactively to offset these tariffs possibly
coming into play for either the canola or the fisheries industry?

Aaron Fowler: There have been long-standing conversations
with China, both bilaterally and in a variety of multilateral forums,
to set out clearly the nature of Canada's concerns related to the sec‐
tors in which the government has felt compelled to take action. I
don't think those concerns would have come as a surprise to China.
Frankly, I would say that the political and market risks associated
with that market, particularly for canola exporters, would already
have been very well known by that sector.

Randy Hoback: So then there should have—
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Hoback. You have three seconds.
Randy Hoback: Thank you, Chair.
The Chair: All right.

Mr. Lavoie will be the last member asking questions on this seg‐
ment.
[Translation]

Steeve Lavoie (Beauport—Limoilou, Lib.): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

Mr. Fowler, thank you for joining us today.

My name is Steeve Lavoie and I'm from the Quebec City area.
To provide some background, I worked for 20 years in the banking
industry and for a long time in small and medium‑sized enterprises,
or SMEs. My questions will focus more on SMEs in Canada.

My colleague spoke earlier about economic and geopolitical up‐
heavals.

In your experience, what major challenges are our SMEs current‐
ly facing in international trade?
● (1630)

Aaron Fowler: Good question.

It's always difficult for small and medium‑sized enterprises to
know which free trade agreements are in force and to navigate their
way through them. There are 15 agreements, which are all slightly
different. There are also rules established by the WTO, which differ
slightly in 51 markets around the world. Most SMEs are fairly fa‐
miliar with the agreements that they use often. However, identify‐
ing opportunities within other agreements is challenging for them.

When unexpected changes occur, it takes them a while to adapt.
Yet there's a cost associated with not knowing how a change will
affect their commercial interests in the market.

Our department is working hard to provide our SMEs with the
information that they need to make decisions and to use the agree‐
ments available to them.

Steeve Lavoie: Would you say that their greatest challenge is un‐
derstanding the agreements and knowing the tools that provide ac‐
cess to funding? They must also spend time building this knowl‐
edge.

What are the biggest challenges and how can we help them?

Aaron Fowler: The main challenge is the time involved. The
agreements are highly technical and lengthy. The rules that apply to
companies such as SMEs, notably country of origin rules, are really
quite complex.

Depending on their interests, the companies may need expert ad‐
vice, for example. We try to support them and give them plenty of
information on CUSMA.

The introduction of American tariffs forced companies to face re‐
ality after operating in a completely free trade environment for al‐
most 30 years. They must now use CUSMA, even for products not
previously subject to tariffs.

We've implemented many systems. We've set up a 1‑800 tele‐
phone line, posted information on our websites and given courses
to SMEs so that they fully understand the impact of American deci‐
sions and how to get around these agreements. We've also done
similar things in other situations.

Steeve Lavoie: SMEs are the driving force behind our economy.
If you could give SMEs just one piece of advice in the current cli‐
mate, what would it be?

Aaron Fowler: It would be to understand their situation and use
the services of trade commissioners around the world.

A network of offices across Canada, in your communities, is
there to help you. Nearly 1,000 professionals around the world are
ready to help you navigate the complexities of international mar‐
kets.

Steeve Lavoie: Thank you, Mr. Fowler.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Mr. Fowler, thank you and your officials for coming before us to‐
day. From being on the international trade committee, I'm used to
seeing you here quite frequently, and I think you can rest assured
that we will be inviting you back before too long, so thank you all
very much.

We will suspend while we prepare for the next witnesses.

● (1635)
_____________________(Pause)_____________________

● (1635)

The Chair: I call the meeting back to order.
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For our second hour of committee, we have with us Lawrence
Herman, counsel for Cassidy Levy Kent. I'm so glad you were able
to rearrange your schedule, Mr. Herman, so that you could appear
before us today. I believe they've tested your mic and it's in fine
shape. Thank you for finding the time to come before us today.

We have Meredith Lilly, full professor and Simon Reisman chair
in international economic policy at Carleton University.

From the Canadian Agri-Food Trade Alliance, we have Michael
Harvey, executive director.

Welcome to you all. We appreciate very much your finding the
time to be with us today.

Mr. Herman, I invite you to make an opening statement of up to
five minutes, please.
● (1640)

[Translation]
Lawrence Herman (Counsel, Cassidy Levy Kent LLP, As an

Individual): Thank you, Madam Chair.

I'm pleased to have the opportunity to speak today. I think that
you're carrying out a vital study for Canada.
[English]

I just want to make a few brief comments, and then we can deal
with some of the points during the question period.

I know that you are looking at very broad issues, and I really
want to talk about some rather smaller issues, if I can put it that
way. However, let me just comment on the state of the world as I
see it. I'm not a diplomat or an insider, so what I'm saying is based
on my experience and knowledge of the trading system.

The problem we're facing is that there are no rules that apply, as
far as the United States is concerned. Their policy is to use tariffs,
through the president's office. It is a trade policy based on tariffs,
and that is what Canada has to face. The reality is that, because of
the policies of the U.S. administration—not just the U.S. adminis‐
tration, as there are other factors, but largely because of the policies
of the U.S. administration—the WTO as an institution is dysfunc‐
tional, and the rules-based system that we used to know no longer
exists. That is a fact. That's the way the world is, and Canada has to
be prepared to deal with it.

