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time to take a historical look at the main
elements of current bilateral relations.
This will allow us to understand the
challenges posed by the fact that in re-
cent years, a large part of that relation-
ship has become regional because of
the growing discussion in both intel-
lectual and government circles about
the future of North America and the

prospects for going beyond a mere trade

association to a North American com-
munity.

Even though relations between
Mexico and Canada were formalized
in 1944, mutual understanding de-
veloped gradually because of Mexico's
close links with Latin America and Can-
ada’s with the other side of the Atlan-
tic. For a long period, being the United
States’ only neighbors made it impos-
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Mexico and Canada have built their relationship
based on common positions: for example, they both came out against
the Helms-Burton Act and the invasion of Iraq.

sible for the two countries to get to
know each other because of the U.S.
presence. The relationship with our
powerful neighbor has always been a
priority for both countries and, as a re-
sult, much of both their foreign poli-
cies has been eminently reactive to it.

Canada’s decision to begin to play a
more active role in the hemisphere and
its entry into the Organization of Amer-
ican States (0AS) in 1990 coincided
with Mexico’s interest in diversifying
its relations abroad and beginning its
membership in the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) and the Asian Pacific Eco-
nomic Coordination (APEC), two orga-
nizations Canada already belonged
to.2 Thus, given its regional leadership,
Mexico took on particular interest for
Canada.

Relations between Mexico and Can-
ada went through a substantial quanti-
tative and qualitative change. In less

than a decade they went from having*

merely formal relations —although
aiways on very good terms— to con-
sidering each other “strategic partners,”
committed to building a very complete,
complex political and trade agenda
and bilateral, trilateral, hemispheric and
global cooperation. In addition to their
respective governments and business
groups, a series of academic and civil
society organizations from both coun-
tries participate in this.

Mexico and Canada have built their
relationship based on common posi-
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tions: for example, they were the only
two countries in the continent that
maintained relations with Cuba after
its revolution; both came out against
the Helms-Burton Act and, more re-
cently, the invasion of Iraq. Similarly,
the political conflicts in Chile and Cen-
tral America during the 1970s and
1980s provided the opportunity for
building agreements that were used
to promote multilateral initiatives such
as the Convention on Anti-Personnel
Land Mines.

It was not until the 1990s that Mex-
ico and Canada decided to take ad-
vantage of their proximity to the United
States.? Initially, Mexico’s 1990 pro-
posal to create a free trade agreement
with the United States sparked cer-
tain skepticism in Canada because of
its concern about losing its “special”
relationship with its southern neighbor,
with whom it already had a bilateral
treaty of this kind. Mexico, for its part,
was concerned that the trilateral ne-
gotiation would be very complex and
not bear fruit. However, once the U.S.
chose the trilateral option, the govern-
ments of Mexico and Canada weighed
the advantages of this focus, which
would allow them to be more precise
about their asymmetrical interdepen-
dence with the world’s only super-
power.

Regardless of political agreements
on international issues based on Mex-
ico's and Canada'’s tradition of finding
a counterweight to their relations with

the United States, from the beginning
the bilateral relationship particularly
emphasized trade and technology ex-
change. This flourished in the new
trade dynamic that emerged after the
North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) came into effect a decade ago.
Since then, Canada has become Mex-
ico’s third trade partner and Mexico,
Canada’s fourth and its first in Latin
America. Between 1993 and 2003,
trade between the two countries grew
236.5 percent.* Canada is the fourth
largest foreign investor in Mexico, with
3.7 percent of foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI).”> Our country has also been
a tourist destination for Canadians,®
and now many have chosen to live here.
At the same time, the number of Mex-
ican students who decide to take cours-
es in Canada is on the rise.

The results of this relationship has
to a great extent eliminated the oppo-
sition to NAFTA by certain sectors of
Canadian society, especially those who
thought that it would make for big job
losses and a possible deterioration of
the special relationship with the United
States. Today it is clear that it is a suc-
cessful instrument for promoting the
regional economy and that it has ori-
ented investment, technology and jobs
toward a substantive increase in pro-
ductivity in the area. In Mexico and
Canada, the export sector has become
one of the driving forces of both econo-
mies and the links between business-

men and regional corporations have
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The relationship with our powerful neighbor
has always been a priority for both countries and as a result, much of both
their foreign policies has been eminently reactive to it.

been strengthened impressively. This,
together with inter-governmental dia-
logue, has fostered the creation of stra-
tegic alliances for the achievement of
a more competitive, prosperous and
economically integrated region.

