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Synopsis

As blistering bilateral tension drives calls for economic decoupling, the authors argue that a re-tooled 
economic engagement with China is necessary for Canada’s economic future: to strengthen Canadian 
competitiveness in global markets; to keep Canada informed on the world’s fastest growing consumer 
market; and to enable Canadian influence on China’s policy compliance in global trade. The suggested 
retooling would improve and diversify our approaches that lead to economic success and enable Canadian 
companies and the government to better understand China both as a customer and as a country. A 
retooled engagement is necessary not only to maximize Canada’s market performance, but also to better 
understand the impact on Canada’s economic security of doing business with Chinese firms.
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the Canada-China trade relationship are often interpreted 
as being one of two extremes. Proponents of Canada-
China business are regarded as profit-hungry capitalists 
lacking fundamental Canadian ethics or morals, and 
proponents of taking a step back from China are accused 
of neglecting both an important and growing market for 
Canadian goods and services and a critical opportunity 
for Canada to assert its economic position and 
competitiveness on the world stage. 

In the meantime, China is the world’s second-largest 
national economy – potentially growing to become the 
largest within 10 or 15 years – and is currently an 
important global growth market. Pre-pandemic 
predictions envisioned China surpassing the US as the 
world’s largest consumer market by 2034. Although 
China’s GDP growth has suffered the economic 
repercussions of the pandemic, its internal management 
of the economic implications of crisis compared with 
other countries may cause China to rise in importance 
and scale as a global consumer market in the short to 
medium term. Even if Canadian businesses limit their 
engagement with the China market, the sheer size and 
impact of this massive consumer market, its consumer 
trends, and its innovation and business developments will 
have inevitable influence on global markets that Canadian 
businesses need to understand to be globally competitive.

Canada needs a balanced, strategic approach to ensure 
that any engagement with China satisfies Canada’s need 
to maintain global values and norms while also securing 
the future prosperity of Canadians. To achieve this, 
Canada’s competitiveness and Canada’s seat at the table 
as a decision-maker in global affairs and commerce are 
linked to working with China as well as actually 
influencing China’s adherence to its international 
agreements. As China’s trade will increasingly become a 
political and national security discussion at home, 
retreating from the China market poses both political and 
economic risks that are arguably higher. Canada must 
rethink its own definition of economic security in parallel 
with the tactical changes required to better advance its 
economic interests.

Canadian companies and the government of Canada must 
better understand China both as a customer and as a 

3

Introduction

As Canada and China enter into their 51st year of 
bilateral relations, some commentators in Canada suggest 
that Canada should be walking away from the China 
market. Such comments reflect in part the current 
difficulties in bilateral ties, the sense that in some sectors 
Canada is “over-dependent” on the China market, and 
China’s use of trade measures on Canadian canola 
imports to deliver a political message. But instead of 
decoupling from the China market, what is needed in 
Canada is a substantial retooling of our approach to not 
only improve but also diversify our approaches that lead 
to success. 

The commercial relationship between Canada and China 
is not living up to the potential, both in scope and in value 
that Canadians have hoped for since the excitement of 
Team Canada in 1994 and the structural reforms that 
developed when China first acceded to the WTO in 2001. 
Although trade was on a consistent upward trajectory 
until 2018, growth was modest and focused on certain 
regions and sectors. Sustained bilateral tension since 
December 2018 arising from the detentions of Meng 
Wanzhou, Michael Spavor, and Michael Kovrig has 
significantly dampened political support in Canada for 
doing business with China as well as corporate confidence 
in Canada-China trade while also increasing public 
skepticism about Canadian business dealings with China. 
Rising concerns about the treatment of the Uyghur ethnic 
minority has further dampened Canadian public 
sentiment towards China. In January 2021, Canada 
announced a set of measures to restrict goods produced 
by forced labour from entering Canada and to prevent 
Canadian businesses from becoming unknowingly 
complicit.1 In February 2021, the Canadian House of 
Commons unanimously voted to declare China’s 
treatment of the Uyghur population a genocide, 
exacerbating bilateral tension.2

