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COMMENTARY

U.S. relationship has trends

Canada in unique position to improve situation with its neighbour

BY COLIN ROBERTSON
SPECIAL TO THE VANCOUVER SUN

iving next door to the
L American giant can

at times be frustrat-
ing and even uncomfort-
able for Canadians. Yet
proximity to the world’s
biggest and most produc-
tive economy has given us
access to a preferred mar-
ket, and helped to deliver a
high level of prosperity.
Perhaps no other country
can play the “American
game” as well as Canadi-
ans, but then again no oth-
er country has the same in-
terests when it comes to
America.

Below is a look at the
challenges that Americans
face that will influence
Canada and B.C. in the
coming years, as well as
some suggestions to ad-
vance our interests vis-a-
vis the United States:

e Securityis now
America’s abiding pre-
occupation: Canada
needs to re-frame the “bor-
der debate” to one that
looks at a common ap-
proach on visa policy and
perimeter border security.
This will present domestic
political challenges in
Canada but, set against the
costs of a thickening bor-
der and with the benefit of
enhanced North American
security, it is a case worth
making.

e Smart partnerships:
It is time to begin discus-
sions aimed at Canada-
U.S. “smart economic part-

nerships” that move to-
ward harmonized regula-
tory standards, a common
customs platform, and
greater labour mobility.
 Being there: We need
to expand the presence of
Canadians in the U.S., with
a stronger mandate to mar-
ket and promote Canada.
By targeting state legisla-
tors, governors, and local
chambers of commerce, it
should be possible to de-
velop a strong positive im-
age of Canada as friend, al-
ly and partner. After all,
four of the last six presi-
dents were governors.

e Permanent cam-
paign: To advance and
safeguard Canadian inter-
ests requires a permanent
campaign of outreach and
advocacy, with a clear plan
of engagement. The flip
side is the need to con-
stantly remind Canadians
of the central importance
of the American relation-
ship.

¢ Investment promo-
tion: Given Canada’s
modernizing and upgraded
infrastructure, relatively
sound fiscal position, com-
petitive taxation structure,
and strong financial sys-
tem, combined with tradi-
tional strengths (such as
resources, labour, culture),
we are well-positioned to
take advantage of a recov-
ery in economic activity
and in business invest-
ment. Canadians should
aim to rise from a middle-
ranking investment desti-
nation to one that stands
much taller in the eyes of

global businesses.

 Joint R&D: Far-sight-
ed investments have given
Canada expertise in nu-
merous fields. National
leadership would provide
the framework for the nec-
essary and practical follow-
up by premiers, provincial
ministers and university
presidents to deepen coop-
eration with their Ameri-
can counterparts.

*2010 Olympics as a
trampoline: Tourism
promotion, marketing
Canada as a “clean” and
“green” destination, should
be part of Canada’s strate-
gy for targeting Americans
looking for a holiday that is
safe, economical and close
to home. This is a particu-
lar opportunity for B.C.
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For B.C., as with every
province, the U.S. is our
principal trading partner,
and the biggest source of
foreign investment and
tourism. Here is how we
can enhance this relation-
ship:

e Regional and na-
tional collaboration:
While national leadership
is essential, history has il-
lustrated the advantages of
initiating collaboration
with neighbouring Ameri-
can states, both bilaterally
and through initiatives like
the Pacific Northwest Eco-
nomic Region.

e Council of the Feder-
ation: The council is play-
ing an important role as an
incubator for smart policy
development. It should
meet at least annually with

the U.S. National Gover-
nors’ Association with the
goal of enhancing competi-
tive advantages especially
around state, provincial
and local procurement
policies.
eCleanenergy:
Through the hydrogen
highway and its participa-
tion in the Western Cli-
mate Initiative, B.C. can
provide a platform for
commercial development
of clean energy in North
America but, in the longer
term, into Asia as well.

e Water: Environmental
issues will only increase in
importance in the coming
decade, particularly
around the supply of water.
A national water policy has
been created, but there is
considerable scope for in-
novative work at the
provincial level. This is
particularly true for BC.

e Crime: There is a risk
that if the American war on
drugs south of its border is
successful (to be deter-
mined), it could turn its at-
tention to Canada, espe-
cially the existing routes in
B.C. used in the marijuana
trade. Such a development
would have significant neg-
ative implications for ef-
forts to “thin” the Canada-
U.S. border. There is also a
perception, based in part
on Vancouver’s Downtown
Eastside experiment with
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safe injection sites, that
B.C. has a permissive cli-
mate for drug trafficking
and related criminal activi-
ty. This perception needs
to be addressed.

e Promoting creativi-
ty: It makes sense to con-
tinue investments in sup-
portive infrastructure —
roads, Port of Vancouver
and YVR, universities and
knowledge industries — to
attract talent and con-
tribute to Vancouver as a
place tolive, work and raise
families.

e Smart immigration:
B.C. was one of the first
provinces to take advan-
tage of the “provincial
nominee” program. In the
coming decades, especially
given global demographic
trends, the search for talent
is sure to become increas-
ingly competitive. B.C.
should step up its recruit-
ment efforts, and could do
so in collaboration with
other western provinces.

Colin Robertson is a
Distinguished Senior Fellow at
Carleton University’s Norman
Paterson School of International
Affairs. He helped negotiate the
Canada-U.S. Free Trade
Agreement and NAFTA, and will
be a panelist at next week’s B.C.
Business Council Summit in
Vancouver.
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