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The Ugly Canadian II — Introduction

“Many of you have worried that Canada has lost its compas-
sionate and constructive voice in the world over the past 10 years.  

Well, I have a simple message for you: on behalf of 35 million  
Canadians, we’re back.” 

— Justin Trudeau, following 2015 election

“We’re Canada and we’re here to help.”
— Justin Trudeau, 2016 address to UN General Assembly

“I guess the lesson is we shouldn’t be fooled by good-looking Lib-
erals no matter how well-spoken they are.”

— Jane Fonda, Actress and activist, January 2017

Justin Trudeau presents himself as “progressive” on foreign 
affairs. The Liberals claim to have brought Canada “back” 

after the disastrous Stephen Harper government. But, this book will 
demonstrate the opposite.

While promising to “make a real and valuable contribution 
to a more peaceful and prosperous world”, Trudeau has largely con-
tinued the Conservatives pro-corporate/empire international poli-
cies.1 The Liberals have followed the previous government’s posture 
on a wide range of issues from Russia to Palestine, Venezuela to the 
military.

In 2017 the Liberals released a defence policy that called 
for 605 more special forces, which have carried out numerous vi-
olent covert missions abroad.2 During the 2015 election campaign 
defence minister Jason Kenney said if re-elected the Conservatives 
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would add 665 members to the Canadian Armed Forces Special Op-
erations Command.3 The government’s defence policy also included 
a plan to acquire armed drones, for which the Conservatives had 
expressed support. Additionally, the Liberals re-stated the previous 
government’s commitment to spend over one hundred billion dollars 
on new fighter jets and naval ships.

The Harper regime repeatedly attacked Venezuela’s elected 
government and the Liberals ramped up that campaign. The Trudeau 
government launched an unprecedented, multipronged, effort to 
overthrow Nicolás Maduro’s government. As part of this campaign, 
they aligned with the most reactionary political forces in the region, 
targeting Cuba and recognizing a Honduran president who stole an 
election he shouldn’t have participated in. Juan Orlando Hernández’ 
presidency was the outgrowth of a military coup the Conservatives 
tacitly endorsed in 2009.

In Haiti the Liberals propped up the chosen successor of 
neo-Duvalerist President Michel Martelly who Harper helped in-
stall. Despite a sustained popular uprising against Jovenel Moïse, the 
Liberals backed the repressive, corrupt and illegitimate president.

The Trudeau government continues to justify Israeli violence 
against Palestinians and supports Israel’s illegal occupation. Isolating 
Canada from world opinion, they voted against dozens of UN res-
olutions upholding Palestinian rights backed by most of the world.

Initiated by the Conservatives, the Liberals signed off on a 
$14 billion Light Armoured Vehicle sale to Saudi Arabia. The Liber-
als followed Harper’s path of cozying up to other repressive Middle 
East monarchies, which waged war in Yemen. They also contributed 
to extending the brutal war in Syria and broke their promise to re-
start diplomatic relations with Iran, which the Conservatives severed.

The Liberals renewed Canada’s military “training” mission in 
the Ukraine, which emboldened far-right militarists responsible for 
hundreds of deaths in the east of that country. In fact, Trudeau sig-
nificantly bolstered Canada’s military presence on Russia’s doorstep. 
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Simultaneously, the Trudeau government expanded Harper’s sanc-
tions against Russia.

On China the Liberals were torn between corporate Cana-
da and militarist/pro-US forces. They steadily moved away from the 
corporate sphere and towards the militarist/US Empire standpoint. 
(During their time in office the Conservatives moved in the opposite 
direction.) Ottawa seemed to fear that peace might break out on the 
Korean Peninsula.

Trudeau backed Africa’s most bloodstained politician. 
Unlike his predecessor, Trudeau didn’t sabotage international 

climate negotiations. But the Liberals flouted their climate commit-
ments and subsidized infrastructure to expand heavy emitting fossil 
fuels.

Ignoring global inequities, the Liberals promoted the interests 
of corporations and wealth holders in various international forums. 
They backed corporate interests through trade accords, Export Devel-
opment Canada and the Trade Commissioner Service. Their support 
for SNC Lavalin also reflected corporate influence over foreign policy.

In a stark betrayal of their progressive rhetoric, the Trudeau 
regime failed to follow through on their promise to rein in Canada’s 
controversial international mining sector. Instead they mimicked the 
Conservatives’ strategy of establishing a largely toothless ombud-
sperson while openly backing brutal mining companies.

To sell their pro-corporate/empire policies the Liberals em-
braced a series of progressive slogans. As they violated international 
law and spurned efforts to overcome pressing global issues, the Lib-
erals crowed about the “international rules-based order”. Their “fem-
inist foreign policy” rhetoric rested uneasily with their militarism, 
support for mining companies and ties to misogynistic monarchies.

Notwithstanding the rhetoric, the sober reality is that 
Trudeau has largely continued Harper’s foreign policy. The “Ugly 
Canadian” continued to march across the planet, but with a prettier 
face at the helm.
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My 2012 book The Ugly Canadian: Stephen Harper’s Foreign 
Policy detailed the first six and a half years of Harper’s rule. This 
book looks at the first four years of Trudeau’s reign. I will discuss the 
many ways Canadian foreign policy under Conservative and Liberal 
governments remained the same. Support for empire and a pro-cor-
porate neoliberal economic order is the common theme that links 
the actions of conservative and self-described “progressive” prime 
ministers. I will conclude with an attempt to answer the question of 
why this is.

1   Prime Minister announces Canada’s Growth 
and Investment Strategies, Nov 15 2015 (https://
pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2015/11/15/
prime-minister-announces-canadas-growth-and-in-
vestment-strategies)
2   Yves Engler, War Crimes in the Dark: Inside 
Canada’s Special Forces, Oct 2 2015 (https://www.

counterpunch.org/2015/10/02/war-crimes-in-the-
dark-canadas-special-forces/)
3   Jason Kenney says Conservative government 
will boost special forces, Sep 26 2015 (https://www.
cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/conservative-ja-
son-kenney-regina-special-forces-1.3245266)

Introduction Notes



1. The Sun Never Sets on Canadian Military
— Hard Power

Does a country with a “progressive” foreign policy use 
military might to get its way in the world? Does it send 

troops, planes and ships thousands of kilometres away to the borders 
of countries with which it has disagreements? Does it vastly expand 
military spending, including the number of specially trained soldiers 
whose use is kept secret? Does it train with and serve under the 
world’s No. 1 military power that has nearly a thousand bases across 
the planet to protect its Empire?1

As this book went to print, Canada was not formally at war, 
but had more than 2,100 troops sprinkled across the globe.2 Accord-
ing to the Armed Forces, these soldiers were engaged in 28 interna-
tional missions.3 The two most significant missions instigated by the 
Liberals were on Russia’s doorstep and in Iraq.

The scope of the military’s international footprint was hard 
to square with the idea of a force defending Canada. That’s why mil-
itary types promote so called “forward defence”. The Liberals June 
2017 “Strong, Secure, Engaged: Canada’s Defence Policy” said Can-
ada had to “actively address threats abroad for stability at home” and 
that “defending Canada and Canadian interests … requires active 
engagement abroad.”4 That logic, of course, can be used to justify 
participating in endless US-led military endeavors.

In a major foreign policy speech the day after the launch of 
the defence policy, Chrystia Freeland said Canada required “hard 
power” and a readiness to fight wars to maintain the North Amer-
ican-led “world order”. “To put it plainly: Canadian diplomacy and 
development sometimes require the backing of hard power,” ex-
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plained the foreign minister. “Principled use of force, together with 
our allies and governed by international law, is part of our history and 
must be part of our future.”5

In the speech Freeland also praised the US’s “outsized role” 
in world affairs since World War II. “Canada is grateful, and will al-
ways be grateful, to our neighbour for the outsized role it has played 
in the world,” she noted. “And we seek and will continue to seek to 
persuade our friends that their continued international leadership is 
very much in their national interest — as well as that of the rest of 
the free world.”6

The Liberals 2017 defence policy called for a 70-per-cent 
increase in military spending over a decade.7 It re-stated the pre-
vious government’s commitment to spend more than one hundred 
billion dollars on new fighter jets and naval ships. Purchasing 15 
surface-combat vessels was alone expected to cost over $60 billion 
($100 billion over their lifecycle), making it the largest single taxpay-
er expense in Canadian history.8

These funds could pay for dozens of light rail lines across the 
country and other infrastructure required to shift off of fossil fuels. 
In that vein Canadian Voice of Women for Peace board member, Ta-
mara Lorincz, pointed out that the Liberals committed $553 billion 
in federal money to maintaining Canada’s “high-end warfighting” 
capabilities in their defence policy while the 2016 Pan-Canadian 
Framework for Clean Growth and Climate Change offered $132 
billion of new federal and provincial funds over eleven years.9

“Strong, Secure, Engaged” included a plan to acquire armed 
drones. It also called for adding 605 members to the special forces, 
which have carried out numerous violent covert missions abroad.10 
The defence review committed $1.5 billion in long-term equipment 
projects for the special forces.

Paralleling the rise of the US Cyber Command to formal 
command status, the Liberals defence policy called for expanding 
the Canadian Forces Intelligence Command’s (CFINTCOM) scope 
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and adding 300 intelligence positions. It described the need to “build 
CFINTCOM’s capacity to provide more advanced intelligence sup-
port to operations, including through an enhanced ability to fore-
cast flashpoints and emerging threats, better support next generation 
platforms and understand rapid developments in space, cyber and 
other emerging domains.”11

Unlike the Communications Security Establishment or 
CSIS, no legislation spells out the parameters of CFINTCOM’s op-
erations. Nor is there civilian oversight.12 The Chief of Defence Staff 
and military leaders are responsible for monitoring Canadian Forces 
intelligence activities.

The defence policy lauded the North American Aerospace 
Defense Command (NORAD). A Cold War agreement supposed 
to defend the two countries from an invasion by Soviet bombers 
coming from the north, NORAD’s political implications are vast. 
The accord impinges on Canadian sovereignty, influences weapons 
procurement and ties Canada to US belligerence. Through NORAD 
the CF has provided logistical support to US air strikes in Iraq, Af-
ghanistan and elsewhere.13

“Strong, Secure, Engaged” cited the importance of being “in-
teroperable”/“interoperability” with US and NATO forces at least 
19 times. At its most basic “interoperability” means the ability for 
military forces to act together seamlessly because doctrines, process-
es and equipment are compatible. But, the political implications of 
this fairly elastic military buzzword are significant. The search for 
interoperability has been used to justify participating in belligerent 
US-led missions.14

The defence policy also promoted NATO, which current-
ly encompasses 29 states. NATO intensified pressure on Ottawa to 
increase military spending and participate in wars. As its Cold War 
pretext faded further from view, NATO became more belligerent. In 
1999 Canadian fighter jets dropped 530 bombs in NATO’s illegal 
78-day bombing of Serbia. During the 2000s tens of thousands of 
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Canadian troops fought in a NATO war in Afghanistan while in 
2011 a Canadian general led NATO’s attack on Libya in which sev-
en CF-18 fighter jets and two Canadian naval vessels participated. 
In a dangerous game of brinksmanship, NATO massed troops and 
fighter jets on Russia’s border.