These developments have pressured Canadians to 
question the terms on which we should engage with 
China and whether engagement ultimately benefits and 
serves the interests of Canadians if this rising 
superpower’s political and legal values do not always align 
with ours. In the current environment, Canadian views of
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China represents approximately 4% of Canada’s exports3  
(the majority of which are concentrated in western 
Canada). This being said, China is also a top market for 
Canada’s export growth; despite trade measures that set 
back Canadian exports to China in 2019, between 2010 
and 2019 Canadian exports to China experienced 
average annual growth of 6.3%.4 To add context, since 
China ascended to the WTO in 2001, bilateral goods 
trade has grown at a rate of 11% per year while services 
trade has grown at 12% per year.5 If Canada is serious 
about achieving its targets for export diversification, 
China is irrefutably an important market for export 
growth.

A significant portion of Canada’s exports to China are 
agriculture products or mineral resources, potash and 
sulphur for agriculture, and forestry products, primarily 
pulp, from western Canada, along with pockets of 
manufacturing exports  tied to the automotive sector and 
transportation sector.  The majority of these raw 
resource exports are tied to global demand and supply 
and therefore aggregate global demand defines the prices 
and the volume. However, while commodity sales are 
largely fungible, there is a tendency to neglect the value 
of marketing, consumer education, customer loyalty, and 
the negative impact of shifting import requirements. 
“Fungible” in this context means that if commodity 
exports from China are blocked for reasons of economic 
coercion, in theory these can be sent to other markets 
and commodities directed to these markets sent to China 
to fill the void.

There is a need to develop an objective set of statistical 
benchmarks to evaluate Canada’s trade and investment 
performance with China. The current reporting practice 
at the political level is to appear satisfied that exports to 
China are increasing every year. Though this limited 
narrative may be sufficient to the political leadership of 
Ottawa, there is much more we can do to analyze and 
learn about what is working and how to assess Canada’s 
market penetration in more solid numbers. Dedicated 
effort and analysis could and should pose questions such 
as: What is Canada’s annual percentage of total Chinese 
imports over the last 50 years in each key sector? What 
does the trade deficit mean and what are its policy 
origins? Which commercial players within Canada 
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country, not only to maximize market performance but 
also to better understand the impact on Canada’s 
economic security of doing business with Chinese firms. 
This is a complex debate outside of this article, but one 
can conjecture that, had Nortel and Blackberry continued 
to prosper, their combined revenues would exceed those 
of Huawei. 

This article proposes a significant retooling of Canada’s 
commercial capacity to work with China’s marketplace to 
better recognize opportunities to maximize Canadian 
advantages from business engagement with China while 
also better enabling Canada to play a role of influence on 
China’s policy compliance in global trade. 

First, Canada must recognize that our trade relationship 
with China is underperforming. Canada needs to invest in 
more private sector-focused, detailed economic and 
commercial information from the field, which will 
improve commercial competence. Better market 
awareness, increased company capacity for self-
assessment, and strengthened Canadian competitiveness 
will better protect Canada’s overall interests. 

Second, Canadian decision-makers need to be kept up to 
date and well informed on China issues. A concerted 
effort is required by both the Canadian government and 
boards of directors to improve their understanding of the 
tactics and commitments needed to drive market 
engagement with China.

Third, Canadian government federal and provincial trade 
promotion officials as well as industry associations have 
to become more informed and better coaches of private 
sector engagement. 

