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Americas

In 2007, Prime Minister Stephen Harper made 
his inaugural tour of Latin America, during 

which he announced that one of his newly-
elected government’s foreign policy priorities 
would be to focus on economic prosperity, 
governance, and security in the Americas. 

However, over the years, many critics 
began to wonder just what the Americas 
Strategy really was. Diplomats from the region 
complained about the emphasis on free trade, 
while an internal government review found 
the initiative lacked focus and funding. More 
recently, a US diplomatic cable released by 
WikiLeaks said Mr. Harper got much of the 
idea to engage the Americas during a conver-
sation with former Australian prime minister 
John Howard, who had enjoyed “outsized 
influence” with the US by emphasizing rela-
tions in his country’s own neighbourhood.

This week, the prime minister returned 
to the region, visiting Brazil, Colombia, 
Costa Rica and Honduras. Analysts say the 
announcements made and the list of coun-
tries visited reflects a very trade and com-
merce-focused trip that is low on grand ambi-
tion but was designed to deliver results and 
get Mr. Harper back on track in his strategy. 
However, they also say the trip’s optics will 
play to the narrative that Ottawa is trying to 
please Washington by engaging the region.

So far: Brazil
From Aug. 7 to 9, Mr. Harper and sev-

eral Cabinet ministers visited Brazil, meet-
ing with President Dilma Rousseff as well 
as Sao Paulo Governor Geraldo Alckmin. 
Brazil is the seventh-largest economy in the 
world, Canada’s 10th largest trading partner, 
and the largest and most populous in the 
Latin American region. Bilateral trade in 2010 
was $5.9 billion, and there are roughly 400 
Canadian companies in the country. 

The Harper government has not hidden 
its desire to pursue a free trade agreement 
with Brazil and its other Mercosur partners, 
Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay—which rep-
resent a combined market of 267 million con-
sumers and a GDP of $2.895 trillion. And on that 
track, it was announced that the two sides would 
pursue exploratory free-trade discussions.

Few, however, expect see much prog-
ress given the historical problems of getting 
Mercosur’s smaller members Uruguay and 
Paraguay on board, given what many con-
sider to be their protectionist agricultural 
policies. Rather, Philip Rourke, executive 
director of the Centre for Trade Policy and 
Law at Carleton University, said a slew of 
other agreements signed during Mr. Harper’s 
trip represent practical examples of what 

Canada and Brazil can accomplish bilaterally 
when larger deals aren’t viable.

“We’ve been advocating for a while that 
there’s a number of options available in the 
toolbox,” Mr. Rourke said. “An FTA is one, 
but look at what the issues are, what the 
problems are, and how to solve them; you 
don’t always need to go to a full-blown com-
prehensive free trade negotiation.” 

Both countries also agreed to establish a new 
Canada-Brazil CEO Forum. The CEO of Brazilian 
mining behemoth Vale, Murilo Ferreira, was nom-
inated by the Brazilians to be the co-chair, and 
Scotiabank CEO Rick Waugh was nominated to 
be the Canadian co-chair. In addition, an “open 
skies-type” agreement was inked which will per-
mit two airlines to share the same flight, while 
another treaty will exempt companies from hav-
ing to make employee pension contributions in 
both countries at the same time.

There were also deals to boost invest-
ment and co-operation on the upcoming 
Brazilian Olympics, which Canadian busi-
nesses have been salivating over considering 
the promise of massive infrastructure invest-
ments, and to establish an energy dialogue. 
There was an agreement to collaborate on 
agriculture and official aid, and the opening 
of new Canadian visa application centres in 
three major Brazilian cities.

Paulo Sotero, director of the Brazil 
Institute of the Woodrow Wilson Center, also 
agreed that the incremental deals are signifi-
cant even if they didn’t result in grandiose 
free trade agreements. 

“There are a range of issues where there 
is room for collaboration,” said Mr. Sotero, 
and “the areas of interest are very comple-
mentary. I think that a new dynamic in 
Brazil-Canada relations has been made pos-
sible by refining the interests on both sides. 
It grounds the relationship in real interests, 
and I think the prime minister will see that.” 

Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras
Mr. Harper swings through Colombia a 

week prior to when one of the Conservative 
government’s most championed and hard-
fought pieces of legislation, a free trade 
agreement with the country, comes into 
force on Aug. 15.

The prime minister’s bilateral visit to 
Colombia is his second, after having previ-
ously visited in 2007 ahead of the two coun-
tries signing a free trade agreement in 2008. 
Successive Canadian governments faced harsh 
opposition to negotiating with Colombia for 
almost a decade, ever since consultations with 
the Andean Community in 1999.

According to the leaked US diplomatic cable, 
Mr. Harper’s support for a free trade agreement 
with Colombia was a “painful but deliberate 
choice” made on the basis of supporting then-

Colombian president Alvaro Uribe “despite 
potential domestic political costs.” Opposition 
parties, human rights groups and labour unions 
opposed it on human rights grounds. Its pas-
sage in the minority Parliament was only guar-
anteed by a compromise amendment crafted 
by the Liberal trade critic in June 2010 that 
promised an annual human rights assessment. 
Mr. Rourke said the trade deal is only viable 
now because the human rights amendment had 
to go through the court system in Colombia to 
see if it legally could fit into the agreement. 

The visit is also occurring a year before 
Mr. Harper visits for a third time for the 
Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, 
Colombia in April 2012. All of this focus 
on Colombia, says Carlo Dade, executive 
director of the Canadian Foundation for the 
Americas, “makes a real statement about the 
Canada-Colombia relationship.”

There are other countries in the region 
like Peru where Canada has also signed a free 
trade agreement, he argued, and if the trip 
was being portrayed as simply trade-focused, 
it would make sense to spread it out.

To that end, Mr. Harper could be capitaliz-
ing on being noticed in Washington. Canada 
has the jump on the United States in terms 
of free trade with Colombia, says Council 
of the Americas president Eric Farnsworth. 
The country is making waves in the US capi-
tal as more and more people recognize that 
Canada was able to nail down a deal while 
the US continuously fails to get something 
through Congress.

Another reason for a Washington con-
nection is that the US has been concerned 

that certain Latin American countries have 
made independent decisions moving clos-
er to countries that are unfriendly to the 
Americans, said Mr. Farnsworth. To the 
extent that Canada can work in the region to 
try and steer views toward being US-friendly, 
that would be seen as good in the White 
House and Congress, he added.

“My sense has been that the prime min-
ister’s visit has been primarily commercial, 
but there is that political overlay that if he 
chooses to engage on those issues, it can be 
very powerful,” he said.

That theme appeared on July 5 when US 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton hosted 
Foreign Affairs Minister John Baird in the US 
capital, and reminded the American media 
that Mr. Harper “has long emphasized his 
intentions to expand Canada’s engagement 
in the Americas and the Caribbean.”

The Central American leg of Mr. Harper’s 
trip sees him travel through two other 
US-friendly countries, Costa Rica and 
Honduras. A free trade agreement with Costa 
Rica came into force in 2002, but Canada has 
been asking to update the pact for years and 
make it more comprehensive. 

The original treaty is a so-called “first 
generation” document, and doesn’t take into 
account investments, for example. This is 
relevant because Canadian investors have 
been burned by bogus investment schemes; 
in April 2010 an arbitration panel at the 
World Bank said it could not hear a claim 
brought by 100 Canadian investors who were 
hit by roughly $25 million in losses.
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Small agreements sign of bigger things with Brazil
Carl Meyer

Prime Minister Stephen Harper toasts Brazil President Dilma Rousseff in Brasilia on Aug. 8.
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