In this context, Mexican-Canadian
relations are characterized by the pro-
fusion of new initiatives for coopera-
tion. Some of them are derived from
the highest level mechanism for fos-
tering bilateral relations, the Ministerial
Commission.” Its most important re-
sult was the signing in 1996 of the Plan
of Action which for the first time dubs
the relationship strategic.

Environmental initiatives led to joint
projects to protect the Monarch but-
terfly, as well as the exchange of ex-
perts on forest fire prevention, aqua-
culture and basin management. The
two countries jointly promoted the es-
tablishment of a program to protect
the victims of anti-personnel mines in
Central America and, together with the
U.S. government, another for water
management in the region. A trilateral
committee was set up to promote ini-
tiatives on higher education, which has
been shown to have great potential.

In addition, the Mexico-Canada
Program for Temporary Agricultural
Workers, which began 30 years ago,
has come to faithfully reflect bilateral
cooperation which has gradually grown
in complexity, fostering the active
participation of both governments in
modernizing their administration. Be-

cause the program is successful and
because of the complementary nature
of the two economies, officials are cur-
rently exploring the possibility of broad-
ening out the presence of Mexican
workers in other provinces and sectors
of Canada.

However, as with any mature rela-
tionship, Mexico and Canada have
also had their differences and tensions.
In the decade of mutual discovery, con-
flicts arose that both governments were
able to deal with through frank, direct
dialogue. This was the case of Mexico’s
position on the sovereignty of Quebec,
particularly during the 1995 referen-
dum. Although Mexico abstained from
intervening in this internal Canadian
matter, later it collaborated with the
Chrétien government in promoting fed-
eralism. The Canadian government
came under significant pressure from

its non-governmental human rights

organizations with regard to the con-

flict in Chiapas, particularly after the
Acteal massacre. Therefore, in its best
tradition of “soft diplomacy,” it took
every opportunity to invite the Mexican
government to respect human rights
and seek a negotiated peace. This was
probably the only discordant issue in
bilateral relations; one could even say
that for a few years, bilateral political
relations became infused with the issue
of Chiapas. The financial and moral
support that some Canadian NGOs gave
pro-Zapatista organizations was a mat-
ter for mutual concern. Nevertheless,

trust and frankness always won the day,
as well as the tacit agreement to not in-
tervene in each others’ internal affairs.

Today, bilateral cooperation has deep-
ened to such an extent that dialogue
and communication have had the upper
hand with regard to human rights con-
flicts such as the case of the murder
of Digna Ochoa, and the murders of

women in Ciudad Judrez.

Two DEMOCRATIC
(GOVERNMENTS MEET

Canada’s interest in clean elections
that would bring Mexico into the ranks
of the fully democratic nations led the
Canadian government to foster broad
NGO and federal officials’ participation
as observers of the 2000 elections; most
Canadian embassy officials in Mexico
and personnel from the Canadian Fo-
reign Ministry Mexico Office partici-
pated. The Canadian electoral agency,
which publicly recognized that there
was much to learn from the Mexican
electoral process, also provided advi-
sory services and important coopera-
tion with Mexico’s Federal Electoral
Institute.

The electoral results and Vicente
Fox's victory were understood both by
the public and officials of both govern-
ments as a democratic success. Mexico
had never before received so much
attention and good press, sparked by
the announcement of the president-
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elect’s visit to Canada. Once there, his
statements about Mexico's interest in
achieving in the medium term what
he called “NAFTA Plus”, which he de-
fined as the creation of a North Amer-
ican regional space where people and
goods could freely circulate, surprised
the public even more.

This began an intense debate that
continues to the present day. The idea
was received ambiguously by some Ca-
nadian government circles. At the same
time, the Canadian government’s will-
ingness to support the future admin-
istration was surprising;: this was shown
by the high-level audiences given by
then-Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s
ministers and councilors to the Mex-
ican transition team. Mexico was also
given special treatment during Presi-
dent Fox’s state visit in April 2001, the
only state visit in the framework of
the Summit of the Americas. For Mex-
ico, the meaning of the visit was to rei-
terate the strategic nature of its relations
with Canada, not only as a trade partner,
but also to guarantee a certain coun-
terweight to relations in North Amer-
ica and to build hemispheric and mul-
tilateral alliances.

After identifying new avenues of
cooperation, the chief executives signed

a joint political statement, “Mexico -

and Canada: Friends, Partners and
Neighbors.” It seeks to strengthen mech-
anisms for cooperation between both
countries” energy industries, to study
the possible expansion of the Program
for Temporary Agricultural Workers,

and to broaden cooperation with regard
to natural resources and the develop-
ment of human resources.