Rethinking Canada-China Trade

Retooling begins with re-examining how we think about 
the significance of Canada-China trade. Canada had a C
$51.8 billion trade deficit with China in 2019. Its exports 
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Hong Kong 
(a separate customs territory) were C$23.27 billion and C
$4.019 billion, respectively. In contrast, China’s exports to 
Canada in 2019 were C$75.03 billion, while Hong Kong 
exported C$379 million to Canada.
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3 https://www.ualberta.ca/china-institute/media-library/media-gallery/research/analysis-briefs/canada-china-trade-2019-year-in-review.pdf
4 https://www.international.gc.ca/gac-amc/assets/pdfs/publications/State-of-Trade-2020_eng.pdf
5 https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/economist-economiste/analysis-analyse/china-canada-2020-commerce-chine.aspx?
lang=eng



be better enabled to recognize opportunities to 
maximize Canadian profitability from business 
engagement with China while also playing a role of 
influence on China’s participation in global trade and 
investment practices. 

Balancing Perspective

To engage successfully in the China marketplace 
Canadian firms require a business knowledge and a 
perspective that balances two important perspectives on 
China. The first perspective is to view China as a 
market with customers. The second perspective is to 
view China as a protected national economy managed 
by a one-party state - that places the control of the 
"socialist market" above the free market - without the 
expectation that this will change in the short term. 

Any failure to maximize Canada’s commercial potential 
within China stems from the fact that our business 
community and government fail for different reasons to 
find a balanced focal point that combines both of these 
perspectives. One of the reasons that the Free Trade 
Agreement with China is stalled is that in Ottawa the 
majority of Canada’s China specialists in academia and 
the Canadian business community emphasized the 
market potential of the customers, but neglected to fully 
grasp the larger and more intricate picture of how 
China’s economy is managed, making the terms of a 
Free Trade Agreement difficult to complete. Advocates 
of the FTA ignored the shift in China’s economic 
policies under Xi away from a free market and operated 
in a bilateral silo that ignored the tension between 
Beijing and Washington at the time.

Using this balance of perspectives to inform Canadian 
business and government should enable Canada to 
maximize the benefits of commercial interaction with 
the Chinese market. This balanced perspective will need 
to be cultivated within Canada by increased investment 
and dedication into analyzing the health of our 
commercial relationship, understanding China, its 
government, policy and market practices. The goal 
must be Canadian competitiveness so that we may 
interact with China to maximize profitability on our 
terms.

The World’s Fastest-Growing Consumer Market

The ascension of China’s middle class has been enabled 
by China’s consistent economic growth and targeted 
government policy. In 2019, McKinsey predicted 
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should be given access to Canadian government resources 
to access the China market for Canada to remain globally 
competitive and improve its economic productivity?

Derek H. Burney and Fen Osler Hampson wrote recently: 
“Although China is Canada’s second-largest export 
market, half of the G20 countries sell more in absolute 
terms to China than does Canada, including South Africa, 
Brazil, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia. This situation 
illustrates what is being missed. China was pro-Covid 
already the second-largest source of tourism to Canada, 
and Chinese students accounted for more than 30 percent 
of all international students studying at Canadian 
postsecondary institutions. Such links are reasons why 
there is certainly scope for growth.”6 Determining what 
levels of growth are realistic, as part of a national business 
plan for China, is an important first step to determine if 
the resources and process to deliver that growth for 
Canadian firms are in place in China and within Canada. 

The Chinese government’s economic policies and the 
labour costs of China’s exports are important factors in 
Canada’s trade deficit with China. This indicates that a 
number of significant changes are needed within Canada 
to better engage customers in China. Canada’s proximity 
to the United States has made it an easier market for 
Canadian firms, but the ease and proximity of the US 
market means that the Canadian private sector as a whole 
has not invested as much on the ground in China as its 
global competitors.

Canada’s goods exports to China are dominated by 
resource products.7 For a better picture of how 
competitive Canada’s knowledge-based economy is doing 
in China, the Canadian government and business 
associations could benchmark non-resource-based 
exports in technology, goods, and services to China 
against countries such as Holland, Switzerland, and the 
Scandinavian countries.