Now, others have some more optimistic views, but that is the
way I see it. In my view, that's the challenge Canada has to deal
with: a world where the old GATT- and WTO-based rules no longer
apply, or at least we cannot have faith in those rules being applied,
certainly, by the world's most important economy.

I want to talk about what is happening as a result of the tariff
wars that the Trump administration has been waging against the
world. We—Canada and our manufacturers—now face a world
where huge volumes of product once destined for the United States
are on global markets—and I mean it, huge volumes of product.
They will find their way into the Canadian market one way or an‐
other. Many of those products, not all, are unfairly traded. When I
say “unfairly traded”, I mean either dumped or subsidized, and that
is putting huge pressures on Canadian manufacturers.

We have a system of trade laws that deal with these—we call
them trade remedy laws. They are basically laws that give the pri‐
vate sector the opportunity to take action against unfairly traded
products. We have not adjusted our trade remedy laws to deal with
the changes in the world order, and that is something this commit‐
tee, I believe, needs to address. We have those laws—which, as I
said, are driven by the private sector—but they are putting enor‐
mous burdens on our companies, and I think the committee needs
to look at ways in which those laws can be adjusted to take into ac‐
count the new reality. Those are the trade remedy laws.

We also have laws in Canada that allow the government to re‐
spond to international trading circumstances that impact Canada,
and those laws can be used by the government in power, by order in
council. Those laws also need to be looked at. They can be updated
to make them stronger, more certain and more embracive, to deal
with a changed world order. This is not the old GATT- or WTO-
based order that we knew for decades. It is a new world, and it has
put enormous burdens on Canadian companies.

Now, I'm talking about the manufacturing sector. We need to ad‐
dress—and this can be done, I think, by others who are going to be
speaking today—a whole range of issues beyond manufacturers,
concerning intellectual property, artificial intelligence, etc. There's
a whole range of issues concerning sectors other than the manufac‐
turing sector that are at stake.

Canada is faced with a new world, and we have to find ways in
which we can effectively deal with those new circumstances.

● (1645)

I'm going to leave it at that, and I'd be happy to answer any ques‐
tions.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Herman.

You referenced the new reality and some of the new rules that
you think the government needs to look at. Could I suggest that you
put pen to paper and maybe send something to the clerk for the ref‐
erence of all committee members? It would be appreciated if that is
possible.

Lawrence Herman: I did send in something, Madam Chair. I
don't know if it was possible to have it translated and circulated, but
I did send in something. Bearing in mind that you have so many
people appearing and so much to look at, I didn't want to inundate
you with too much detail, but I put in a three-page paper, and it is
there. The clerk will have it.

The Chair: Mr. Herman, it's with translation, so we will get it in
the next 10 days or so. Thank you very much.
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Lawrence Herman: I should say that there's a lot of detail that I
left out because I thought it wasn't appropriate to go into the details,
but we can address that at a subsequent stage.

The Chair: We may just do that. Thank you very much.

Ms. Lilly, the floor is yours.
Meredith Lilly (Full Professor and Simon Reisman Chair in

International Economic Policy, Carleton University, As an Indi‐
vidual): Thank you, Chair.
[Translation]

Good afternoon, everyone.

Thank you for inviting me to appear before you.
[English]

My name is Meredith Lilly, and I have been a professor of inter‐
national trade at Carleton University since 2016. Prior to that, I
served as foreign affairs and international trade adviser to Prime
Minister Harper, and I have worked on many of Canada's trade is‐
sues and agreements.

In my opening statement, I'd like to focus on the government's
immediate plans for special measures on trade. Our two largest
trading partners, the United States and China, are in their own ways
disrupting long-established rules for international trade while also
creating new rules for themselves and potentially for others. The
United States is Canada's largest and most important trading partner
by far, and its tariff policies are negatively impacting many Canadi‐
an industries, especially the steel, auto and softwood lumber sec‐
tors.

As your committee reflects on upholding rules-based trade prac‐
tices, I would encourage you to consider several issues.

First, while rules-based behaviour is foundational to our society,
Canada must face the reality that the game has fundamentally
changed. In a new game where the big players are breaking rules
and writing new ones to protect themselves in a manner that hurts
or undermines other players, including Canada, we must revisit our
own rules and determine if adherence to them serves Canadians. If
not, you, as lawmakers, can create new rules that better protect and
promote Canadian interests.

For example, China has engaged in rule-breaking for decades
around steel exports, resulting in overcapacity and dumping on
global markets, including Canada's. Rules-based appeals to the
WTO have been ineffective. Despite years of warnings by the
Americans about this problem, including transshipment through
Canada, only the U.S.'s recent imposition of steep tariffs on steel
imports globally has spurred action by others.

To protect the Canadian market from further dumping, the Car‐
ney government also moved to limit steel imports from most coun‐
tries this summer. While Chinese steel is subject to an immediate
tariff of 25%, most of our FTA partners and all of our non-FTA
partners are also subject to quotas and tariffs beyond 2024 volumes.
Canada has announced these rules under special provisions in the
Customs Act. However, many of our valued trading partners see
Canada as a rule-breaking outlier in this instance and are bewil‐

dered by what they view as Canada's sudden about-face on the im‐
portance of rules.