After French President Emanuel Macron criticized NATO 
in November 2019 Trudeau immediately defended the alliance and 
a month later declared, “for 70 years, NATO has been fundamental 
to Canada’s security and defence, and we remain committed to this 
alliance. In recent years, Canada has strengthened its engagement 
in NATO, taking on vital leadership roles. Today, Canada is leading 
NATO missions in Latvia, Iraq, and NATO maritime forces in the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea.”15

The Trudeau government announced that Canada will add 
six fighter jets and a frigate to bolster NATO’s High Readiness 
Forces. In total Canada has committed 12 CF-18 fighter jets, an ex-
peditionary air task force, a maritime patrol aircraft, three frigates, a 
submarine, a mechanized infantry battalion, a mobile hospital and a 
platoon for chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear decontam-
ination to this NATO force.16

The Trudeau government has empowered the DND-run 
Communications Security Establishment (CSE). They authorized 
CSE to carry out offensive operations “to degrade, disrupt, influ-
ence, respond to or interfere with the capabilities, intentions or ac-
tivities” of foreign actors.17 In effect, the intelligence agency could 
seek to take a government offline, shutter a power plant, knock a 
drone out of the sky, or interfere in court proceedings and elec-
tions in countries Ottawa didn’t deem “democratic.” The Liberals 
restricted CSE from offensive cyber activities that could cause in-
jury or death or “obstruct, pervert or defeat the course of justice or 
democracy.”18 But, these limitations wouldn’t apply if CSE receives 
approval from the foreign minister or conducts its cyber-attacks on 
behalf of a Canadian military operation. And CSE was allowed to 
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do “anything that is reasonably necessary to maintain the covert na-
ture of the activity.”19

Incredibly, CSE’s mandate was expanded only two years 
after former National Security Agency (NSA) contractor Edward 
Snowden’s revelations prompted US decision-makers to rein in its 
US counterpart (2015 USA Freedom Act). Instead of facing more 
stringent rules, CSE brought in a series of measures to avoid what 
the Toronto Star labeled a “Canadian Snowden”.20 According to a 
document that newspaper uncovered, the signals intelligence agency 
spent $45 million to upgrade the federal government’s Top Secret 
network to avoid “insider threats”.21 In addition to expanding CSE’s 
powers, the Liberals put up $500 million in 2017 to create a federal 
“cybersecurity” centre run by CSE.22

Supposed to be foreign-focused, CSE monitors phone calls, 
radio, microwave and satellite signals, emails, chat rooms and oth-
er forms of Internet exchanges. It engages in various forms of data 
hacking, sifting daily through millions of videos and online docu-
ments. Or as Vice reporter Patrick McGuire put it, CSE “listens in 
on phone calls and emails to secretly learn about things the Canadi-
an government wants to secretly learn about.”23

Snowden revealed that CSE hacked Mexican computers 
and spied on Brazil’s Department of Mines and Energy.24 CSE also 
planted sophisticated malware on mobile phones and hacked into 
computers abroad to attack targets without being detected.25

The agency’s website says it played a “vital role” in the 2001-
14 occupation of Afghanistan, and CSE head John Adams boasted 
that the agency was responsible for more than half the “actionable 
intelligence” Canadian soldiers used in Afghanistan. CSE also aided 
the deployment to Iraq and Syria that began in 2014.26

In April 2018 Trudeau labeled CSE “an extraordinary in-
stitution”.27 He did so after revealing a meeting of Five Eyes, the 
Canadian, US, UK, Australian and New Zealand intelligence shar-
ing arrangement.28 CSE is Canada’s main contributor to the Five 
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Eyes arrangement that monitors billions of private communications 
worldwide. Trudeau claimed the Five Eyes “keeps all of our citizens 
safe” and the 2017 defence policy labeled it “central to protecting 
Canada’s interests.”29

The Five Eyes accords are ultra-secretive and operate with 
little oversight. Snowden labeled it a “supra-national intelligence or-
ganisation that doesn’t answer to the known laws of its own coun-
tries.”30 In addition to sharing information they’ve intercepted, col-
lected, analysed and decrypted, the five signals intelligence agencies 
exchange technologies and tactics. They also cooperate on targeting 
and “standardize their terminology, codewords, intercept–handling 
procedures, and indoctrination oaths, for efficiency as well as secu-
rity.”31 CSE Special Liaison Officers are embedded with Five Eyes 
counterparts while colleagues from the US, Britain, Australia and 
New Zealand are inserted in CSE.

Five Eyes agencies help each other skirt restrictions on spy-
ing on their own citizenry. Former Solicitor-General Wayne Easter 
told the Toronto Star it was “common” for NSA “to pass on infor-
mation about Canadians” to CSE.32 Conversely, former CSE officer 
Michael Frost said NSA asked the agency to spy on US citizens.33

The Liberals seem indifferent to other damaging aspects of 
the military and militarism. They failed to stop the navy from con-
ducting live fire exercises in areas protected for endangered killer 
whales. “They closed down this area to recreational fishing to save 
the whales, and then the navy sets off phosphorus bombs and 50 
caliber guns,” said Paul Pudwell, a whale-watching captain in Sooke, 
BC, in November 2018. “They do it 20, 30 times a year. We can’t fish 
there, but you can go shoot it up?”34

Despite campaigning from animal rights activists, DND 
continues to employ animals in training and testing. In 2018 DND 
used 882 live animals, mostly rodents, for research and an undis-
closed number of larger animals to train battlefield doctors.35 Goats 
and pigs were employed to simulate blast trauma and amputations.36
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Then there are the Liberals sins of omission. Trudeau’s gov-
ernment failed to close a loophole in Canada’s appropriating leg-
islation for the Convention on Cluster Munitions. It allowed the 
Canadian Forces to participate in joint military missions alongside 
allies (the US) that use cluster bombs, which often leave unexploded 
bomblets that later wreak havoc on unintended targets. When he 
was the party’s foreign affairs critic Liberal MP Marc Garneau crit-
icized the loophole, proclaiming “you’re either against cluster bombs 
or you’re not.”37 The Liberals amended the Export and Import Per-
mits Act to make Canada eligible to join the Arms Trade Treaty 
(ATT). But, the new arms control legislation failed to require the 
tracking and publication of the value of weapons shipments to the 
US. Some claimed this was contrary to the principles of the 
ATT. Irrespective of the treaty, the omission was significant 
since most Canadian arms exports go to the US and it ’s “the 
most warlike nation in the history of the world”, in the words of 
former president Jimmy Carter.38 During discussion of the legisla-
tion the Liberals defeated an NDP motion to establish an oversight 
committee to review arms exports modeled after a similar body in the 
UK.39 The Trudeau government also rejected a June 2018 Senate hu-
man rights committee report that recommended additional controls 
on the transfer of arms by foreign customers to third parties and to 
give greater weight to human rights and international humanitarian 
law in the arms-export control system. In response Freeland wrote, 
“taking unilateral measures not aligned with the export controls of 
our allies and partners could severely limit the impact we can have in 
protecting international human rights and humanitarian law, while 
putting legitimate Canadian exporters at a significant competitive 
disadvantage.”40

The Liberals hid behind multilateral action to justify inac-
tion on arms controls. They also deflected criticism of their light ar-
moured vehicle sales to Saudi Arabia by touting their promise to ac-
cede to the ATT.41 But, the legislation they adopted to accede to the 
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ATT would probably allow another major human rights trampling 
armoured vehicle sale to the Saudi monarchy.42

In fact Trudeau’s Liberals have promoted the arms industry 
in various ways. “Strong, Secure, Engaged” called weapons manu-
facturing a “vital sector”.43 It noted: “Defence industry employees’ 
average annual salaries are almost 60 percent above the average of 
other manufacturing sector employees and close to 60 percent of de-
fence sector sales are exports. This vital sector also helps keep Cana-
da’s economy vibrant and innovative with over 30 percent of defence 
occupations in innovation-relevant science and technology-related 
fields.”

The Liberals funded previously established arms industry 
subsidy programs and initiated at least one significant new one. In 
2018 they launched the Innovation for Defence Excellence and Se-
curity (IDEaS) program. Framed as a new way to “solve specific de-
fence and security challenges”, IDEaS supported the development 
of solutions from their conceptual stage, through prototype testing 
and capability development.44 IDEaS is set to pump $1.6 billion into 
military research initiatives over 20 years.45

Sajjan repeatedly spoke at the CANSEC arms bazar in Ot-
tawa. The annual Canadian Association of Defence and Security 
Industries (CADSI) conference brought together representatives of 
arms companies, DND, other federal government departments and 
dozens of foreign governments.

The Liberals deployed ministers, diplomats, trade commis-
sioners and military members to promote international arm sales.46 
They also maintained the Defence Attaché program. Based in 30 
diplomatic posts around the world (with cross-accreditation to many 
neighbouring countries), Defence Attachés assist “Canadian defence 
manufacturers in understanding and accessing foreign defence mar-
kets … support Canadian industry at key defence industry events in 
accredited countries.”47 In other words, business as usual in the arms 
selling business.
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But the hypocrisy of the Trudeau government has been even 
worse. More than any element of their militarism, the Liberals nu-
clear weapons policy demonstrates the emptiness of their “rules-
based international order” and “progressive” foreign affairs rhetoric. 
The Liberals said they sought nuclear disarmament while largely 
ignoring international nuclear arms control efforts and promoting 
a nuclear alliance. The Liberals have ignored nuclear disarmament 
efforts supported by most countries. In July 2017 they refused to 
join 122 countries represented at the UN Conference to Negotiate a 
Legally Binding Instrument to Prohibit Nuclear Weapons, Leading 
Towards their Total Elimination.48

In June 2019 Swedish foreign minister Margot Wallström 
hosted a high-level meeting to reinvigorate nuclear disarmament 
commitments made by states party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT).49 While most of the 16 countries invited were repre-
sented by their foreign ministers, Freeland did not attend. Instead, 
the government dispatched Parliamentary Secretary for Consular 
Affairs, Pamela Goldsmith-Jones, to Stockholm.50

Similarly, they showed little interest in a November 2019 
Nonproliferation Conference in Moscow. Despite high-level repre-
sentation from many quarters, including Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov, no one from either the Canadian Embassy in Mos-
cow or Global Affairs attended.51

Reducing or eliminating the threat of nuclear weapons wasn’t 
mentioned in the Liberals 2017 defence policy (North Korean nukes 
received one mention). Instead, “Strong, Secure, Engaged” made two 
dozen references to Canada’s commitment (“unwavering”) to the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Ghastly nuclear weapons were 
fundamental to NATO’s strategic planning. According to the official 
description, “nuclear weapons are a core component of the Alliance’s 
overall capabilities.”52

Through NATO Canada has effectively committed to fight-
ing a nuclear war if any country breaches its boundaries. Addition-
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ally, the alliance does not restrict its members from using nuclear 
weapons first. Canada participated in the NATO Nuclear Planning 
Group and contributed personnel and financial support to NATO’s 
Nuclear Policy Directorate.53

While NATO maintained nuclear weapons in Turkey and 
various European countries, Canadian officials blamed Russia for 
the arms control impasse and the demise of the Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, which banned an entire class of nuclear 
weapons.54 In April 2019 Director General of International Secu-
rity Policy at Global Affairs, Cindy Termorshuizen, said, “we call 
on Russia to return to compliance with the INF Treaty.”55 But, it’s 
not clear Russia violated one of the most significant nuclear accords 
ever signed.56 The Donald Trump administration, on the other hand, 
began to develop new ground-launched intermediate-range missiles 
prohibited under the pact long before it formally withdrew from 
the INF. US military planners wanted to deploy intermediate-range 
missiles against China, which is not party to the INF.

In December 2018 Canada voted against a UN General As-
sembly resolution for “Strengthening Russian-United States Compli-
ance with Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.”57 At that vote 
Canada’s representative said Moscow’s position on the INF reflected 
its “aggressive actions in neighbouring countries and beyond.” But, it 
is Washington that broke its word in expanding NATO into Eastern 
Europe, withdrawing from the Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty in 2001 
and establishing missile ‘defence’ systems near Russia.58 As part of 
NATO, Canadian troops have been stationed on Russia’s border in 
Latvia and Ukraine, which isn’t conducive to nuclear retrenchment.