The failure to date of Canada to optimize the economic 
gains from Canada-China trade plays a role in obscuring 
our ability to assess the potential economic value of our 
relationship with China. A detailed analysis that includes 
economic security assessments and a Total Accessible 
Market number must be developed, but this will require 
more detailed commitment to widen and deepen our 
understanding of the impact of trade and also better 
understand the nature of the current bi-lateral trade.

Finally, with these changes put in place, Canada should

Vol. 69  No. 18  | May 2021   

7 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200218/dq200218b-eng.htm



consumers now experience the convergence of e-
commerce, leisure, and entertainment. China has 
leapfrogged the rest of the world in how the internet 
connects with commerce; its consumers have 
expectations about how products should be marketed 
and sold to them, and Chinese internet trends are 
already setting standards for how the rest of the world 
experiences e-commerce.

Even as the advent of the online world has dissolved 
geographic boundaries, making Canadian services more 
accessible to the Chinese market, we must catch up to 
Chinese consumers’ reliance on the internet and 
improve user experience. At the same time, we can 
expect domestic and global investment within China 
coupled with accelerating Chinese expertise to make 
Chinese companies and product offerings competitive 
with any Canadian products and services entering the 
China market. 

With the explosive popularity of TikTok outside of 
China as well as the prevalence of Chinese sellers on 
platforms like Amazon and eBay, a cross-pollination 
has already happened and is affecting how we use the 
internet.

Industries that have great potential to successfully grow 
their Chinese consumer base in the next 10 years 
include brands and services related to health, fitness, 
and overall improved quality of life. Health products 
and quality produce, sports apparel and equipment, and 
outdoor activities fit well into evolving consumer 
interests as well as how Chinese people envision Canada 
as a beacon of nature, good quality food and produce, 
outdoor activities, and good health and wellbeing. 
Canadian exporters still need to take advantage of this 
macro-level view by developing and servicing the 
market for their products and services.

Numbers show that China already recognizes the 
quality of Canadian education, but the question is 
whether the products exist that appeal to and cater to 
the China market. Online education and diverse 
offerings that meet the changing demands of China’s 
middle class such as extracurricular English, arts, and
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China’s rapidly growing middle class to reach 550 million 
by 2022, more than one and a half times the size of the US 
population and a sizeable force that would enable China’s 
consumer market to outpace other regions in scale and 
economic strength. At the October 2020 Central 
Committee 5th Plenary Session, goals were set forth for 
2035 including a transition to per-capita GDP reaching 
the level of moderately developed countries,8 and 
government policy to reinforce the growth of the middle 
class will ensure that happens. The year 2021 will see the 
launch of the 14th five-year plan, which is expected to 
include a strengthened focus on sustainability and a 
planned transition to enhance the economic prosperity of 
the Chinese people. The 13th five-year plan identified 
green growth, inclusive growth, and innovation as well as 
a focus on minimizing disparity; the 14th five-year plan 
will be a continuation in this direction with a continued 
strengthening of the state’s role in regulating the economy 
and future growth with increased dependence on 
domestic consumption. China’s success at being the 
world’s first “electro-state”9 will have a major impact on 
Canada’s mining industry, oil and gas industry, and 
nascent renewable energy and battery industry.

Not only are Chinese consumers growing wealthier, they 
also possess an increasingly savvy and sophisticated 
understanding of brand and quality. Increasingly, 
Canadian businesses will need to do the work to brand 
their products before Chinese audiences and invest in 
making products and services available to Chinese 
consumers via their preferred sales platforms including 
online platforms that demand China market expertise or 
local support. 