Second, the Carney government recently announced new policies
to support the industries most impacted by U.S. tariff policy, which
include a buy Canadian plan to boost Canadian content in govern‐
ment procurement and strategies to increase trade diversification to
new markets beyond the U.S. While I support the government's in‐
tentions and believe that action is necessary to protect Canadian
jobs, these policies also come with great risk.

If buy Canadian procurement policies are ambitious in their de‐
sign, they will almost certainly violate our trade agreements with
friends and allies in Europe and Asia, which are built on founda‐
tional international trade principles around non-discrimination and
“most favoured nation” status. In addition, as Canada seeks to pro‐
tect its market through tariffs and buy Canadian rules, we could al‐
so potentially undermine our own goals for trade diversification.
After all, what countries will be open to Canadian exports if we
block our market from their products? Worse, will we all just repli‐
cate the protectionist contagion started by the U.S.'s own buy
American policies? Shortly after Prime Minister Carney announced
buy Canadian for steel, the European Commission president, Ursula
von der Leyen, announced the EU's buy European steel plan.

I encourage the government to develop its new rules in a manner
that does not invite protectionist retaliation. If poorly enacted, these
policies could result in fewer exports for Canadian firms, less trade
with allies and higher costs for consumers.

Finally, it's important that Canada not simply follow the Ameri‐
cans down their path of protectionism. The U.S. has a much larger
internal market and relies on trade for only 25% of its GDP. Canada
is simply in a different class. Fully two-thirds of our GDP and three
million Canadian jobs rely on trade. For Canada to succeed as a
trading nation, we must co-operate with our trading partners and
adhere to mutually agreed-upon rules. As the government further
develops its plan to protect the economy through special measures
on trade, I encourage it to work with allies to ensure that we can
continue to trade successfully with our FTA partners.

Thank you, Chair. I'd be pleased to answer questions from the
committee.

● (1650)

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Lilly.

Mr. Harvey, the floor is yours for up to five minutes, please.
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[Translation]
Michael Harvey (Executive Director, Canadian Agri-Food

Trade Alliance): Good afternoon, everyone.

I want to thank the committee members for inviting me to speak
today.

The Canadian Agri‑Food Trade Alliance, or CAFTA, is a coali‐
tion of national organizations that support a more open and fair in‐
ternational trading environment for the agriculture and agri‑food
sector.

CAFTA members include farmers, ranchers, processors, produc‐
ers and exporters from major trade‑dependent sectors such as beef,
pork, cereals, oilseeds, sugar, pulses and soybeans.

Agri‑food accounts for one in nine jobs in Canada. Most of these
jobs are in the export‑oriented agri‑food sector. Canada exports
about $100 billion a year in agriculture and food products. Over
half our agricultural production is exported or processed for export.

The Canadian agri‑food sector is in a particularly strong position
to boost Canada's economic prosperity and diplomatic influence on
the international stage.

[English]

However, profound geopolitical shifts are rapidly reshaping the
international trading landscape, creating uncertainty and amplifying
the risks for Canadian agri-food exporters. Canada's management
of these shifts should avoid protectionist measures that weaken our
credibility as supporters of the global rules-based trading order.
Canadian agriculture remains underleveraged in Canadian interna‐
tional diplomacy and trade policy.

CAFTA is of the view that Canada requires a clear strategic
framework for agri-food trade that strengthens and grows our agri-
food exports and that champions the global rules-based trading sys‐
tem. This strategy should shape all of our trading relationships,
from established to growing and potential markets. The Canadian
government must explicitly prioritize agriculture as central to its
diplomatic and economic strategies. Trade-liberalizing agri-food
trade objectives must be central to all trade negotiations and re‐
views. Protectionist measures, both domestically and international‐
ly, should be rejected, as they undermine the principles of free, fair
and open trade.

As we prepare for the upcoming 2026 CUSMA review, protec‐
tionist pressures threaten the trade provisions that underpin trilater‐
al agri-food trade. To reinforce a rules-based North American mar‐
ket and to avoid unintended negative impacts for Canadian agri-
food, Canada must defend critical aspects of CUSMA for agri-food
exporters, such as tariff-free trade, dispute settlement, TRQ and tar‐
iff preference levels, ambitious SPS measures and commitments,
science-based decision-making, and regulatory co-operation.

Beyond CUSMA, CAFTA believes Canada requires a strength‐
ened, proactive and innovative market access infrastructure to meet
21st century trade challenges. Non-tariff barriers, NTBs, have be‐
come the most important barrier in most markets, as tariffs were
largely eliminated through negotiation of agreements. NTBs often

require deep engagement with the regulatory systems of potential
markets to be resolved.

[Translation]

I look forward to answering your questions.

Thank you.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We will move on to our members.

Mr. McKenzie, you have six minutes, please.

David McKenzie (Calgary Signal Hill, CPC): Thank you,
Chair.

Mr. Harvey, if I might start with you, how is it you would sug‐
gest we defend market access in a world that's crumbling around us
when it comes to rules-based trade?