A look elsewhere also demonstrates the Liberals’ ambiva-
lence to nuclear disarmament. They strengthened the Stephen Harp-
er government’s agreement to export nuclear reactors to India, even 
though New Delhi refused to sign the NPT (India developed atomic 
weapons with Canadian technology).59 The Liberals didn’t mention 
Israel’s 100+ nuclear bombs or endorse a nuclear free Middle East.
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While Canada has never been an antinuclear country, gov-
ernments from the 1970s through the 1990s expended some polit-
ical capital on nuclear non-proliferation. While the follow-through 
was disappointing, Trudeau Père at least spoke about “suffocating” 
the nuclear arms race.60

His son, on the other hand, responded to a call to partici-
pate in a widely endorsed nuclear disarmament initiative by stating 
“there can be all sorts of people talking about nuclear disarmament, 
but if they do not actually have nuclear arms, it is sort of useless to 
have them around, talking.”61 Justin Trudeau also refused to con-
gratulate Canadian campaigner Setsuko Thurlow, a survivor of the 
atomic bombing of Hiroshima, who accepted the 2017 Nobel Peace 
Prize on behalf of the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons.62

Trudeau does not even talk the talk, let alone walk the walk 
when it comes to ending the threat of nuclear annihilation.
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2. The Canadian Munroe Doctrine
— Interfering Down South

Unfortunately, a lack of commitment to any real progres-
sive foreign policy has not been confined to militarism. 

As we shall see in this chapter, rather than a turn to the left, Trudeau’s 
Liberals have continued an empire-like “diplomatic” policy towards 
Norte Americanos’ “backyard”. 

The obvious questions to pose before getting into the sordid 
details are: Is it progressive to interfere in the political affairs of other 
countries? Should the Canadian government provide resources to 
political parties in foreign countries? If a foreign diplomat in Ottawa 
offered money and other resources to a Canadian political party how 
would we respond? Why does Canada support right wing dictators 
in Latin America but claim to “promote democracy” elsewhere?

Venezuela 
The Trudeau government has engaged in a brazen effort to 

overthrow Venezuela’s government. In a bid to elicit “regime change”, 
Ottawa worked to isolate Caracas, imposed illegal sanctions, took 
that government to the International Criminal Court, financed an 
often-unsavoury opposition and decided a marginal opposition pol-
itician was the legitimate president. 

For nearly two decades the Hugo Chavez led Bolivarian rev-
olution empowered Venezuela’s poor and working class. During its 
first 15 years substantial gains were made in public health, reducing 
illiteracy and lessening inequality.1 Even amidst a severe economic 
downturn, Nicolás Maduro’s government built three million units 
of social housing.2
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The Chavez led government/movement massively increased 
democratic space through community councils, new political parties, 
grassroots media and worker cooperatives. Between 1998 and 2018 
the Bolivarian Revolution won 19 elections.3 After almost every de-
feat, large swaths of the opposition cried foul and sought to oust the 
president through unconstitutional means. US and Canadian offi-
cials largely sided with the opposition.

Taking advantage of Chavez’ death in 2013 and a huge drop 
in the price of oil, the Barrack Obama administration instigated 
sanctions on Venezuela. Washington labeled the South American 
country a threat to US “national security”.4 Donald Trump ramped 
up sanctions and repeatedly threatened to invade.5 Concurrently, the 
opposition attempted to assassinate Maduro.6

The Bolivarian revolution and Maduro, of course, deserve 
criticism for some actions/inactions. The failure to overcome the 
country’s dependence on oil is an obvious one. Another is the Chavez/
Maduro governments’ failure to address startling levels of insecurity 
and police violence. After a presidential recall referendum was scut-
tled in 2016 and the Constituent Assembly usurped the power of the 
opposition dominated National Assembly, there were also questions 
about Maduro’s electoral bonafides.7 (Government supporters retort 
that when the opposition took control of the national assembly in 
January 2016 they sought to paralyze the government and openly 
defied the Supreme Court all the while backing violent anti-govern-
ment protests and economic sabotage.)

The May 2018 presidential election demonstrated that Madu-
ro and his PSUV party maintained considerable support. Despite the 
opposition boycott, the turnout was 40% and Maduro received a high-
er proportion of the overall vote than leaders in the US, Canada and 
elsewhere. (In 2019 Trudeau’s Liberals received 33% of the vote with 
66% of eligible voters casting their ballots, which amounted to 22% 
of the adult population. Maduro received 67% of votes cast with 41% 
of eligible voters participating, which equaled 27% of the population.)
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Despite the complicated political situation, Liberal offi-
cials leveled over the top criticism against Venezuela’s government. 
Trudeau repeatedly called Maduro a “brutal dictator” while Freeland 
said he was “robbing the Venezuelan people of their fundamental 
democratic rights.”8 The Liberals supported efforts to condemn Ven-
ezuela at the Organization of American States (OAS) and in Septem-
ber 2018 Ottawa requested the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
investigate the Maduro government. Supported by five like-minded 
South American nations, it was the first time a member state was 
brought before the ICC’s chief prosecutor by other members.9

The Liberals backed Peru’s decision to block Maduro from 
attending the April 2018 Summit of the Americas in Lima. “As Ven-
ezuela slides deeper into dictatorship, and as Venezuelans continue 
to suffer, Maduro’s participation at a hemispheric leaders’ summit 
would have been farcical,” Freeland noted.10 But, Canada’s foreign 
minister had no problem with the presence of Brazilian President 
Michel Temer, who didn’t have any pretence of electoral legitimacy. 
Nor did she oppose the participation of Honduran president Juan 
Orlando Hernandez who defied that country’s constitution in run-
ning for a second term and then ‘won’ a highly questionable elec-
tion.11 (Ottawa also stayed mum about far worse human rights vio-
lations in Mexico, Honduras and Colombia.12)

At the same time Freeland put forward impossible-to-meet 
conditions regarding the presidential election in Venezuela. After 
demanding new elections, she declared that Canada wouldn’t rec-
ognize the Spring 2018 presidential election “as they do not give 
a reasonable amount of time to ensure free and fair elections” and 
then three weeks later “demand[ed] that presidential elections be 
called with sufficient advance notice.”13 When the opposition and 
government agreed to push back the presidential election from 
April 22 to May 20, Freeland responded by tweeting “Maduro re-
gime’s decision to postpone Venezuela’s elections until May chang-
es nothing.”14
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Another demand Freeland made of the Venezuelan authori-
ties was that international observers be allowed to monitor the elec-
tion. Yet, the Venezuelan government’s vocal request for UN observ-
ers was opposed by the country’s opposition alliance.15 Behind the 
scenes the US undoubtedly lobbied the international body to reject 
Caracas’ request. (Notwithstanding the partisan attacks, Venezuela 
has had among the world’s most efficient, secure and transparent 
electoral systems.16 In 2012 former US President Jimmy Carter, then 
head of the Carter Center, stated, “as a matter of fact, of the 92 elec-
tions that we’ve monitored, I would say the election process in Ven-
ezuela is the best in the world.”17)

The third condition Freeland imposed for respecting the 
election was “that all Venezuelan political players be included in the 
election.”18 But, the Maduro government wasn’t in a position to re-
lease all those found guilty of crimes or repatriate political figures 
who fled the country to avoid criminal charges.

Ottawa founded the anti-Maduro Lima Group coalition with 
Peru. Amidst discussions between the two countries foreign ministers 
in Spring 2017, Trudeau called his Peruvian counterpart, Pedro Pablo 
Kuczynski, to “‎stress the need for dialogue and respect for the demo-
cratic rights of Venezuelan citizens, as enshrined in the charter of the 
Organization of American States and the Inter-American Democrat-
ic Charter.”19 But the Lima Group was established in August 2017 
as a structure outside of the OAS largely because that organization’s 
members refused to back Washington and Ottawa’s bid to interfere in 
Venezuelan affairs, which they believed defied the OAS’ charter.

Canada was maybe the most active member of the coalition 
of governments opposed to Venezuela’s elected government. Free-
land participated in a half dozen meetings of the Lima Group and 
she repeatedly prodded Caribbean and Central American countries 
to join the Lima Group’s anti-Maduro efforts.20 The second Lima 
Group meeting held in Toronto in October 2017 urged regional 
governments to take steps to “further isolate” Venezuela.21
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The Liberals even backed talk of an invasion other members 
opposed. Eleven of the 14 members of the Lima Group backed a 
September 2018 statement distancing the alliance from “any type of 
action or declaration that implies military intervention” after OAS 
chief Luis Almagro stated: “As for military intervention to over-
throw the Nicolas Maduro regime, I think we should not rule out 
any option … diplomacy remains the first option but we can’t ex-
clude any action.”22 Canada, Guyana and Colombia refused to crit-
icize the head of the OAS’ musings about an invasion of Venezuela.

Canadian diplomats played an important role in uniting 
large swaths of the Venezuelan opposition behind a US-backed plan 
to ratchet up tensions by proclaiming the new head of the opposi-
tion-dominated National Assembly, Juan Guaidó, president. The Ca-
nadian Press quoted a Canadian diplomat saying they helped Guaidó 
“facilitate conversations with people that were out of the country and 
inside the country” while the Globe and Mail reported that “Freeland 
spoke with Juan Guaidó to congratulate him on unifying opposition 
forces in Venezuela, two weeks before he declared himself interim 
president” in January 2019.23 Canadian diplomats spent “months”, 
reported the Canadian Press, coordinating the plan with the hard-
line opposition. In a story titled “Anti-Maduro coalition grew from 
secret talks”, the Associated Press reported on Canada’s “key role” in 
building international diplomatic support for claiming a relatively 
marginal National Assembly member was Venezuela’s president.24 
Alongside Washington and a number of right-leaning Latin Amer-
ican governments, Ottawa immediately recognized Guaidó after he 
proclaimed himself president at a rally. At the opening of the Lima 
Group meeting in Ottawa after Guaidó’s presidential declaration 
Trudeau declared, “the international community must immediately 
unite behind the interim president.”25 

The PM called the leaders of France, Spain, Paraguay, Ire-
land and Italy, International Monetary Fund and European Union 
to convince them to join Canada’s campaign against Venezuela.26 In 
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a May 2019 conversation with Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sán-
chez, Venezuela was the only subject mentioned in the official press 
release about the call.27 Venezuela was also on the agenda during 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s visit to Ottawa in April 2019. 
The post meeting release noted, “during the visit, Prime Minister 
Abe announced Japan’s endorsement of the Ottawa Declaration on 
Venezuela.”28 Produced at a February 2019 meeting of the Lima 
Group, the “Ottawa Declaration” called on Venezuela’s armed forces 
“to demonstrate their loyalty to the interim president” and remove 
the elected president.29

On April 30 Guaidó, convicted opposition politician Leop-
oldo Lopez and others sought to stoke a military uprising in Cara-
cas. Hours into the early morning effort Freeland tweeted, “watching 
events today in Venezuela very closely. The safety and security of 
Juan Guaidó and Leopoldo López must be guaranteed. Venezuelans 
who peacefully support Interim President Guaidó must do so with-
out fear of intimidation or violence.”30 She followed that up with a 
statement to the press noting, “Venezuelans are in the streets today 
demonstrating their desire for a return to democracy even in the face 
of a violent crackdown. Canada commends their courage and we call 
on the Maduro regime to step aside now.”31 Then Freeland put out a 
video calling on Venezuelans to rise up and requested an emergency 
video conference meeting of the Lima Group.32 Later that evening 
the coalition issued a statement labeling the attempted putsch an 
effort “to restore democracy” and demanded the military “cease be-
ing instruments of the illegitimate regime for the oppression of the 
Venezuelan people.”33

After he was officially dethroned as leader of Venezuela’s 
national assembly (the matter was contested) in January 2020. Two 
weeks later Guaidó sought to reaffirm his international backing. 
Guaidó was fêted in Ottawa, meeting the Prime Minister, interna-
tional development minister and foreign minister. Trudeau declared, 
“I commend Interim President Guaidó for the courage and leader-
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ship he has shown in his efforts to return democracy to Venezuela, 
and I offer Canada’s continued support.”34

Over a two-year period, Ottawa severed diplomatic rela-
tions with Caracas. In December 2017 Venezuela declared Canada’s 
chargé d’affaires in Caracas, Craib Kowalik, persona non grata. In 
making the announcement, the president of the National Constit-
uent Assembly, Delcy Rodriguez, denounced Kowalik’s “permanent 
and insistent, rude and vulgar interference in the internal affairs of 
Venezuela.”35 Ottawa declared Venezuela’s top diplomat persona 
non grata in response. In June 2019 Canada’s resident embassy in 
Caracas was closed.