China’s tech sector has flourished over the past 10 years 
with a surge in Chinese-born tech companies and 
innovation, owing in part to government policy – the 13th 
five-year plan (2016–2020) emphasized innovation, 
entrepreneurship, and “Made in China,” and capital 
controls have also funnelled domestic capital into 
domestic innovation. The combination of policy support 
and a massive growing consumer market provided fertile 
ground for Chinese tech companies and platforms such as 
WeChat, Alibaba, and TikTok (Douyin) to see explosive 
growth and offer important examples of how Chinese
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creative learning – all additions to what students receive in 
the Chinese curriculum – have an opportunity to succeed.10 
Canadian education is also a driver of curiosity in Canadian 
tourism and immigration. Canada will have to review after 
the pandemic is under control how to revitalize this sector 
including developing better programs to send Canadian 
students to China for education and work opportunities.

Canada after a COVID-19 vaccine will still have the 
potential to grow in importance as a travel destination for 
China. According to Destination Canada, in 2018 Canada 
welcomed a record number of Chinese tourists, and China 
was Canada’s largest market for tourism spending in 
Canada.11 There is still a need to spread the concentration 
of Chinese tourists across more diverse Canadian 
destinations and introduce them to more luxury tourist 
activities, including outdoor sports and activities, fine 
dining, and cultural tourism. A critical factor in Canada’s 
future success will be the processing time of tourist visas 
when compared to other destinations. There is also a need 
for Canada to be on the leading edge in terms of acceptance 
of vaccine passports from countries that meet our 
standards.

China’s rapid economic growth and growing middle class is 
the foundation of China’s one-party governance system and 
this success also provides the domestic justification for 
protectionism and the State’s dominance of the economy. 
The promise of access to the China market is also a critical 
form of China’s diplomatic power. It is important to put 
this actual use of diplomatic power in context and challenge 
all violations by Canada or China of the World Trade 
Organization’s rules or other regional or bi-lateral trade 
and investment agreements that China’s government 
agreed to. 

A Protected National Economy Managed by a One-Party 
State

China’s socialist market economy is, by and large, not the 
even playing field that was promised when China entered 
the World Trade Organization. While China has become 
more open, made space for market-driven forces, and 
instituted institutional accountability, domestic and world 
economic events since the massive return of government 
spending in 2008 have validated China’s maintenance of a 
more centrally managed economy, and government
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management of the economy has visibly escalated in recent 
years. This was originally apparent as a by-product of 
government stimulus programs in China in 2008 to mitigate 
the global economic crisis. Later, despite the excitement of 
an expected structural shift back to market-driven forces 
promised at the Third Plenum of the 18th Party Congress in 
2013, the trend under Xi Jinping has been in favour of the 
State and the Chinese Communist Party’s leadership over 
the economy.12 This trend of stepping back from market 
forces into a more managed framework that gives the 
government greater dominance of the economy is well 
documented in Nicholas Lardy’s The State Fights Back, 
which describes how Xi has championed SOEs in key sectors 
and encouraged local governments and financial institutions 
to support SOEs even if they are underperforming.

The recent introduction of the “dual circulation” policies 
raises questions about Beijing’s commitment to global trade 
on open terms. With this policy, China has suggested it will 
increase its reliance on “‘internal circulation’ – the domestic 
cycle of production, distribution, and consumption – for its 
development, supported by innovation and upgrades in the 
economy” and “will need to be supported by “boost[ing] 
household incomes and consumption”13 and intends to 
decrease its reliance on “external circulation” – export-
oriented strategy.14  This new development indicates that 
despite increased aggregate demand, sound financial 
capacity on the part of both private and state-sector buyers, 
and a strong post-COVID recovery, government policies 
will be both protectionist and political. 

Chinese policy also points to an ambition to increase its 
scope of state-managed investment and political influence 
internationally. Launched in 2013, the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) is a global investment strategy to find 
markets for China’s oversupply of infrastructure goods and 
services including rail cars, engineering services, steel and 
cement. BRI is also about extending China’s commercial 
and logistical connections and political sphere of influence. 