Michael Harvey: It's different in every market. I would say that
if we look at some of these emerging markets where we're putting a
lot of emphasis—for instance, we've looked at the recent agreement
with Indonesia or the discussions with ASEAN—we encourage a
lot of emphasis on regulatory co-operation with those countries, be‐
cause non-tariff barriers are often about misunderstandings about
how Canadian regulatory systems work, or they are disingenuous
misunderstandings about how Canadian regulatory systems work.
In either case, the way through that is through engagement.

● (1655)

David McKenzie: Can you comment on the pace that things are
taking for negotiations with ASEAN partners and generally in the
Indo-Pacific?

Michael Harvey: I think we expected the ASEAN negotiations
to be slow. These are countries with varied levels of development
and varied levels of capacity to manage trade negotiations. Mr.
Fowler, who was just here, has kept us up to date all the time. It
seems to be moving forward at about the pace that we expected.

David McKenzie: Are you expecting to get some improvements
on market access and resulting opportunities for trade diversifica‐
tion to come from that?

Michael Harvey: Yes, it's looking very interesting with a couple
of countries, especially the Philippines, which is very interesting.
Vietnam is very interesting.

David McKenzie: Are these markets, in particular, for agri-food
products?

Michael Harvey: These are markets that are getting richer, that
have growing middle classes. Growing middle classes eat more
meat. They eat higher-quality food, and Canada provides higher-
quality food, so these markets are good for us.

David McKenzie: Thank you very much.
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Professor Lilly, can you comment on the value of energy exports
paving the way for enhanced trading relationships with various
trading partners around the world?

Meredith Lilly: In terms of economic value dollar figures, no,
but in terms of the symbolic big-picture economic value, the world
wants to buy Canadian energy. One of the realities, as we think
about the importance of trade diversification, is that the world
wants to buy what grows in Canada and what comes from the
ground, frankly. If we're serious about trade diversification, we
have to be serious about energy. We have to be serious about major
infrastructure projects that get energy to market. That means na‐
tion-building projects, including things like pipelines.

David McKenzie: I represent a riding in Calgary, Alberta. In
that part of the world, we like things like LNG. I take it your com‐
ments could be taken to support an increased ability for Canada to
export liquefied natural gas.

Meredith Lilly: Yes, absolutely. We've seen progress with that.
New LNG lines have come online and are beginning to export.
That's fantastic. We need more of that.

We also need very clear messages from the Canadian govern‐
ment, and Canadian governments at all levels, that this is something
we want. That is because both trade patterns and the infrastructure
required to move energy require long-term commitments and not
immediate changes. Investors need to know that current govern‐
ments support this and that the next government is going to support
this, and the next government after that. That has been a misstep in
Canadian messaging over the last period of time. I genuinely hope
that we can collectively, as a country, team Canada, send messages
that we're here to do business.

David McKenzie: Professor, some time ago, it was said by a for‐
mer prime minister of this country that there was no business case
for exporting liquefied natural gas. Certainly, there are many regu‐
latory hurdles in order to be in a position to export liquefied natural
gas.

Would you understand that there is indeed a business case? Our
international trading partners, particularly in Europe, are quite open
to buying Canadian energy, if we can get over ourselves here in
Canada.

Meredith Lilly: Yes, absolutely. European and Asian countries
want to buy Canadian LNG. If they're not buying it from us, they'll
buy it elsewhere.

We have strong environmental standards. We work with affected
populations. We're making great progress in working with indige‐
nous communities to ensure profit-sharing. We have a good story to
tell. Other economies that want to export LNG don't have as good a
story to tell. If the world is going to buy it, we should sell it.

David McKenzie: Thank you very much.

I'm short on time, Mr. Herman, but if you're still with us, what do
you see as our best options for diversification? What would your
priorities be if you were calling all the shots?

Lawrence Herman: We have free trade agreements with Europe
and the Asia-Pacific countries, but we could do a hell of a lot better,
Mr. McKenzie.

I look at the data. I see that our trade has increased, but it has not
increased as much as it should. That is a dual challenge for the gov‐
ernment and for the business community. The government and the
business community have to do a better job, as many other coun‐
tries do, of working together to exploit those opportunities. We talk
about diversification, but we often forget that we have market-
opening agreements with major economies other than the United
States. We have to do a better job of exploiting those opportunities.

That's my short answer.

● (1700)

David McKenzie: Thank you, sir.

The Chair: Next, we have Mr. Fonseca, for six minutes.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you, Madam Chair, and thank you to the
witnesses for joining us.

I'm going to follow up on MP McKenzie's questioning. He was
asking Mr. Herman about what he would do or what he would em‐
phasize in terms of our trade.

We set a stretch goal in 2018 of expanding our trade outside of
our U.S. trade by 50%. We achieved that. We had set it for 2025; it
was achieved in 2024. What would you say would be the next
stretch goal for Canada for trade outside of the United States?

Lawrence Herman: Well, I think it's obvious. I mean, just look
at the data. We could expand our trading relations through serious,
clear-eyed business objectives in specific markets.