Following Washington’s lead, Ottawa imposed four rounds 
of sanctions on Venezuelan officials.36 In September 2017 the elected 
president, vice president, head of the electoral board and 37 other of-
ficials had their assets in Canada frozen and Canadians were barred 
from having financial relations with these individuals. On April 15, 
2019, Freeland announced the fourth round of sanctions. Forty-three 
individuals were added to the list of 70 leaders Canada had already 
sanctioned. CBC reported that the latest round of sanctions were 
designed to “punish Venezuelan judges who rubber-stamped Madu-
ro’s moves” and “lower-ranking police officials who took prominent 
roles in suppressing the attempt by Venezuela’s opposition to bring 
humanitarian aid into the country on February 23.”37 But, the real 
objective of the sanctions was to help squeeze the economy to pre-
cipitate regime change. While ostensibly targeted at individuals, Ca-
nadian sanctions deterred companies from doing business in Vene-
zuela. They also helped legitimate more devastating US actions.

The Venezuelan government responded to Canadian sanc-
tions by denouncing Ottawa’s “alliance with war criminals that have 
declared their intention to destroy the Venezuelan economy to inflict 
suffering on the people and loot the country’s riches.”38 A Center for 
Economic and Policy Research report gave credence to this perspec-
tive. Written by Jeffrey Sachs and Mark Weisbrot, “Economic Sanc-
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tions as Collective Punishment: The Case of Venezuela” concluded 
that 40,000 Venezuelans may have died in 2017 and 2018 as a result 
of US sanctions.39 A July 2019 Financial Times story titled “Vene-
zuela sanctions fuel famine fears” and a New York Times op-ed that 
month titled “Misguided sanctions hurt Venezuelans” highlighted 
their growing impact.

Unilateral sanctions violate the UN charter and the UN Hu-
man Rights Council passed a resolution condemning the economic 
sanctions the US and Canada adopted against Venezuela.40 It urged 
“states to refrain from imposing unilateral coercive measures (and) 
condemns the continued unilateral application and enforcement by 
certain powers of such measures as tools of political or economic 
pressure.”41 For its part, Caracas called Canada’s move a “blatant vio-
lation of the most fundamental rules of International Law.”42

After a meeting with Canadian officials in August 2019 
Donald Trump’s special representative for Venezuela, Elliott Abrams, 
told CBC’s Power & Politics they strategized on how to convince 
the European Union to impose sanctions. “We both agreed that it 
would be really helpful if the EU would follow Canada and the U.S. 
in imposing sanctions on the Maduro regime,” Abrams said.43

Throughout their time in office the Liberals have encouraged 
Canadian diplomats to play up human rights violations in Venezue-
la. A 27-page Global Affairs report uncovered by the Globe and Mail 
noted, “Canada should maintain the embassy’s prominent position 
as a champion of human-rights defenders.” Alluding to the hostility 
engendered by its interference in that country’s affairs, the partially 
redacted 2017 report recommended that Canadian officials also “de-
velop and implement strategies to minimize the impact of attacks 
by the government in response to Canada’s human rights statements 
and activities.”44

Ottawa worked to amplify oppositional voices inside Ven-
ezuela. In August 2017 outgoing Canadian ambassador Ben Row-
swell told the Ottawa Citizen: “We established quite a significant 
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internet presence inside Venezuela, so that we could then engage 
tens of thousands of Venezuelan citizens in a conversation on human 
rights. We became one of the most vocal embassies in speaking out 
on human rights issues and encouraging Venezuelans to speak out
.”45 (Can you imagine the hue and cry if a Russian ambassador said 
something similar about Canada?)

During Rowswell’s tenure at the embassy Canada financed 
NGOs with the expressed objective of embarrassing the government 
internationally. According to the government’s response to a July 
2017 Standing Senate Committee on Foreign Affairs and Inter-
national Trade report on Venezuela, “CFLI [Canadian Funding to 
Local Initiatives] programming includes support for a local NGO 
documenting the risks to journalists and freedom of expression in 
Venezuela, in order to provide important statistical evidence to the 
national and international community on the worsening condition 
of basic freedoms in the country.”46 Another CFLI initiative funded 
during Rowswell’s tenure in Caracas “enabled Venezuelan citizens 
to anonymously register and denounce corruption abuses by gov-
ernment officials and police through a mobile phone application.”47

In line with its policy of amplifying oppositional voices, 
the Canadian Embassy in Caracas co-sponsored an annual Human 
Rights Award with the Centro para la Paz y los Derechos Humanos 
whose director, Raúl Herrera, repeatedly denounced the Venezuelan 
government. In late 2017 Herrera said, “the Venezuelan State sys-
tematically and repeatedly violates the Human Rights of Venezue-
lans and political prisoners.”48

The “Human Rights Prize” was designed to amplify and be-
stow legitimacy on anti-government voices. The winner received a 
“tour of several cities in Venezuela to share his or her experienc-
es with other organizations promoting human rights” and a trip to 
Canada to meet with “human rights authorities and organizations.”49 
They generally presented to Canadian Parliamentary Committees 
and garnered media attention. The Venezuelan NGOs most quoted 
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in the Canadian media criticizing the country’s human rights situa-
tion — Provea, Foro Penal, CODEVIDA, Observatorio Venezolano 
de la Conflictividad, Observatorio Venezolano de Prisiones, etc. — 
had been formally recognized by the Canadian embassy.

In March 2018 the embassy gave its human rights prize to 
Francisco Valencia, director of the Coalición de Organizaciones por 
el Derecho a la Salud y la Vida (CODEVIDA). Numerous media 
outlets reported on the award given to an aggressive opponent of the 
Venezuelan government.50 “I believe that we are facing a criminal 
State”, Valencia told Crisis en Venezuela.51 In July 2018 Valencia 
spoke in Ottawa and was profiled by the Globe and Mail. “Canada ac-
tually is, in my view, the country that denounced the most the viola-
tion of human rights in Venezuela … and was the most helpful with 
financing towards humanitarian issues,” explained Valencia, who also 
told that paper he was “the target of threats from the government.”52

In another example of an anti-government figure invited to 
Ottawa, the former mayor of metropolitan Caracas, Antonio Ledez-
ma, called for “humanitarian intervention” before the Subcommittee 
on International Human Rights of the Standing Committee on For-
eign Affairs and International Development.53 In September 2018 
Ledezma said, “if the international community does not urgently 
activate the principle of humanitarian intervention for Venezuela — 
which developed the concept of the responsibility to protect — they 
will have to settle for sending Venezuelans a resolution of condo-
lence with which we will not revive the thousands of human beings 
who will lose their lives in the middle of this genocide sponsored 
by Maduro.”54 In November of the previous year Ledezma escaped 
house arrest and fled the country.55

Ottawa allied with some of the most anti-democratic, hard-
line and electorally marginal elements of Venezuela’s opposition. 
Guaidó’s Voluntad Popular (VP) party repeatedly instigated violent 
protests. Not long after the Democratic Unity Roundtable oppo-
sition coalition presidential candidate Henrique Capriles effective-
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ly conceded defeat in January 2014, VP leader Leopoldo López 
launched La Salida (exit/departure) in a bid to oust Maduro. VP 
activists formed the shock troops of “guarimbas” protests that left 43 
Venezuelans dead, 800 hurt and a great deal of property damaged 
in 2014.56 Dozens more were killed in a new wave of VP backed 
protests in 2017.

Effective at stoking violence, VP failed to win many votes. 
It took eight per cent of the seats in the 2015 elections that saw the 
opposition win control of the National Assembly.57 With 14 out of 
167 deputies in the Assembly, it won the fourth most seats in the 
Democratic Unity Roundtable coalition.58 In the December 2012 
regional elections VP was the sixth most successful party and did 
little better in the next year’s municipal elections.

VP was founded at the end of 2009 by López who “has long 
had close contact with American diplomats”, reported the Wall Street 
Journal.59 A great-great-grand nephew of independence leader Simón 
Bolívar, grandson of a former cabinet member and great-grandson 
of a president, López was schooled at Harvard’s Kennedy School 
of Government.60 Between 2000 and 2008 López was the relatively 
successful and popular mayor of the affluent 65,000 person Caracas 
municipality of Chacao.

During the 2002 military coup López “orchestrated the 
public protests against Chávez and he played a central role in the 
citizen’s arrest of Chavez’s interior minister.”61 He was given a 13-
year jail sentence for inciting and planning violence during the 2014 
“guarimbas” protests.62

Canadian officials had significant contact with López’s em-
issaries and party. The Canadian embassy in Caracas worked with 
VP officials pushing for the overthrow of the elected government. 
The leader of VP in Yaracuy state, Gabriel Gallo, was runner-up for 
the embassy’s 2015 human rights award.63 A coordinator of the Foro 
Penal NGO, Gallo was also photographed with ambassador Ben 
Rowswell at the embassy’s 2017 human rights prize ceremony.64
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Throughout the Liberals time in office a slew of VP repre-
sentatives came to Ottawa. In May 2017 Trudeau met Lilian Tintori, 
wife of VP leader López. Tintori acted as an emissary for Lopez 
who couldn’t travel to Ottawa because he was convicted of inciting 
violence during the “guarimbas” protests in 2014. 

Three months earlier Tintori met US President Donald 
Trump and The Guardian reported on her role in building inter-
national support for the plan to anoint VP deputy Guaidó interim 
president.65 

In response, Venezuela’s foreign affairs minister Delcy Ro-
dríguez described Tintori as an “agent of intervention” who claims 
the “false position of victim” while she’s aligned with “fascist” forces 
in Venezuela.66 According to a series of reports, Lopez was the key 
Venezuelan organizer of the plan to anoint Guaidó interim presi-
dent.67

Canada strengthened VP’s hardline position within the op-
position. A February Wall Street Journal article titled “‘What the Hell 
Is Going On?’ How a Small Group Seized Control of Venezuela’s 
Opposition” noted that leading opposition figures on stage with 
Guaidó when he declared himself interim president had no idea of 
his plan despite it being reliant on the Democratic Unity Roundta-
ble’s agreement to rotate the National Assembly presidency within 
the coalition.68 (VP’s turn came due in January 2019).

Presumably, Canada’s “special coordinator for Venezuela” 
worked with the opposition. Canadian taxpayers paid hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to a hardline pro-corporate, pro-Washington, 
former diplomat to coordinate the Liberal government’s bid to oust 
Venezuela’s government.