As policy increases China’s dependence on internal 
circulations and BRI, China may continue to diversify the 
sourcing of raw resources, goods, and energy supply away 
from countries like Canada. This trend is driven by China’s 
interest in diversifying sources of key commodity purchases 
to expand diplomatic influence, repay the Belt and Road 
loans, and address national security concerns that

10 https://www.international.gc.ca/education/strategy-2019-2024-strategie.aspx?lang=eng
11 https://www.destinationcanada.com/en/markets/china
12 https://www.chinabusinessreview.com/
13 https://www.reuters.com/article/china-economy-transformation-explainer-idUSKBN2600B5
14 https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3110184/what-chinas-dual-circulation-economic-strategy-and-why-it
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democratic and other adversaries may restrict China’s 
access to energy, minerals, and food supply.

To mitigate this trend, the government of Canada should 
think pragmatically about the value to Canada’s economic 
security of Chinese state-owned (SOE) investment in 
greenfield and brownfield investment projects in the 
resource sector. Although there are political concerns in 
Canada, greenfield and brownfield investment in Canada 
would create more jobs and taxes by attracting 
appropriate state-based investments via SOEs to new 
projects that export raw materials or finished goods back 
to the parent companies’ market. Foreign companies 
under Canadian law must adhere to the same labour and 
environmental standards as their domestic peers. 
Economic concerns can ideally be addressed through 
price transfer agreements and bilateral tax treaties. 
Strategic concerns can be walled off via geographic or 
industry-specific prohibitions such as those addressing 
projects in the Arctic or rare earth mining. The 
investment review and approval process should have 
more power to structure an investment to mitigate 
negative impacts to the Canadian people. 

The total value of Chinese firms investing in Canada is 
currently C$94 billion and the total number of 
transactions now stands at 927 projects, which represents 
less than three percent of all foreign direct investment in 
Canada.15 China’s Ministry of Commerce claims that 
there are 15,000 Canadian investments in China, but this 
figure needs further analysis and verification to produce 
an accurate assessment of the state of Canadian 
investment.

Invest in More Detailed Economic and Commercial 
Intelligence

Canadian government federal and provincial trade 
promotion officials as well industry associations have to 
become more informed and better coaches of private-
sector engagement. To achieve this, staff resources in 
Canada that work on the China file should spend time in 
China, private sector people should be rotated in and out 
of these roles, and new structures to support trade should 
be developed to create an ecosystem that provides 
optimum support to Canada-China trade.

To understand and respond better to the complexity of 
China’s business environment will require the investment 

Vol. 69  No. 18  | May 2021   

in a better knowledge base in Canada about China’s legal 
system, trade law, business practices, and political economy 
within the private and public sectors. A specific set of actions 
to build this knowledge base should be defined by the 
Business Council of Canada, leading exporters in the 
commodity sector, and key industry associations within 
Canada, such as the Canola Association, the Canadian 
Vehicle Manufacturers Association, Cleantech Association, 
and Universities Canada. Canada’s commercial success will 
only improve as its market knowledge and business decisions 
expand from its current over focus on bilateral and media-
driven issues to a more granular level of tactical market 
information that business requires. To achieve this will 
require allocation of more resources by the private sector 
and also shift in how International Trade Diversification 
tasks its market research.  In parallel, more of the macro-
level analysis used by the government needs to move from 
the political science departments to the economics, business, 
and law schools. This is also the surest way to identify 
opportunities for Canadian business to prosper while 
correctly calibrating the balance between two perspectives: 
that of Chinese consumers and that of the State-led 
economy.

Keeping Canadian Decision-Makers Informed on China 
Issues

Canadian decision-makers need to be kept up-to-date and 
well informed on China issues. A concerted effort is required 
by both the Canadian government and by boards of directors 
to improve the appreciation of tactics and commitments 
needed to drive market engagement with China.