The problem has been that the business community, and I'm
speaking generally, has found it easy to trade with the United
States. We have avoided making serious, sustained efforts in open‐
ing foreign markets and doing a much better job in Europe and the
Asia-Pacific countries. Mr. Harvey knows that the agri-food sectors
have great opportunities in Asia-Pacific. We need to do a better job
of working together, with sustained business and government ef‐
forts.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you, Mr. Herman.

We often use sports or hockey metaphors here at this committee
and throughout government. We talk about the players, the goalies
and the fans, etc., but you, Mr. Herman, talked about the referee.
You emphasized the need for Canadian businesses to be more ac‐
tively involved in trade policy and you stated, “Business Needs to
Help Push Global Trade Referee Back into the Game”.

How can Canada better facilitate this engagement to strengthen
its position in a rules-based international trade and investment sys‐
tem?

Lawrence Herman: I don't quite understand the question. In my
view, there's very little left of the rules-based international trading
system. It's being run by the United States out of the president's of‐
fice, and that's the problem we have.



September 22, 2025 CIIT-03 13

Professor Lilly gave us some very good ideas about how we, in
our dealings with foreign partners, use rules as much as we can and
value those rules in our separate trade agreements, and we have to
do that. However, I think that when it comes to the U.S. and China,
we have two parties—the major players in the global economy—
who just don't buy those rules.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you, Mr. Herman.

Professor Lilly, as part of a C.D. Howe press release, you said,
“it is the duty of every Canadian prime minister to find a way to
work constructively and productively with whoever occupies the
White House”. What would you say about Prime Minister Carney
and how he's been doing in his engagement with the White House?

Meredith Lilly: I'm not a close watcher of the dealings with the
White House specifically, but I think the initial indications, early
meetings and hosting at the G7 were all very businesslike.

It is important for any Canadian prime minister to work construc‐
tively with the president to find common ground and find solutions.
Insofar as he's doing that, I would say those are good things.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you, Professor Lilly.

Mr. Harvey, you represented Canada as a diplomat for 15 years.
You had postings in the UN, Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela.
When it comes to trade and expanding our economic relations, can
you tell us what you took away from the work you did in all those
locations abroad?

Michael Harvey: It is important to be on the ground. We really
need the people on the ground working with those markets, under‐
standing those markets and getting the intelligence that they gather
back to Canadian agri-food exporters so they know what's going on
in the local regulatory systems. Often, it's the people on the ground
who will see an opportunity before the people back in Canada do,
so it's really important to invest in that.

Peter Fonseca: Thank you.

You've been a champion for agri-food and the agriculture sector.
You were down in Washington. Can you tell our committee about
the delegation you took down there? What sort of feedback did you
hear? What did you receive? What were your thoughts? How can
you inform our committee with those meetings?
● (1705)

Michael Harvey: First of all, all CAFTA members joined us,
and we're planning a new visit in November because we thought it
was very helpful. I forget now if it was in April or May, but we
were down there the day President Trump pressed pause on the tar‐
iffs.

There are difficult conversations. If you're an Ottawa lobbyist,
you feel quite small when you go to Capitol Hill and you realize
there are tens of thousands of people going down those corridors
and meeting with these people for half an hour. You have to get
your point across really quickly.

What it really brings home is how they're thinking about a lot of
different things that aren't just the relationship with Canada. It real‐
ly brings home how important it is for Canadians to work with
Americans to bring our issues to their attention and help them un‐

derstand how Canadian exports—in our case, agri-food exports—
help the United States.

We concentrated on the messages that Canadian agri-food ex‐
ports provide American consumers with better, higher-quality,
cheaper food and provide American agri-food businesses with in‐
puts that make them more competitive, both in the United States
and worldwide. People were receptive, but it's a competitive envi‐
ronment down there to get your message across.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We'll go to Mr. Savard-Tremblay for six minutes, please.

[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I want to thank all the witnesses for their presentations. I hope
that their remarks will contribute to the discussion in these uncer‐
tain times.

Ms. Lilly, you came here to speak in June 2024. At the time, you
were quite critical of Canada's record when it comes to screening,
shall we say, and seizing Chinese goods produced by forced labour.

This issue is making Americans wary. Yet the last thing that we
need right now is for Americans to become wary. The Americans
have an importer‑based legislative system that works quite well,
whereas the Canadian system is based on customs law. In one case,
the process has worked well, while in the other case, almost noth‐
ing has even been seized.

Obviously, I won't ask whether you think that enough has been
done for now, since nothing in the legislation has changed. Rela‐
tions with China were rather frosty towards the end of 2024. How‐
ever, a rapprochement is now under way.

Are you concerned that this specific issue will be set aside or
overlooked?

Meredith Lilly: Thank you for the question.

[English]

I'm sorry that I'll answer in English.

Yes, I was very critical at the time about forced labour and
Canada's failure to uphold its commitments. That was in part be‐
cause Canada was telling one story and then not monitoring and es‐
pecially not enforcing. Unfortunately, I think it is a story that con‐
tinues.

It is very easy to give speeches. It is very easy to make sweeping
statements about the importance of eliminating forced labour from
supply chains, but if we don't act on that by really focusing on ship‐
ments, monitoring and inspections, then it's all for naught.