In 2019 Global Affairs Canada tendered an 11-month 
$200,000 contract for an individual to coordinate its bid to oust 
Maduro. According to buyandsell.gc.ca, the Special Advisor on Ven-
ezuela needs to be able to: “Use your network of contacts to advocate 
for expanded support to pressure the illegitimate government to re-
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turn constitutional order. Use your network of civil society contacts 
on the ground in Venezuela to advance priority issues (as identified 
by civil society/Government of Canada). Must have valid Govern-
ment of Canada personnel TOP SECRET security clearance.”69

From fall 2017 through 2019 Allan Culham was the Liber-
als’ Special Advisor on Venezuela. Culham was a former Canadian 
ambassador to Venezuela, El Salvador, Guatemala and the Organi-
zation of American States. During his time as ambassador to Ven-
ezuela from 2002 to 2005 Culham was hostile to Hugo Chavez’s 
government. According to a WikiLeaks publication of US diplo-
matic messages, “Canadian Ambassador Culham expressed surprise 
at the tone of Chavez’s statements during his weekly television and 
radio show ‘Hello President’ on February 15 [2004]. Culham ob-
served that Chavez’s rhetoric was as tough as he had ever heard him. 
‘He sounded like a bully,’ said Culham, more intransigent and more 
aggressive.”70

The US cable quoted Culham criticizing the national elec-
toral council and speaking positively about the group overseeing a 
presidential recall referendum targeting Chavez. “Culham added that 
Sumate is impressive, transparent, and run entirely by volunteers”, it 
noted. The name of then head of Súmate, Maria Corina Machado, 
was on a list of people who endorsed the April 2002 military coup 
against Chavez, for which she faced charges of treason.71 She de-
nied signing the now infamous Carmona Decree that dissolved the 
National Assembly and Supreme Court and suspended the elected 
government, attorney general, comptroller general, and governors as 
well as mayors elected during Chavez’s administration.72 It also an-
nulled land reforms and reversed increases in royalties paid by oil 
companies.

After retiring from the civil service in 2015 Culham de-
scribed his affinity for another leading hard-line opposition leader. 
Canada’s Special Advisor on Venezuela wrote, “I met [Leopoldo] 
López when he was the mayor of the Caracas municipality of Cha-
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cao where the Canadian Embassy is located. He too became a good 
friend and a useful contact in trying to understand the many political 
realities of Venezuela.”73 But, López also endorsed the failed 2002 
coup against Chavez and was convicted of inciting violence during 
the deadly 2014 “guarimbas” protests that sought to oust Maduro.

In his role as Canada’s ambassador to the OAS Culham 
repeatedly took positions viewed as hostile by the Chavez/Mad-
uro governments.74 When Chavez fell gravely ill in 2013, he pro-
posed the OAS send a mission to study the situation, which then 
Vice-president Maduro described as a “miserable” intervention in 
the country’s affairs.75 Culham’s comments on the 2014 “guarimbas” 
protests and support for Machado speaking at the OAS were also 
unpopular with Caracas.76

At the OAS Culham criticized other left-of-centre govern-
ments. He blamed elected President Rafael Correa for supposedly 
closing “democratic space” in Ecuador, not long after a failed coup 
attempt in 2010. When describing the Honduran military’s over-
throw of social democratic president Manuel Zelaya in 2009 Cul-
ham refused to employ the term coup and instead described it as a 
“political crisis”.77

In June 2012, the left-leaning president of Paraguay, Fernan-
do Lugo, was ousted in what some called an “institutional coup”. Up-
set with Lugo for disrupting 61-years of one-party rule, Paraguay’s 
ruling class claimed he was responsible for a murky incident that left 
17 peasants and police dead and the senate voted to impeach the 
president. The vast majority of countries in the hemisphere refused 
to recognize the new government. The Union of South American 
Nations (UNASUR) suspended Paraguay’s membership after Lu-
go’s ouster, as did the MERCOSUR trading bloc. A week after the 
coup Culham participated in an OAS mission that many member 
countries opposed.78 Largely designed to undermine those countries 
calling for Paraguay’s suspension from the OAS, delegates from the 
US, Canada, Haiti, Honduras and Mexico traveled to Paraguay to 
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investigate Lugo’s removal from office. The delegation concluded 
that the OAS should not suspend Paraguay, which displeased many 
South American countries.

Four years later Culham still blamed Lugo for his ouster. 
He wrote: “President Lugo was removed from office for ‘dereliction 
and abandonment of duty’ in the face of rising violence and street 
protests (that his government was itself instigating through his in-
flammatory rhetoric) over the issue of land rights. Violence in both 
the countryside and the streets of Asuncion threatened to engulf 
Paraguay’s already fragile democratic institutions. Lugo’s impeach-
ment and removal from office by the Paraguayan Congress, later 
ratified by the Supreme Court, launched a firestorm of protest and 
outrage amongst the presidents of Paraguay’s neighbours. Presidents 
Rousseff of Brazil, Hugo Chavez of Venezuela and Cristina Kirch-
ner of Argentina, were the chief defenders of Lugo’s right to remain 
in office.”79

After retiring from the civil service Culham became more 
candid about his hostility to those trying to overcome extreme power 
imbalances in the hemisphere, decrying “the nationalist, bombastic 
and populist rhetoric that many leaders of Latin America have used 
to great effect over the last 15 years.”80 For Culham, “the Bolivarian 
Alliance … specialized in sowing its own divisive ideology and its 
hopes for a revolutionary ‘class struggle’ across the hemisphere.”81

Culham praised the defeat of Cristina Kirchner in Argentina 
and Dilma Rousseff Brazil. In a 2015 piece titled “So long, Kirch-
ners” he wrote, “the Kirchner era in Argentine politics and econom-
ics is thankfully coming to an end.”82 (Kirchner won re-election as 
vice president in October 2019.) The next year Culham criticized 
Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff ’s bid to have UNASUR chal-
lenge her impeachment, which he celebrated as “a sign of change in 
Latin America”.83

Culham denounced regional integration efforts. In a long 
February 2016 Senate foreign affairs committee discussion of Ar-
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gentina, he denounced diplomatic forums set up by Brazil, Ecuador, 
Bolivia, Argentina, Venezuela and others to break from US domi-
nation of the region.84 “Since I’m no longer a civil servant”, Culham 
stated, “I will say that CELAC [Community of Latin American and 
Caribbean States] is not a positive organization within the Ameri-
cas. Mainly because it’s built on the principle of exclusion. It pur-
posefully excludes Canada and United States. It was the product of 
President Chavez and the Chavista Bolivarian revolution.”85 Every 
single country in the hemisphere except for Canada and the US were 
members of CELAC.

Culham criticized left-wing governments’ positions at the 
US dominated OAS. Culham bemoaned the “negative influence 
ALBA [Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of our America] coun-
tries have brought to the OAS” and said Argentina “often sided with 
Bolivarian revolution members” in their “negative agenda” at the 
OAS, which he called “very close to my heart”.86 In his comments 
to the Senate committee Culham criticized Kirchner for failing to 
pay the full price to US “vulture funds”, which bought up the coun-
try’s debt at a steep discount after it defaulted in 2001. He described 
Kirchner’s refusal to bow down to highly predatory hedge funds as 
a threat to the “Toronto Stock Exchange” and labeled a Scotia Bank 
claim from the 2001 financial crisis a “bilateral irritant” for Canada.87

Culham presumably coordinated with the Venezuela Task 
Force at Global Affairs. In a further sign of the brazenness of their 
campaign to oust Maduro’s government, the Professional Associa-
tion of Foreign Service Officers gave Patricia Atkinson, Head of the 
Venezuela Task Force at Global Affairs, its Foreign Service Officers 
award in June 2019.88 The write-up explained, “Patricia, and the su-
perb team she assembled and led, supported the Minister’s engage-
ment and played key roles in the substance and organization of 11 
meetings of the 13 country Lima group which coordinates action 
on Venezuela. She assisted in developing three rounds of sanctions 
against the regime.”89
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As part of their campaign against Maduro Canadian officials 
echoed the language of the US Monroe Doctrine. Freeland justified 
Canada’s aggressive interference in Venezuela’s affairs by saying “this 
is our neighbourhood” while Trudeau’s personal representative for 
the G7 Summits and appointee to the Senate, Peter Boehm told 
CBC, “this is our backyard, the Western hemisphere. We have a role 
here.”90

Describing Latin America as “our backyard” is the language 
favoured by so-called Ugly American politicians seeking to assert the 
Monroe Doctrine. Latin Americans should beware of the emergence 
of Ugly Canadians promoting the “Trudeau Doctrine”.

***
The Liberal government’s hypocrisy regarding “democracy 

promotion” in Latin America has been head spinning. On numerous 
occasions Trudeau officials cited “the need to respect the Venezuelan 
Constitution” to justify their campaign to recognize Guaidó as Ven-
ezuela’s president. Trudeau even responded to someone who yelled 
“hands off Venezuela” at a town hall by lecturing the audience on 
article 233 of the Venezuelan constitution, which the PM claimed 
made the head of the National Assembly president.91 It didn’t.92

As Trudeau lectured audiences on the need to uphold Vene-
zuela’s constitution, the Liberals recognized a completely illegitimate 
president in Honduras. What’s more, they formally allied with that 
government in demanding Venezuela’s president follow their errone-
ous reading of that country’s constitution.

In November 2017 Ottawa’s Lima Group ally Juan Orlando 
Hernandez ( JOH) defied the Honduran constitution to run for a 
second term. At Hernandez’ request the four Supreme Court mem-
bers appointed by his National Party overruled an article in the con-
stitution explicitly prohibiting re-election.93

(In 2009 Ottawa backed the Honduran military’s remov-
al of elected president Manuel Zelaya, which was justified on the 
grounds he was seeking to defy the constitution by running for a 
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second term.94 In fact, the social democratic president simply put 
forward a plan to hold a non-binding public poll on whether to hold 
consultations to reopen the constitution.)

JOH then ‘won’ a highly questionable poll.95 With 70 per 
cent of votes counted opposition candidate Salvador Nasralla led by 
five-points.96 The electoral council then went silent for 36 hours and 
when reporting resumed JOH had a small lead.

In the three weeks between the election and JOH’s offi-
cial proclamation as president, government forces killed at least 
30 pro-democracy demonstrators in the Central American coun-
try of nine million.97 More than a thousand were detained under a 
post-election state of emergency. Many of those jailed for protest-
ing the electoral fraud, including prominent activist Edwin Espinal, 
who married Canadian human rights campaigner Karen Spring, re-
mained in jail for over a year.

Ottawa immediately endorsed the electoral farce in Hon-
duras. Following Washington, Global Affairs tweeted that Canada 
“acknowledges confirmation of Juan Orlando Hernandez as Presi-
dent of Honduras.”98 Tyler Shipley, author of Ottawa and Empire: 
Canada and the Military Coup in Honduras, responded: “Wow, Can-
ada sinks to new lows with this. The entire world knows that the 
Honduran dictatorship has stolen an election, even the OAS (an 
organization which skews right) has demanded that new elections 
be held because of the level of sketchiness here. And — as it has 
for over eight years — Canada is at the forefront of protecting and 
legitimizing this regime built on fraud and violence. Even after all 
my years of research on this, I’m stunned that Freeland would go 
this far; I expected Canada to stay quiet until JOH had fully consol-
idated his power. Instead Canada is doing the heavy lifting of that 
consolidation.”99

After JOH stole an election that he shouldn’t have been able 
to participate in the Trudeau government continued to work with 
his government. I found no indication that Canadian aid — Otta-
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wa’s largest bilateral aid program in Central America — had been 
reduced and Canadian diplomats repeatedly met Honduran rep-
resentatives.100 JOH’s foreign minister, Maria Dolores Aguero, at-
tended the September 2018 Women Foreign Ministers’ Meeting the 
Liberals organized in Montreal.101 For his part, Trudeau was photo-
graphed with the Honduran foreign minister at the February 2019 
Lima Group meeting in Ottawa.102

Canadian diplomats lauded the “bonds of friendship be-
tween the governments of Canada and Honduras” and “excellent 
relations that exist between both countries.”103 Canadian ambassa-
dor James K. Hill retweeted a US Embassy statement noting, “we 
congratulate the President Juan Orlando Hernandez for taking the 
initiative to reaffirm the commitment of his administration to fight 
against corruption and impunity” through an OAS initiative.104

(Honduran officials spoke of the legitimacy they gained from 
Canadian support. When an Al Jazeera documentary maker ques-
tioned the Honduran Attorney General’s office about why it refused 
to agree to a truly independent investigation into the 2016 murder 
of world-renowned Indigenous leader Berta Cáceres the official re-
plied: “Many governments do trust the work that we’re doing. The 
EU trusts us, the US trusts us, Canada trusts us. They’re supporting 
us in the technical parts of the investigation and with funds. So we 
believe that if all these governments and agencies believe in us, it’s 
because we’re doing things well.”105)

While they praised JOH’s fight against impunity, Trudeau 
officials refused repeated requests by Canadian activists and relatives 
to help secure Edwin Espinal’s release from prison. In response to 
their indifference to Espinal’s plight, Rights Action director Gra-
hame Russell wrote, “have the Canadian and U.S. governments sim-
ply agreed not to criticize the Honduran regime’s appalling human 
rights record … in exchange for Honduras agreeing to be a ‘demo-
cratic ally’ in the U.S. and Canadian-led efforts at forced government 
change in Venezuela?”106
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Why the great concern for Venezuela’s constitution and 
indifference to that of Honduras? Why didn’t Trudeau recognize 
Salvador Nasralla as president of Honduras? Nasralla’s claim to his 
country’s presidency was far more legitimate than Guaidó’s.