In addition to the bilateral and hemi-
spheric component of the visit, after the
Summit of the Americas concluded,
the first trilateral meeting of the lead-
ers of North America was held, a meet-
ing which revived the debate about
the region’s future. In their joint state-
ment, the three leaders expressed their
commitment to continue promoting
NAFTA until it is fully implemented and
stated that a sense of community would
be built to ensure that its benefits
reached all regions and sectors of soci-
ety in the three countries. Also, a tri-
lateral working group on energy was
created to design a North American
focus on this issue. Finally, they commit-
ted themselves to studying the options
for strengthening the North American
association. In this way, an intermedi-
ate platform was created, situated be-
tween President Fox's audacious pro-
posal and the more moderate Canadian
vision.

Since this state visit, bilateral rela-
tions have been very dynamic. Nume-
rous meetings between the heads of
government, ministers and vice-min-
isters from both governments have
made it possible to advance in new
areas of bilateral action like education,
human rights, human and social dev-
elopment, agricultural cooperation and
culture. The two governments have
committed themselves to developing
joint actions to preserve and dissemi-

nate cultural and linguistic diversity
and broaden cooperation between the
two countries’ cultural industries and
in preserving both nations’ patrimony,
as well as to strengthen the Program
for Artist Residencies. In addition, as a
result of the “democratic bonus” and the
synergy achieved with the Fox admin-
istration, an intense agenda for cooper-
ation on matters of federalism and
good government has been developed.
This includes the signing of new inter-
national instruments and a strength-
ening of dialogue and links between
Mexican and Canadian states, pro-
vinces and municipalities. Specifically,
both governments are working closely
together to develop an on-line educa-
tional portal that will offer Mexican
civil servants electronic training effec-
tively and transparently. This experi-
ence could serve as a model in the
hemisphere in the Summit of the Amer-
icas process.

Cooperation with regard to energy
is particularly important given Cana-
dian businessmen’s expectations for
increasing their Mexican investments,
particularly in electricity and gas. This
depends on an appropriate legal frame-
work being in place, which is why they
have expressed their concern over the
delays and uncertainty about the ap-
proval of a new Mexican law in the
matter.

Since September 11, 2001, Mexico
and Canada have each had high-level
bilateral meetings with the United
States to reinforce security in the region

Environmental initiatives led to joint projects to protect
the Monarch butterfly, as well as the exchange of experts
on forest fire prevention and aquaculture.
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through their border modernization
programs. They have also consulted
together about their border negotiations
with Ehc U.S., and in particular with
regard to migratory policy.

One of the great challenges in all
these experiences of cooperation is
finding a horizontal perspective that
would eliminate the tendency to think
that the more dcve}bpcd country with
the better economic and quality of life
indicators should be the one to unilat-
erally support the other. It has always
been easier to say that Mexico can learn
from the experience of Canadian good
government and its technological and
scientific strength than to recognize
the benefits Canada can receive from
Mexico.

These benefits not only consist of
Mexico as a real and potential market,
but are also due to its innovative prac-
tices, its creativity in facing problems,
the wealth of its cultural diversity, the
advantages of its particular insertion in
Latin America and its experience with
indigenous groups.

Beyond agreement on values and
positions on global issues, and in accor-
dance with Mexican foreign policy’s
priority of strengthening Mexico’s mul-
tilateral presence, in its first three years,
the current administration has paid
special attention to coming to common
positions prior to multilateral meetings.

[hus, starting with the Durban Con-
ference, both governments have held
consultations on human rights issues

and very particularly on matters per-

taining to indigenous questions in the
hemisphere.

They have also exchanged informa-
tion about specific situations in certain
Latin American countries like Vene-
zuela and Argentina, especially with
regard to the strategies that each gov-
ernment will adopt as a result. These
efforts are in addition to the annual
consultations held for more than five
years between both Foreign Ministries’
foreign policy planning offices with
the aim of reviewing the most impor-
tant positions and the joint actions that
can be taken.

Despite a mutual interest in explor-
ing this vein of bilateral action, the re-
sults are still very initial. Undoubtedly,
more effort and discipline are needed
so that, with a long-term vision, com-
mon positions can be arrived at in the
multilateral sphere, with respect for
each country’s specificities and agen-
das with regard to the different issues.

TowARD A NORTH
AMERICAN COMMUNITY

In the 45 months since President Fox’s
proposal to take the U.S.-Canada-Mex-
ico trade agreement further, a dyna-
mic dialogue has developed about the
future of the region that has led to
the review of the North American ima-
ginaries. The interest awakened, par-
ticularly in Canada and Mexico, has
spread to all three countries’ intellec-

tual centers.