14 CIIT-03 September 22, 2025

I do worry that this issue has fallen off the radar almost entirely. I
have not really heard any mention of it in quite some time. I think it
continues to be very important, not just in terms of immediate ship‐
ments, but also if we think about some of Canada's own compara‐
tive advantage, for instance, in critical minerals. A lot of the
world's critical minerals are mined in countries where children are
enslaved. That is deplorable, and I think we would all condemn it.
Canada also has a good story to tell in terms of the way it produces
minerals.

I do worry about this issue, and I worry that it will fall off the
radar with decision-makers.
[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: I've spoken about this issue in
a number of places. I was in Washington last week, for example.

How do you think that Canada's negligence when it comes to
these Chinese products might affect Canadian‑American relations?
[English]

Meredith Lilly: I do think that, unfortunately, it does require
some political emphasis in the United States as well. If the United
States is tabling this issue with Canada, then I think Canada will
make gains. If this issue is not politically salient and important to
lawmakers in the U.S., then it will not become an issue at the table
between them. However, if U.S. lawmakers are concerned about
this and raise it with Canada, then absolutely it's something that we
should be doing more of.

We've been able to demonstrate our ability to really scrutinize the
border in terms of false accusations about fentanyl in Canada. If
we're able to do that for fentanyl, we should be able to do that for
forced labour goods as well. It does take resources. It takes money
and it takes commitment in order to constantly focus on it.
● (1710)

The Chair: You have 30 seconds.
[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: In general, do you think that
this is a good idea? In late 2024, trade and economic relations with
China were still ongoing, of course. There will never be a day when
the two countries don't trade with each other.

However, Canada stopped short of accepting everything. It
seems that, a year earlier, it formally shelved the idea of a free trade
agreement with China. Suddenly, we see an apparent desire to
strengthen our relations, even though we know about the Chinese
regime's practices when it comes to industrial espionage, data col‐
lection and insidious relations—so to speak—among the state, the
Communist Party, the military and large corporations. We can talk
about a state within a state within a state.

Are you concerned that we're reverting to the naivety of
yesteryear simply as a knee‑jerk reaction to American tariffs? At
the end of the day, President Trump will be in power for four years,
whereas the Chinese Communist Party will be there forever.
[English]

Meredith Lilly: I think it would not be advisable for Canada to
enter into free trade negotiations with China. I do hope that this

isn't being pondered soon. I also think that regardless of who is
U.S. president, it would be met extremely dimly by the Americans.
It would jeopardize our trade relationship with the Americans if we
were to do so.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Lilly.

I certainly haven't heard anything about a free trade agreement
with China. We appreciate your comments.

Okay, we'll go on to Mr. Mantle for five minutes.

Jacob Mantle: Professor Lilly, in an article you wrote earlier
this summer, you were commenting on your time working in the
Harper government on free trade agreements with other allies. You
said that Prime Minister Harper “recognized our overreliance on
the U.S. and sought new footholds. His team began to pursue trade
deals beyond North America, signing early agreements with South
Korea, the European Union and countries across the Indo-Pacific.
But in the decade since, that momentum has slowed.”

My question is this: Did we miss the boat here in the last decade?
Did we not build upon that work of Prime Minister Harper?

Meredith Lilly: I would say that trade diversification, meaning
trying to gain a greater foothold in these other markets, was not
pursued as ambitiously as it should have been. I think that trade di‐
versification should be an evergreen project for Canada. That is be‐
cause, as I said earlier, it takes a while to build trade relationships,
and you cannot just turn the Titanic on a dime. If we run into diffi‐
culties with our trading partners in the United States, we can't just
flip a switch and now trade with another country. It is in Canada's
interest to be building these relationships all the time, so that we
have those other trading relationships even when times are tough
with the Americans.

I would add that demonstrating to the Americans that we have
other options increases our leverage with the Americans them‐
selves. Even if our goal is to continue to trade with the United
States, demonstrating that we have other customers increases our
leverage to get good deals.

Jacob Mantle: Thank you.

You also mentioned Korea and Japan in that article, and you
mentioned them in your remarks here as great potential export mar‐
kets for our energy. In building on your comment, what effect do
you think Canada's unilateral actions against those allies have in
building those relationships?

● (1715)

Meredith Lilly: In terms of tariffs on products like steel, which
in spirit violate our trade agreements with those countries, they
continue to be allowed to export to Canada tariff-free, but they
would be subject to tariffs if quota levels were beyond a certain
amount.
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Those kinds of measures do send worrying signals. They do
wonder where it will end. We're starting with steel, and then what's
next after that? These are our friends and allies. They are also great
markets for our products. I think we have to be very careful in how
we design policies to ensure that our allies and FTA partners are not
targeted with a very broad brush.

Jacob Mantle: Thank you.

Mr. Herman, I have a few questions for you as well. It's nice to
be able to chat with you. Your textbook, Canadian Trade Law:
Practice and Procedure, was on my desk for many years when I
was a lawyer, and there is an e-book now. Thank you for your work
in educating lawyers.

This summer, you were quite prolific online talking about trade
negotiations. With respect to the negotiations with the United
States, you wrote, “almost nothing's been disclosed about the
scope, content, timing or ultimate objectives of these talks, even
though their outcome—whether success or failure—will be hugely
significant for the country.”