If it didn’t put lives at risk, the blatant hypocrisy in Trudeau 
allying with the illegitimate president of Honduras to demand Ven-
ezuela succumb to their interpretation of that country’s constitution 
would be amusing.

***
In their campaign against Venezuela’s government the Lib-

erals were willing to squeeze Cuba. In May 2019 the Canadian 
Embassy in Havana closed its Immigration, Refugees and Citizen-
ship section. This forced most Cubans wanting to visit Canada or 
get work/study permits to travel to a Canadian embassy in anoth-
er country to submit their documents. In some cases, Cubans had 
to travel to another country twice to submit information to enter 
Canada.107 The draconian measure immediately undercut cultural 
exchanges and family visits.108

It’s rare for an embassy to simply eliminate visa processing, 
but what prompted the measure was the stuff of science fiction. Can-
ada’s embassy staff was cut in half in January 2019 after diplomats 
became ill following a mysterious ailment that felled US diplomats 
sent to Cuba after Donald Trump’s election.109 Four months after the 
first US diplomats (apparently) became ill US ambassador Jeffrey 
DeLaurentis met his Canadian, British and French counterparts to 
ask if any of their staff were sick. According to a New York Times 
Magazine story, “none knew of any similar experiences afflicting 
their officials in Cuba. But after the Canadian ambassador notified 
his staff, 27 officials and family members there asked to be tested. 
Twelve were found to be suffering from a variety of symptoms, sim-
ilar to those experienced by the Americans.”110

With theories ranging from “mass hysteria” to the sounds of 
“Indies short-tailed crickets” to an “outbreak of functional disorders”, 
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the medical questions remained largely unresolved.111 The politics of 
the affair were far clearer. In response, the Trump Administration 
withdrew most of its embassy staff in Havana and expelled Cuban 
diplomats from Washington. They rolled back measures the Obama 
Administration instituted to re-engage with Cuba and then imple-
mented an extreme measure even the George W. Bush administra-
tion shied away from.

Ottawa followed along partly because it committed to over-
throwing Venezuela’s government and an important talking point 
of the anti-Maduro coalition was that Havana propped him up. On 
May 3, 2019, three days after a failed military uprising in Venezuela, 
Trudeau called Cuban president Miguel Díaz-Canel to pressure him 
to join Ottawa’s effort to oust President Maduro. The release noted, 
“the Prime Minister, on behalf of the Lima Group, underscored the 
desire to see free and fair elections and the constitution upheld in 
Venezuela.”112 Four days later Freeland added to the diplomatic pres-
sure on Havana. She told reporters, “Cuba needs to not be part of the 
problem in Venezuela, but become part of the solution.”113 A week 
later Freeland visited Cuba to discuss Venezuela.

In an article titled “Canada at odds with Cuban ‘ally’ over 
Maduro’s fate” Freeland told CBC that Cuba’s role in Venezuela was 
“concerning” and that “we have heard directly from the Venezuelan 
opposition that they’re concerned by the role that some Cubans are 
playing in their country.”114

In May 2019 Freeland talked with US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo about Venezuela and Cuba. Afterwards the State De-
partment tweeted, “Secretary Pompeo spoke with Canada’s Foreign 
Minister Freeland to discuss ongoing efforts to restore democracy in 
Venezuela. The Secretary and Foreign Minister agreed to continue 
working together to press the Cuban regime to provide for a demo-
cratic and prosperous future for the people of Cuba.”115

Ottawa supported putting pressure on Cuba in the hopes 
of further isolating/demonizing the Maduro government. But, the 
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Trudeau government was simultaneously uncomfortable with how 
the US campaign against Cuba threatened the interests of some Ca-
nadian-owned businesses.

The other subject atop the Liberal agenda with regards to 
Havana was Washington’s decision to allow lawsuits for proper-
ty confiscated after the 1959 Cuban revolution. In mid-2019 the 
Trump Administration activated a section of the Helms-Burton Act 
that permitted Cubans and US citizens to sue foreign companies 
doing business in Cuba over property nationalized decades ago.116 
The move could trigger billions of dollars in legal claims in US courts 
against Canadian and European businesses operating on the island.

Obviously, Canadian firms that extract Cuban minerals and 
deliver over a million vacationers to the Caribbean country each year 
don’t want to be sued in US courts.117 They want Ottawa’s back-
ing, but the Trudeau government’s response to Washington’s move 
was relatively muted, which spoke to Ottawa’s commitment to over-
throwing Venezuela’s government.

In October 2019 the Toronto Star reported on a “Toronto 
food truck caught up in Trump’s battle with Cuba.”118 Little Havana 
sold Cuban coffee purchased in Canada to Canadians. But, its pay-
ment processing firm had an account with US-based bank J.P. Mor-
gan Chase so it suddenly stopped receiving its electronic payments. 
The legal battle cost the small food truck $14,000.

***
The contrast between the Liberals response to the govern-

ments in Haiti and Venezuela also highlights the Trudeau govern-
ment’s pro-empire hypocrisy.

Venezuela was a deeply divided society. Maybe a quarter of 
Venezuelans wanted the president removed by (almost) any means. 
A similar proportion backed Maduro. A larger share of the popula-
tion oscillated between these two poles, though generally preferring 
the president to opposition forces that supported economic sanc-
tions and a possible invasion.
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Unlike Venezuela, Haiti was not divided. Basically, everyone 
wanted president Jovenel Moïse to go. Reliable polling was limited, 
but an October 2019 poll found that 81% of Haitians wanted the 
president to leave.119 Many were strongly committed to that view, 
which is why the country’s urban areas were paralyzed by a half doz-
en general strikes between July 2018 and late 2019.

So what was Ottawa’s response to the popular protests in 
Haiti? Did Global Affairs release statements supporting the will of 
the people? Did Canada build a regional coalition to remove the 
president? Did Canada’s PM call other international leaders to lobby 
them to join his effort to remove Haiti’s President? Did they make a 
major aid announcement designed to elicit regime change? Did they 
ask the International Criminal Court to investigate the Haitian gov-
ernment? Did Trudeau call the Haitian President a “brutal dictator”?

In fact, it was the exact opposite to the situation in Venezu-
ela. The only reason the Haitian president was able to hang on was 
because of support from Canada, the US and other members of the 
so-called “Core Group” of “Friends of Haiti” (France, Brazil, Germa-
ny, the EU and OAS).

Canada provided financial, diplomatic and policing assis-
tance to the neo-Duvalerists subjugating Haiti’s impoverished mass-
es. In October 2019 Le Devoir reported that Canada had given $702 
million in “aid” to Haiti since 2016.120 Earlier in 2019 international 
development minister Marie-Claude Bibeau, who traveled to Haiti 
on multiple occasions, said “Haiti is one of the biggest development 
programs we have. Our ambassador in Port-au-Prince is in constant 
contact with the government.”121

Alongside financial support, the Liberals provided diplomat-
ic backing. Trudeau met Moïse at the Summit of the Americas in 
April 2018 and Moïse’s Prime Minister Jean Henry Ceant in Ottawa 
in December 2018.122 According to the post-meeting press release, 
Trudeau “took the opportunity to convey his support for current ef-
forts of the Haitian government to promote political dialogue.”123 
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Before leaving on a February 2018 trip, which included a meeting 
with Moïse, Bibeau told CBC, “it’s a new president and we want to 
support him.”124

In January 2017 Dion and Bibeau “warmly congratulated Jo-
venel Moïse on his election” and declared it “essential that the Hai-
tian political actors respect the definitive results of the presidential 
election.”125 But, the president’s claim to legitimacy was paper-thin. 
Moïse assumed the job through voter suppression and electoral 
fraud.126 Barely one in five eligible voters took part in the 2016 pres-
idential election and, even according to official figures, Moïse only 
received 600,000 votes in a country of over 10 million.127

Canada’s ambassador in Port-au-Prince visited Moïse when 
the president faced massive pressure to resign.128 While a strike par-
alyzed the capital in November 2018 André Frenette met Céant 
with other Core Group diplomats to “express their support to the 
government.”129 During an even more intense upsurge in protest in 
October 2019, a new Canadian ambassador, Stuart Savage, was ac-
credited and reportedly “renewed Canada’s commitment to continue 
to accompany President Jovenel Moïse.”130

Canadian officials put out a stream of statements defending 
Moïse. In November 2018 Bibeau‏ declared a desire to “come to the 
aid” of the Haitian government and three months later she attacked 
the popular revolt.131 When asked by TVA “the demonstrators de-
mand the resignation of the president. What is Canada’s position on 
this issue?” Bibeau responded, “the violence must stop; we will not 
come to a solution in this way.”132 But, the violence was overwhelm-
ingly meted it out by the Canadian-backed regime.

Through Core Group statements Ottawa backed Moise, 
blaming the protesters for Canadian trained and financed police fir-
ing on them. A November 2018 statement read, “the group recalls 
that acts of violence seeking to provoke the resignation of legitimate 
authorities have no place in the democratic process.”133 Their decla-
ration continued, “the members of the group recall the democratic 
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legitimacy of the government of Haiti and elected institutions and 
that in a democracy, change must be through the ballot box and not 
by violence.”

Canadian officials regularly promoted and applauded a po-
lice force that was responsible for many abuses. During his first year 
as ambassador beginning in late 2017 Frenette attended more than a 
half dozen of their events and repeatedly tweeted praise for the po-
lice. “Canada has long stood with the HNP [Haitian national police] 
to ensure the safety of Haitians and we are very proud of it,” Frenette 
noted in April 2018.134 In another tweet he wrote, “very proud to 
participate today in the Canadian Armed Forces Ballistic Platelet 
Donation to the Haitian National Police.”135

But, the police killed dozens, probably over 100, during the 
popular uprising between July 2018 and November 2019.136 Videos 
of police beating protesters, violently arresting individuals and firing 
live ammunition during protests circulated widely. Amidst a month-
long general strike at the end of October 2019 Amnesty Interna-
tional reported, “during six weeks of anti-government protests … at 
least 35 people were killed, with national police implicated in many 
of the deaths.”137 A UN report confirmed government involvement 
in a massacre that left at least 26, and possibly as many as 71, dead 
in the Port-au-Prince neighborhood of La Saline in mid-November 
2018.138 Residents said men in police uniforms began the killing. A 
year later 15 people were massacred in a nearby slum, reported the 
Institute for Justice and Democracy in Haiti, “in politically backed 
gang attacks intended to force residents of Bel-Air to remove protest 
barricades.”139

Frenette and the Core Group all but ignored the police and 
regime’s violence against protesters.