For business leaders and consumers in China, as in other 
parts of the world, a product’s country of origin is normally 
not an important decision-making factor for most customers 
and Chinese firms. Investment decisions turn primarily on 
the rate of return of the project and the strategic fit within 
the investor’s capital portfolio. However, when taxes, 
political stability, and infrastructure negatively impact the 
rate of return, the originating country’s domestic business 
conditions do become a consideration. Recognizing this and 
shifting away from the branding of Canada from the bottom 
up through companies, products, and investment projects 
rather than top-down from the Canadian flag will require a 
major shift in mindset and skillset within Parliament and the 
civil service that serve as trade and investment promotors. 
When and where the government wants to highlight a sector, 

15 China Institute, email message to author.
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it should focus on specific companies’ achievements 
rather than generic mom-and-apple-pie (or butter-tart) 
statements of generic prowess.

Private sector executives should reject the dated myth of 
guanxi (connections) as a quick fix and replace it with 
detailed market research. Boards of directors should 
demand that the same level of market intelligence and 
commercial information used in Canada is also obtained 
and used for similar decisions about business projects in 
China. This means that the statement used in Canada 
often that the “China market” lacks commercial 
transparency is very dated at both the macro level of 
national policy and the micro level at which business 
operates. We must recognize that well-funded 
organizations and competent management teams in 
China can overcome the outside perception that there is 
no transparency. Culture is not an excuse for failing to 
complete proper SWOT analysis and due diligence. 
Blaming the China market also foments mediocrity by 
lowering expectations. There are too many cases of 
business strategies and partner selection being taken 
without due diligence and planning that would be 
commonplace in Canada. Business decisions and partner 
selection should not be made based on a random meeting 
at a business cocktail or seminar. 

China, Europe, and the United States are globally the 
most important and also toughest competitive markets. A 
company that is not positioned to be globally successful 
can rarely make it in China first. To be successful in 
China requires the same if a not higher level of 
engagement with customers than Canadian firms have in 
Canada. Developing a business in China requires time, 
capital, and expertise as well as boots on the ground. 
Exporters that receive government support should be 
better evaluated and formally qualified to make sure that 
they have adequate experience in other international 
markets before trying to do business in China. They 
should, unless they are commodity exporters, be able to 
sell to Buffalo before they try to sell to Beijing.

Doing business in China requires adherence to the same 
principles that a business will operate on in Canada but 
also demands recognition that the market has its unique 
challenges. There are a few cardinal operational rules for 
companies to consider-if they are not willing to adapt, 
they shouldn’t even try to enter the market. Successful 
adaption means keeping the best business and legal 
practices from home and integrating from the
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local market what is needed to be successful. An operation in 
China should be treated as a venture capital project rather 
than a branch office because it has all the challenges of a 
start-up. Companies need to focus on getting profitable first 
and only afterwards worry about the national market share. 

Building Canada’s China Competency - The Skills to Make 
a Living 

There is a lack of connectivity and information-sharing 
between key actors in China’s economic development, 
Canadian businesses in China, and government decision-
makers. Canada needs to invest in more detailed economic 
and commercial information to deliver an improvement in 
commercial competency to better protect Canada’s overall 
interests with a focus on self-assessment, building better 
market awareness, and strengthening Canadian 
competitiveness.

To be able to develop an appropriate level of policy and 
business analysis for Canadian exporters to better perform in 
China, the government of Canada and the private sector 
should work together to build academic competency in 
Chinese commercial law, economics, and business in Ottawa 
at uOttawa and Carleton – positions that could be 
supplemented with executives in residence (in government or 
academia), diplomats in residence, and media fellowships 
that rotate annually with journalists and executives just 
returning from China. This independent knowledge base will 
have the greatest impact on government, Crown 
corporations, and industry associations by being based in 
Ottawa. Across the country, there should be more China-
focused research chairs in such sectors as agriculture, 
forestry, mining, energy, education, technology, climate 
change, and even film and television. This expansion of the 
number of technical experts will in turn deepen and improve 
technical and academic policy analysis in the fields of 
economics, law, and business. This will allow Canada to 
better understand and comment on China as a customer and 
will allow political science experts to remain focused on 
discussing the issues impacting national security, domestic 
politics, and foreign affairs. Having parity of numbers and 
talent between the macro-level analysts and the technical-
level sector specialists will help Canada’s political and 
business leaders to make more informed long-term decisions 
while also informing the media who influence public 
sentiment and short-term government decisions.