Is it still your view that almost nothing has been disclosed by the
Canadian government with respect to these talks?

Lawrence Herman: Yes, it is my view.

I fully accept the notion that you don't negotiate in public. I un‐
derstand that, but that being said, we know very little about the
state of talks with the United States, which is very unusual. It may
be just the fact that we're dealing with a difficult administration and
going public on anything, even the broad outline of the talks, could
cause problems, but I'm concerned that we don't know exactly what
is on the agenda.

There was talk about a broad security and economic relationship.
Well, we know that's not going to come to be, but I would think we
could have a little more clarity on the scope of these discussions in
Washington, understanding that it is very difficult to deal with that
administration.

I certainly understand the constraints, but I think we could use a
little more clarity, Mr. Mantle.

Jacob Mantle: Thank you, Mr. Herman.

I'll leave it there. My time is over, but I agree with you on the last
point, that we should assess and revise the Special Import Measures
Act. It's in a sorry state, and it needs a tough study and a revision.

The Chair: Ms. Lapointe, you have five minutes, please.
[Translation]

Linda Lapointe: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. Lilly, you said that we need to diversify our exports and pull
away from the United States. However, did you know that, from
2018 to 2024, we increased our exports by 50%? I assume that you
know this.

You said that we were too focused on the United States. Howev‐
er, we're really active in other markets. We signed other agreements
with Europe, including Mercosur, the Canada‑Ecuador Free Trade
Agreement and the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans‑Pacific Partnership. We increased these exports.

What are your thoughts on this?

[English]
Meredith Lilly: Respectfully, growing an extremely tiny number

by 50% still results in an extremely tiny number: 50% is a nice
number, but going from 1% to 2% is still very small. I don't have
the exact figures in front of me.

These are efforts that we should continually engage in, but there
is something in international trade called the gravity model, which
essentially says that countries are more likely to trade with each
other based on the size of the economy and based on their distance
from each other. In our case, our first and largest trading partner is
always going to be the United States, because we can walk to it and
it is the largest economy in the world. It is extremely difficult to
grow trade with other countries. We should do so. We should con‐
tinue to try to do so, but these efforts will always be incremental.
They will always be at the margin.

[Translation]
Linda Lapointe: Thank you, Ms. Lilly.

Mr. Harvey, you said earlier that agri‑food accounted for one in
nine jobs in Canada and that most jobs were in export‑oriented
agri‑food. You welcomed the conclusion of the Canada‑Ecuador
Free Trade Agreement negotiations and described Ecuador as a
promising market for Canadian agri‑food.

What key agricultural sectors would potentially be most affected
by the implementation of this agreement?
● (1720)

Michael Harvey: Ecuador is quite a good place for exporting ce‐
reals. This country mainly produces tropical fruits and flowers. It
doesn't have vast areas of land, like in Canada, for producing cere‐
als or, for example, pulses such as beans and fava beans.

Linda Lapointe: That's good.

You said that we should do better in Asia.

[English]

What do you suggest would be better?

[Translation]
Michael Harvey: We should have a presence in Asia. We wel‐

comed the opening of the Indo‑Pacific Office for Agriculture and
Agri‑Food in Manila and we played an active role in it.

We believe that it's vital to maintain an ongoing relationship with
regulators and inspectors in countries where we want to sell our
products. Technicians and inspectors in these countries must learn
about and understand our systems and realize that these systems are
up to par if we want to get our products into their territories faster.

Linda Lapointe: What do you mean by up to par? Are you re‐
ferring to the quality of our products?

Michael Harvey: This matter involves product quality and
health standards, which are quite high in Canada. However, the
rules may differ from country to country. We need to work to help
them understand our systems.
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When Canada sends experts to Asia or invites their experts here
to learn about our systems, it speeds up the approval process for
health permits, for example.

Linda Lapointe: By promoting these meetings, can we resolve
disputes concerning the understanding of health regulations?

Michael Harvey: It's often best to avoid disputes before they
arise. Products may be blocked simply because of a lack of under‐
standing of a situation.

If we work together from the start, we can prevent issues before
they arise and resolve other issues.

Linda Lapointe: Could this also apply to the free trade agree‐
ment with Europe?

I know that the concept of reciprocity can sometimes give rise to
certain misunderstandings.

Michael Harvey: In this case, it's more challenging. We're quite
frustrated with how Europeans have implemented the agreement in
the agri‑food sector. They often don't understand that our systems
comply with health standards just as much as theirs do. The cultural
difference is significant and difficult to manage.

We see Europe as an attractive potential market. However, we're
disappointed, even very disappointed, with how the situation has
unfolded since we signed the agreement.
[English]

The Chair: Next, we have Mr. Savard-Tremblay, for two and a
half minutes.
[Translation]

Simon-Pierre Savard-Tremblay: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Given your level of knowledge, I'm surprised that you haven't
heard about the previous free trade talks between Canada and Chi‐
na. The government officially ended these talks in 2020.

My next question is for Ms. Lilly.