On top of diplomatic cover, Trudeau’s government provid-
ed various forms of support to the repressive force that maintained 
Moïse’s rule. Ottawa paid for Haitian police buildings, vehicles, beds, 
etc.140 Much to the delight of the country’s über class-conscious elite, 



House of Mirrors— 47

Ottawa took the lead in strengthening the repressive arm of the Hai-
tian state after the US, France and Canada ousted President Jean 
Bertrand Aristide and thousands of other elected officials in 2004. 
Since then a Canadian generally led the UN police contingent in 
Haiti and officers from this country staffed its upper echelons. Until 
October 2019 RCMP officer Serge Therriault led the 1,200-person 
police component of the Mission des Nations unies pour l’appui à la 
Justice en Haïti (MINUJUSTH). In June 2019 ambassador Frenette 
tweeted, “one of the best parts of my job is attending medal ceremo-
nies for Canadian police officers who are known for their excellent 
work with the UN police contingent in Haiti.”141 At the time there 
were a few dozen Canadian police officers in the country who assist-
ed their Haitian counterparts.142

Canadian officials led the push to extend the 15-year old 
UN occupation that took over from the US, French and Canadi-
an troops that overthrew Aristide’s government and was responsible 
for introducing cholera to the country, which killed over 10,000 and 
made one million ill.143 In May 2019 Canada’s ambassador to the 
UN, Marc-André Blanchard, led a United Nations Economic and 
Social Council delegation to Haiti. Upon his return to New York 
Blanchard proposed creating a “robust” mission to continue MINU-
JUSTH’s work after its conclusion in October 2019.144 Five months 
later Canadian officials chaired a special UN Economic and Social 
Council meeting on Haiti as part of the newly formed Bureau In-
tégré des Nations Unies en Haïti.145

Canadian troops were deployed to the Port-au-Prince air-
port in February 2019.146 There wasn’t any public announcement, but 
the Haiti Information Project photographed/videoed a handful of 
heavily armed Canadian troops patrolling the Toussaint Louverture 
airport.147 A knowledgeable source I emailed the photos to said they 
were probably special forces. The Haiti Information Project reported 
that they may have helped family members of Moïse’s unpopular 
government flee the country.
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Two days after Canadian troops were spotted at the airport 
five heavily armed former US soldiers were arrested. The next day 
the five Americans and two Serbian colleagues were quickly shuttled 
to the US where they did not face charges.148 One of them, former 
Navy SEAL Chris Osman, posted on Instagram that he provided 
security “for people who are directly connected to the current Presi-
dent” of Haiti.149

Was the Canadian deployment in any way connected to the 
US mercenaries? While it may seem far-fetched, it’s not impossible 
considering the politically charged nature of deployments to Haiti. 
(The night president Aristide was forced onto a plane by US Ma-
rines, JTF2 soldiers “secured” the airport and two thousand Canadi-
an troops were deployed after a deadly 2010 earthquake out of fear 
of a “popular uprising”.150)

The Liberals supported the violent suppression of the popu-
lar will in Haiti. They continued a two-decade old Canadian policy 
of undercutting Haitian sovereignty and democracy.

In response, demonstrators repeatedly speechified against 
Canadian “imperialism”. On a number of occasions protesters threw 
rocks at the Canadian Embassy in Port-au-Prince and in October 
2019, reported Voice of America, “attempted to burn down the Ca-
nadian Embassy.”151

So much for the idea, popular during the Trudeau senior era, 
that wearing a Canadian flag makes a backpacker safe from being 
perceived as a North American imperialist. In fact, the Liberal gov-
ernment has acted like Uncle Sam, prioritizing the interests of the 
corporate elite over democracy or the vast majority of people in the 
Caribbean, Central and South America. Events in the largest Portu-
guese-speaking country in the world confirm this.

***
In 2016 Brazilian Workers Party President Dilma Rousseff 

was impeached through a “soft coup”. A little more than a year into 
her second four-year term, parliamentarians voted Rousseff out. 
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They found her guilty of breaking Brazil’s budget laws. The impeach-
ment was sparked by an economic downturn and the massive “car 
wash” corruption probe that targeted various politicians, including 
her Workers Party predecessor. There was no evidence Rousseff was 
corrupt and the case against former president, Lula da Silva, was 
flimsy. The lead prosecutor, who under the Brazilian system also acts 
as a judge, Sérgio Moro, later became justice minister in the Jair Bol-
sonaro government and in mid 2019 The Intercept released a trove of 
communications from Moro, confirming the political nature of the 
charges against Lula, which weakened Rousseff.152

While they made dozens of statements criticizing Venezuela, 
the Trudeau government remained silent on Rousseff ’s ouster and per-
secution of the left. The only comment I found was a Global Affairs of-
ficial telling Sputnik that Canada would maintain relations with Brazil 
after Rousseff was impeached.153 Soon after, Canada began negotiating 
to join the Brazilian led MERCOSUR trade bloc (just after Venezuela 
was expelled).154 They also held a Canada Brazil Strategic Dialogue 
Partnership.155 In October 2018 Freeland met her Brazilian counter-
part to discuss, among other issues, pressuring the Venezuelan gov-
ernment. She tweeted, “Canada and Brazil enjoy a strong friendship 
and we are thankful for your support in defending the international 
rules-based order and holding the Maduro regime in Venezuela to ac-
count.”156 Brazil joined the Lima Group after Rousseff was ousted.

In 2018 openly sexist, racist, anti-environmental politician 
Jair Bolsonaro won the presidential election largely because the front 
runner in the polls was in jail. Former Workers Party president Lula 
da Silva, who ended his second term with an 83% approval rating, 
was blocked from running due to politically motivated corruption 
charges.157 The Trudeau government was publicly silent on Lula’s 
imprisonment. The night before the Supreme Court was set to de-
termine Lula’s fate the general in charge of the army hinted at mili-
tary intervention if the judges ruled in favour of the popular former 
president.158 Not even that was criticized by Ottawa. 
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At the G20 in June 2019 Trudeau warmly welcomed Bol-
sonaro and Canada continued negotiating the Canada-Mercosur 
Free Trade Agreement with the new right wing government.159

With over $10 billion invested in Brazil, corporate Canada 
appeared excited by the prospects of a right wing president.160 Af-
ter his election CBC reported, “for Canadian business, a Bolsonaro 
presidency could open new investment opportunities, especially in 
the resource sector, finance and infrastructure, as he has pledged to 
slash environmental regulations in the Amazon rainforest and pri-
vatize some government-owned companies.”161

*** 
The Liberals also aligned with the Trump administration’s 

regime change effort in Nicaragua. Ottawa criticized Managua, sev-
ered aid and sanctioned officials from a government US national 
security adviser John Bolton listed as part of a “troika of tyranny” 
(Venezuela, Cuba and Nicaragua).

Daniel Ortega’s government was part of the Venezuela-led 
Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of our America (ALBA), which 
was a response to North American capitalist domination of the 
hemisphere. Since the Sandinistas’ won power in 2007 poverty rates 
dropped substantially in the nation of six million.162 The government 
expanded access to electricity in rural areas and doubled the propor-
tion of electricity from renewable sources to over half.163 Access to 
drinking water increased and health indicators improved.164 Women’s 
role in parliament grew sharply and Nicaragua’s murder rate remained 
a fraction of its northern neighbours.165 According to a July 2019 UN 
report, there were 8.3 murderers per 100,000 Nicaraguans compared 
with nearly 70 murders per 100,000 in El Salvador and Honduras.166

In March 2016 the New York Times reported, “Mr. Ortega 
enjoys strong support among the poor” while eight months later The 
Guardian noted he “cemented popular support among poorer Nica-
raguans.”167 At the end of 2016 Ortega was re-elected with 72% of 
the vote in an election some in the opposition boycotted.168
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A little more than a year after his third consecutive election 
victory a protest movement challenged Ortega’s presidency. Ostensi-
bly what unleashed the uprising was a social security reform pushed 
by the International Monetary Fund. But, pension benefits were 
largely maintained with the government offloading most of the cost 
on to employers. Despite a relatively working-class friendly reform, 
many student organizations and NGOs aligned with the major em-
ployer federation, the wealthiest Nicaraguans and the conservative 
Catholic church to oppose the government.169 Many of these groups 
were financed and trained by the US government’s National Endow-
ment for Democracy, USAID and Freedom House, which is close to 
the CIA.170 The movement was greatly influenced by Washington, 
which has long been powerful in the small, impoverished, country.

The protests quickly turned violent. At least 22 police officers 
were killed and as many as 300 lost their lives in politically related 
violence during 2018.171 The North American media and interna-
tionally connected NGOs blamed the government for all the rights 
violations. But, this was absurd, as the death toll of police highlight. 
It was also public knowledge that opposition rebels had been attack-
ing government supporters for years. In March 2016 the New York 
Times published a long sympathetic story headlined “Ortega vs. the 
Contras: Nicaragua Endures an ’80s Revival” about a small number 
of anti-government rebels targeting police stations and Sandinistas 
in rural areas.172

Still, Canadian officials blamed the government — either 
implicitly or directly — for the violence. Between April 23 and July 
18, 2018, Global Affairs put out at least four press releases critical 
of the situation in Nicaragua. Freeland’s statements became steadily 
stronger with the foreign minister eventually demanding an immedi-
ate end to the “violence, repression, arbitrary detentions and human 
rights violations” and for “the government of Nicaragua to help cre-
ate the conditions for safe, peaceful, and constructive discussions.”173 
Subsequently Canada’s foreign minister questioned Ortega’s dem-
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ocratic legitimacy. In June 2019 Freeland declared, “Canada will 
continue to stand with the people of Nicaragua and their legitimate 
demands for democracy and accountability.”174 But, Ortega won the 
election in a landslide and it’s hard to imagine that he suddenly lost 
all support.

The Liberals raised the conflict in Nicaragua in international 
forums. At a Women Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Montréal in 
September 2018 Freeland said “Nicaragua” was one of “the pressing 
issues that concern us as foreign ministers.”175 The “situation in Nica-
ragua” was discussed between Freeland and foreign minister Aloysio 
Nunes at the third Canada-Brazil Strategic Partnership Dialogue a 
month later.176 

Ottawa supported a number of OAS resolutions and initia-
tives targeting Ortega. Along with the US, Paraguay, Jamaica and 
Argentina, Canada was part of the 2019 OAS High-Level Diplo-
matic Commission on Nicaragua, which Managua blocked from 
entering the country.177 The commission claimed there was an “al-
teration of constitutional order that seriously affects the democratic 
order” in Nicaragua.178 But, the group failed to win majority support 
at the OAS General Assembly.179

In August 2018 the Liberals officially severed aid to Nica-
ragua. Canadian funding for five major government backed projects 
was withdrawn.180

Ten months later Canada sanctioned nine Nicaraguan gov-
ernment officials, including ministers and the president of the Na-
tional Assembly. Individuals’ assets were frozen and Canadians were 
prohibited from dealing with said persons.181 The sanctions were ad-
opted in co-ordination with Washington. “United States and Canada 
Announce Financial Sanctions to Address the Ongoing Repression 
in Nicaragua”, noted the US State Department’s release.182

This Liberal government stance towards Nicaragua contrasts 
sharply with its words and actions towards its Central American 
neighbour Honduras. While Canada condemned Ortega, severed 
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aid and sanctioned officials, it maintained friendly relations and aid 
spending after Juan Orlando Hernandez defied the constitution by 
running for a second term as president and then brazenly stole the 
election.

***
Next up on the pro-empire Liberal agenda was the Trudeau 

government’s support for the ouster of President Evo Morales in 
November 2019. An alliance of economic elites, Christian extrem-
ists and security forces backed by Washington deposed Bolivia’s first 
Indigenous president.