It is fair to say that Canada has estab-
lished more mechanisms for a systemat-
ic review of the issue. These include
Parliament's Foreign Affairs Commis-
sion, which published a detailed report
about the consultations it made in the
three countries to get an overview of
the opinions of parliamentarians, busi-
nessmen and intellectuals.®

Despite government skepticism, cu-
riously enough, it has been Canada
where a broad, serious public debate
has begun, particularly in the press,
about the pros and cons of greater re-
gional interdependence. Even though
much of the thinking is about Cana-
da’s relationship to the United States,
the Mexican component has always
been present. Since September 2001,
the discussion has centered on secu-
rity issues, particularly with regard to
the creation of a possible “North Amer-
ican security perimeter” and, there-
fore, the management of borders with
the U.S. For reasons linked to sover-
eignty, however, the issue has been
kept bilateral.

In Mexico, the discussion has empha-
sized the need to create new trilateral
institutions. In Canada, meanwhile,
the debate has centered on the differ-
ent scenarios involving closer relations
and greater interdependence with the
United States, in which Mexico is just
one more variable. The Canadians dis-
cuss Mexico's difficulty in giving the
proposal concrete content, such as
the polemical issue of creating “cohe-

sion funds,” which has centered that

Cooperation with regard to energy is particularly
important given Canadian businessmen's expectations for increasing their
Mexican investments, especially in electricity and gas.
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part of the debate on the mechanisms
whereby Canada could help Mexico
bilaterally and trilaterally to achieve
“healthy public management.” Another
point of discussion is which aspects of
Mexican development should continue
to be financed by international banks,
which ones with support from the OECD
and which should be solved bilateral-
ly between Mexico and the United
States.? The discussions have contin-
ued in the two additional meetings of
the three countries’ leaders who —in the
manner of Solomon— expressed their
interest in continuing to deepen a sense
of community and explore the poten-
tial for strengthening the association.
In that light, President Fox referred to
the “Initiative for North America” dur-
ing his bilateral meetings with his
U.S. and Canadian counterparts in
January 2003.

This is how the debate has evolved
through the discussion of the possible
scenarios for greater integration: all
the way from maintaining the status
quo to a North America conceived of
as a confederation with supranational
institutions.

In the last 13 years, relations be-
tween Mexico and Canada have not
only strengthened, but starting with

Mexico’s new administration, have gone

from a strategic-discursive stage to a
strategic-real stage in which a new under-
standing of the issues on the global
agenda has been sought, issues which
previously were discordant and today
are spaces for cooperation. However, the
new dynamic continues to present im-
portant challenges. The impetus in the
relationship could stagnate if new mech-
anisms for bilateral cooperation are
not forged, mechanisms that make it
possible to transcend mere contact for
exchange of information. Given the
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difference in the political systems and
Canada’s extreme decentralization, new
forms of rapprochement among the dif-
ferent levels of government of the two
countries must also be explored. Bilat-
erally, but with the aim of fully im-
plementing NAFTA, additional efforts
are required so that not only large cor-
porations but also medium-sized and
small industries are represented in
the process. Additionally, greater coor-
dination between the governments
for the possible implementation of
common initiatives and policies toward
third countries or multilaterally is de-
sireable.

The dynamism that Mexican-Ca-
nadian relations have acquired in the
new century could avert an impasse if
both governments are able to strength-
en their association. This can be
achieved through effective policies and
the negotiation of common positions
toward our mutual neighbor that would
make it possible to exercise a certain
counterweight to its power, at the same
time inviting it to seriously consider
the discussion of the steps for build-
ing the North American Community.
In addition to the three bilateral rela-
tionships that already exist, this could
become the fourth regional relation-
ship. In this entire process, Mexico
should advance toward a clear defini-
tion of its vision of the region’s future.
In addition to Canada’s contributions
to the discussion, it will be fundamen-
tal that it reconsider some type of par-
ticipation in the two mechanisms Mex-
ico proposed to achieve greater social
convergence: the Partnership for Pros-
perity and the Puebla-Panama Plan.

In this scenario, the celebration of
60 years of Mexican-Canadian rela-
tions and their first decade as trade

partners is an unparalleled opportuni-

ty to also celebrate the consolidation
of a singular and productive strategic
relationship that —together with the
United States— outlines the future of
North America. NIM
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30. This leads to greater sensitivity about the
situation in Mexico. At the same time, only a
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