In tactical terms, how the trade balance can be better 
balanced will require a well-funded, well-researched private- 
and public-sector blueprint to drive the next 10 years of
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engagement with China. Successful implementation of 
this blueprint will require a stronger private sector and 
greater government competency on China. A critical 
component of this implementation would mean stronger 
boots-on-the-ground engagement by Canadian firms in 
China at an appropriate level of local operations 
commensurate with their business model, financial 
capacity, and products. This presence on the ground 
would be key to mapping out the resources available in 
the region to foster success. Success within the China 
market will require more creative business structures and 
partnerships with Chinese regional partners from within 
Asia and multinational and Canadian firms already 
operating in China. Canadian executives must rethink 
profoundly the short-term and long-term implications of 
relying on the dated equity joint-venture company, now 
generally considered unsuccessful. 

The Business Council of Canada and the Canola 
Association should review the viability of expanding 
directly or indirectly proprietary resources in China. The 
Institute of Corporate Directors, along with key 
institutions like the TMX, should certify and require for 
China-dependent firms that the Board of Directors be 
able to oversee China operations but also better identify 
threats and opportunities and oversee crisis management 
in the China market. 

As a whole, federal and provincial governments should 
rethink and restructure how resources are spent on 
government trade and investment promotion. Global 
Affairs Canada, Export Development Canada, the 
Business Development Bank of Canada, and provinces 
with offices in China should not only widen their 
respective agencies and increase the number of staff that 
get posted to China but also retool their marketing 
approaches to be less about branding of the Maple Lead 
and more about transactional outcomes for Canadian 
firms. These proposed changes can be expense neutral to 
the benefit of all of these organizations and exporters. 
The China Policy Centre’s 33 Recommendations to 
Parliament16 detail these proposed changes. 

Conclusion

Canadian companies that commit to China have proven 
that they have the products and the capacity to be 
successful. Canadians must believe in the viability of 
selling both what is under our feet, such as commodities, 
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and what is in our brains, such as high-tech sectors. As China 
is poised to become a more significant global consumer 
market over the next decade, now is a key moment for 
Canadian companies to think about China market 
penetration and to raise the profile and brand recognition of 
their company’s products, services, and innovation before 
China’s growing and influential middle class. We must make 
sure that our business practices and government policy 
support industries that are competitive, and in instances 
where they are not, determine if the problem is market access 
or lack of value added on the Canadian side.

Our ability to compete in China and on the world stage is 
inextricably linked to the profitability and productivity of 
Canadian companies in the China market. It is time for 
Canada to re-examine our approach in order to better engage 
China as an increasingly important market for Canadian 
innovation, products, and services. While there are a number 
of companies who have succeeded in China, there are many 
more who have yet to explore business opportunities there, 
and their China market entry will require ample market 
intelligence and government support to position Canadian 
companies as global competitors across a broad range of 
industries. Where we don’t succeed, competitors from other 
countries will. 

Trade and diplomacy go hand-in-hand, and Canada must 
advance constructive diplomatic challenges to its 
counterparts in the Chinese government not only to take 
advantage of this opportunity to bolster Canada’s economy 
and exports by serving Chinese customers but also because 
Canada needs to have a seat at the table to ensure that 
China’s global practices as an economy and as a country not 
only follow global practices but are also mutually beneficial at 
a bilateral level. This retooling should enable Canada to 
better recognize opportunities to maximize Canadian 
profitability from business engagement with China while also 
playing a role of influence on China’s global trade and 
investment practices. 

16 https://thecic.org/recommendations-to-parliament-and-the-government-to-expand-canadas-capacity-and-diversity-of-engagement-with-china/
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