Ms. Lilly, you have become an advocate for market diversifica‐
tion. That's my take on it. In the case of Europe, we've looked into
this issue extensively. I believe that Mr. Harvey also touched on
this issue in the previous discussion. The issue isn't so much formal
access to markets but rather all the sanitary and phytosanitary mea‐
sures, and so on.

We must also talk about the Indo‑Pacific region. We've been
hearing about a strategy for the Indo‑Pacific region for a long time.
The Chrétien government had one, and so did the Harper and
Trudeau governments. All governments have their strategy for the
Indo‑Pacific region. However, this market doesn't seem to have
been truly explored or cultivated. Canada hasn't really pursued
these avenues. Indeed, when the Trudeau government presented the
latest version of the Indo‑Pacific strategy two or three years ago,
we learned just a few months later that Canada's Indo‑Pacific strat‐
egy would proceed without India, given the end of relations with
that country.

In your opinion, should we still focus on this part of the world? If
so, how can we succeed in areas where we've failed so far?

● (1725)

[English]

Meredith Lilly: I think it should be a both/and approach. There
are a number of high-growth Indo-Pacific countries that could be
exciting for Canadian exports—Michael has mentioned some of
them for agricultural products. Energy is another market. Canada
should continue to work on and advance its trade with India. It is a
large and important country. We worked for many years on a trade
agreement with India. It is not easy. There is no country in the
world that would say that trying to reach a trade agreement with In‐
dia is easy. It would be worthwhile. It is the world's largest democ‐
racy. We should continue to try to make gains in that space.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We now have Mr. Groleau, for three minutes.

[Translation]

Jason Groleau: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Good afternoon, Ms. Lilly. I'll speak to you in French.

Thank you for coming. I'm honoured to be here with you and the
other witnesses.

You're an expert in international economic policy. My region,
Beauce, is located near the American border. We're a major produc‐
er of steel products. As you can imagine, the current tariffs are hurt‐
ing us badly. Negotiations have stalled and nothing is currently
happening.

In your experience, how would you advise the government to
move forward with this issue, which remains at a standstill? What
high‑level suggestions would you make regarding the negotiations?

[English]

Meredith Lilly: It's a difficult one. I think about the workers in
your region who are being negatively affected, because this is really
hurting a lot of communities in Canada that produce steel. It is not
easy. Some of what the government is rolling out is good. EI and
workforce measures are good things. At the same time, those be‐
come accessible to people only when they've lost their jobs. It's
kind of a small comfort. Most people I know would rather not lose
their job than know that EI will be more accessible when they need
it. Finding ways to avoid that, I think, is paramount.

The government's plans to buy Canadian steel in government
procurement is an interesting option and something that should be
explored. It's better to exploit the internal market and get Canadians
to buy more Canadian steel. That's also good and something I sup‐
port.
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Having said that, we need to be careful how we do that. With the
Americans in particular, the section 232 tariffs are devastating: 50%
is too high. The government needs to address the section 232 tariffs
on steel as a primary objective. It's my understanding that they are
seized with this, but it cannot wait until the end of USMCA negoti‐
ations to find an end result for that; we need something sooner.
[Translation]

Jason Groleau: Thank you, Ms. Lilly.
[English]

The Chair: Next, we have Mr. Lavoie, for three minutes.
[Translation]

Steeve Lavoie: Thank you, Madam Chair.

My question will be brief. It's for Mr. Herman.

Mr. Herman, you have a great deal of experience. We're talking
about over 45 years of experience, even 50.

In your career, have you ever seen a situation comparable to the
current situation with the United States?
[English]

Lawrence Herman: No.
[Translation]

Never.
Steeve Lavoie: Not even close?
Lawrence Herman: The situation with the Americans is chal‐

lenging. It won't be resolved even after the Trump administration
ends.

I'm saying this because both the Democrats and the Republicans
have embraced a protectionist stance that won't change. In my opin‐
ion, it lies at the heart of their international trade policy.

Canada must be ready, because relations with the Americans will
be completely different in the future.

Steeve Lavoie: Good. Thank you.

In your opening remarks, you said that legislation must be
changed.

In concrete terms, which piece of legislation would you change
and why? How could this affect our businesses?
● (1730)

Lawrence Herman: Good question.
Steeve Lavoie: Can you provide an example of legislation that

benefits ordinary people?
Lawrence Herman: In my opinion, our legislative system gov‐

erning trade remedies is too complicated. The system built is com‐
plicated and very costly for manufacturers.

It would be easy to simplify the system. It shouldn't cost a com‐
pany millions of dollars to file a trade remedy. Canada could sim‐
plify the system without necessarily changing the legislation. It
could simply make administrative changes. This is important to un‐
derstand.

I encourage the committee to look into these issues, because the
government can take action without too much difficulty.

Steeve Lavoie: Thank you.

[English]
The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Lavoie.

Thank you to our witnesses for another very valuable informa‐
tion session. Thank you all very much.

For the information of the committee, this coming Thursday we
will have Representative Bill Huizenga and Representative Marcy
Kaptur. There are a Democrat and a Republican coming to speak to
us. It will be an informal meeting in camera, so come with ques‐
tions. The whole two hours, or whatever amount of time we take,
we'll have with them, so it should be very informative and helpful
for all of us as we move forward.

All right. The meeting is adjourned.
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