Morales was replaced by a politician whose party won 4% of 
the vote.183 The unconstitutional post-coup government immediately 
attacked Indigenous symbols and the army perpetrated a handful of 
massacres of anti-coup protesters that left at least 32 dead.184 Hun-
dreds were also arrested in political repression with many journalists 
detained and media outlets such as Telesur, RT en Español and doz-
ens of local and community-based radio stations shuttered.185

The “caretaker” regime expelled 700 Cuban doctors, returned 
USAID to the country, restarted diplomatic relations with Israel 
and joined the anti-Venezuela Lima Group. These moves were made 
during what should have been the two final months of Morales’ 2015 
election mandate, which no one seriously disputed. 

As this book goes to press, repression against Indigenous and 
left wing organizations continues.

The pretext for Morales’ overthrow was a claim that the Oc-
tober 20, 2019 presidential election was flawed. Few disputed that 
Morales won the first round of the poll, but some claimed that he 
did not reach the 10% margin of victory, which was the threshold 
required to avoid a second-round runoff. The official result was 47.1 
per cent for Morales and 36.5 per cent for right-wing US-backed 
candidate Carlos Mesa.

Hours after the military command forced Morales to resign 
as president of the most Indigenous nation in the Americas, Free-



House of Mirrors— 54

land endorsed the coup. The foreign minister released a statement 
noting, “Canada stands with Bolivia and the democratic will of its 
people. We note the resignation of President Morales and will con-
tinue to support Bolivia during this transition and the new elec-
tions.”186 Freeland’s statement had no hint of criticism of Morales’ 
ouster while leaders from Argentina to Cuba, Venezuela to Mexico, 
condemned Morales’ forced resignation.

Ten days earlier Global Affairs bolstered right-wing an-
ti-Morales protests by echoing the Trump administration’s criticism 
of Morales’ first round election victory. “It is not possible to accept 
the outcome under these circumstances,” said a Global Affairs state-
ment.187 “We join our international partners in calling for a second 
round of elections to restore credibility in the electoral process.”188

At the same time, Trudeau raised concerns about Bolivia’s 
election with other leaders. During a phone conversation with Chil-
ean president Sebastián Piñera the Prime Minister criticized “elec-
tion irregularities in Bolivia.”189 Ottawa also promoted and financed 
the OAS’ effort to discredit Bolivia’s presidential election. After the 
October 20 presidential poll, the OAS immediately cried foul. The 
next day the organization released a statement expressing “its deep 
concern and surprise at the drastic and hard-to-explain change in 
the trend of the preliminary results [from the quick count] revealed 
after the closing of the polls.”190 Two days later they followed that 
statement up with a preliminary report that repeated their claim that 
“changes in the TREP [quick count] trend were hard to explain and 
did not match the other measurements available.”191

But, the “hard-to-explain” changes cited by the OAS were 
entirely expected, as detailed in the Washington-based Centre for 
Economic Policy Research’s report “What Happened in Bolivia’s 
2019 Vote Count? The Role of the OAS Electoral Observation 
Mission”. The CEPR analysis pointed out that Morales’ percentage 
lead over the second place candidate Carlos Mesa increased steadi-
ly as votes from rural, largely Indigenous, areas were tabulated.192 
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Additionally, the 47.1% of the vote Morales garnered aligned with 
pre-election polls and the vote score for his Movement toward So-
cialism party. The hullabaloo about the quick count stopping at 83% 
of the vote was preplanned and there was no evidence there was a 
pause in the actual counting.

But, the OAS’ statements gave oxygen to opposition protests. 
Their unsubstantiated criticism of the election was also widely cited 
internationally to justify Morales’ ouster. In response to OAS claims, 
protests in Bolivia and Washington and Ottawa saying they would 
not recognize Morales’s victory, the Bolivian President agreed to a 
“binding” OAS audit of the first round of the election. Unsurpris-
ingly the OAS’ preliminary audit report alleged “irregularities and 
manipulation” and called for new elections overseen by a new elec-
toral commission. Immediately after the OAS released its prelimi-
nary audit US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo went further, saying 
“all government officials and officials of any political organizations 
implicated in the flawed October 20 elections should step aside 
from the electoral process.”193 What started with an easy-to-explain 
discrepancy between the quick count and final results of the actual 
counting spiraled into the entire election is suspect and anyone asso-
ciated with it must go.

At a Special Meeting of the OAS Permanent Council on 
Bolivia the representative of Antigua and Barbuda criticized the 
opaque way in which the OAS electoral mission to Bolivia released 
its statements and reports.194 She pointed out how the organization 
made a series of agreements with the Bolivian government that were 
effectively jettisoned. A number of Latin American countries echoed 
this view. For his part, Morales said the OAS “is in the service of the 
North American empire.”195

US and Canadian representatives, on the other hand, ap-
plauded the OAS’ work in Bolivia. Canada’s representative to the 
OAS boasted that two Canadian technical advisers were part of the 
audit mission to Bolivia and that Canada financed the OAS effort 
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that discredited Bolivia’s presidential election.196 Canada was the 
second largest contributor to the OAS, which received half its bud-
get from Washington.197

In a statement titled “Canada welcomes results of OAS elec-
toral audit mission to Bolivia” Freeland noted, “Canada commends 
the invaluable work of the OAS audit mission in ensuring a fair and 
transparent process, which we supported financially and through our 
expertise.”198

***
At the same time the Liberals backed the ouster of Morales, 

Trudeau supported the most embattled right-wing leader in the 
region. Two weeks into massive demonstrations against Sebastián 
Piñera’s government, the PM held a phone conversation with the 
Chilean president who had a 14% approval rating.199 According to 
Amnesty International, 19 people had already died and dozens more 
were seriously injured in protests that began against a hike in transit 
fares and morphed into a broader challenge to economic inequal-
ity.200 A couple thousand were also arrested by a government that 
declared martial law and sent the army onto the streets.201

According to the published report of the conversation, 
Trudeau criticized “election irregularities in Bolivia” and discussed 
their joint campaign to remove Venezuela’s president.202 A Canadi-
an Press story noted, “a summary from the Prime Minister’s Office 
of Trudeau’s phone call with Piñera made no direct mention of the 
ongoing turmoil in Chile, a thriving country with which Canada has 
negotiated a free trade agreement.”203 Despite appeals from Can-
ada’s Chilean community and others, the Liberals stayed quiet in 
subsequent months concerning the fiercest repression in Chile since 
Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship.

Trudeau met Piñera at a number of summits in 2018. The 
prime minister and billionaire president “praised… the benefits” of a 
“free trade” economic model Chileans later protested against in the 
millions.204
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Across the region the Liberals largely ignored human rights 
violations committed by pro corporate/Washington governments. 
They said little about hundreds of killings by regimes they backed in 
Haiti, Honduras, Bolivia, Chile and Colombia.

The Liberals promoted President Iván Duque who Le Soleil 
labeled “le champion du retour de la droite dure en Colombie” 
(champion of the return of the hard right in Colombia).205 After 
Duque won a close election Freeland “congratulated” him and said, 
“Canada and Colombia share a commitment to democracy and hu-
man rights.”206 In August 2018 Trudeau tweeted, “today, Colombia’s 
new President, Ivan Duque, took office and joins Swedish PM, Nor-
way PM, Emmanuel Macron, Pedro Sánchez, and others with a gen-
der-equal cabinet. Iván, I look forward to working with you and your 
entire team.”207 A month later he added, “thanks to President Ivan 
Duque for a great first meeting at UNGA this afternoon, focused 
on growing our economies, addressing the crisis in Venezuela, and 
strengthening the friendship between Canada & Colombia.”208

In subsequent months the PM had multiple phone conver-
sations with a close ally in their campaign to oust Venezuela’s gov-
ernment.

As Trudeau got chummy with Duque, the Colombian pres-
ident undercut the peace accord the previous (right, but not far 
right) government signed with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC) to end Colombia’s 50-year civil war, which left 
some 220,000 dead. Duque’s policies increased violence towards the 
ex-rebels and social activists. Seventy-seven former FARC members 
were killed in 2019.209 Even more human rights defenders were mur-
dered. The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
found that 107 Colombian, mostly Indigenous, rights defenders 
were killed in 2019 (another 13 deaths had yet to be conclusively in-
vestigated).210 The pace of the killing increased during early 2020.211

From the start of his mandate Trudeau bolstered govern-
ments that undercut the socialistic, regional integration efforts that 
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shaped Latin America’s politics in the early 2000s. The Liberal PM 
backed Mauricio Macri, visiting Argentina twice and meeting with 
the South American country’s president on the sidelines of multiple 
summits.212 The objective of a November 2016 trip, according to the 
Canadian Press, was to assist “the political shift that is underway in 
Argentina, something that’s being mirrored in neighbouring coun-
tries.” According to CP, “Macri is moving the country to the political 
centre after years of populist, nationalistic governments” and “is look-
ing to make it easier for mining firms to operate in the country.”213

During their meeting Trudeau and Marci jointly decried anti 
“trade” policies. But, this was effectively a Canadian endorsement 
of Argentina succumbing to the wolves of Wall Street. While the 
previous government resisted the extortion, Macri dished out US$8 
billion to US “vulture funds”, which bought the country’s debt at a 
steep discount after Buenos Aires defaulted in 2001. Macri’s transfer 
of Argentinian wealth to the US billionaire class set a terrible prece-
dent, giving hard-line creditors greater incentive to hold out against 
debt restructuring.

Despite paying off the “vulture funds” to gain better access 
to international capital markets, Macri’s pro-rich policies led to eco-
nomic collapse. Buenos Aires was forced to turn to the International 
Monetary Fund to stabilize its currency and economy in what be-
came the IMF’s largest-ever bailout.

Amidst negotiations over a $50 billion IMF line of credit, 
Trudeau sought to boost Macri — the IMF was highly unpopular 
in Argentina — by inviting him to the G7 in Québec City. “By hav-
ing Argentina present,” noted iPolitics in June 2018, “Canada and 
the G7 may have helped President Macri regain added credibility at 
home where efforts to modernize the economy face tough opposi-
tion.”214

Fortunately, Macri was handily defeated in the 2019 presi-
dential election, which CBC labeled, “a loss for the Trudeau govern-
ment.”215 The staying power of Nicolás Maduro was another setback 
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for the Liberals. Despite their best efforts, a number of governments 
continued to challenge North American capitalist domination of the 
region.

Unless one believes it is “progressive” to side with the US 
Empire, support extreme right governments, prioritize Canadian 
business interests over democracy, and interfere in other country’s 
domestic affairs, the record of the Trudeau government over its first 
four years in “our backyard” shouldn’t be described as progressive.

As we shall see in subsequent chapters, Trudeau’s claim-one-
thing-and-do-another approach to foreign affairs was also on display 
elsewhere.
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3. Loving monarchies, hating Palestinians
 — Middle East

Is it progressive to ignore or even justify the suffering, dis-
possession and killing of Palestinians? Is it progressive to be a close 
ally of a government that proudly proclaims itself to be the state 
of only one religion/ethnic group and passes laws that discriminate 
against millions of its citizens? Is it progressive to sell billions of 
dollars of military equipment to anti-democratic, absolute monar-
chies?

***
The record is clear. Trudeau has pursued pro-Israel, US, and 

Gulf monarchy policies to the detriment of Palestinians, Yemenis 
and most ordinary people in the Middle East.

The Liberals have enabled Palestinian dispossession and 
subjugation. They largely ignored Israel’s brutal blockade of Gaza, 
demolition of Palestinian homes in the West Bank and East Jerusa-
lem and growing Jewish supremacy inside its 1948 borders. From 
the law of return to the nation state law, over 65 Israeli laws discrim-
inate against non-Jews. In March 2019 Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu wrote, “Israel is not a state of all its citizens. According 
to the basic nationality law we passed, Israel is the nation state of the 
Jewish people – and only it.”1

The Trudeau government has repeatedly isolated Canada 
from world opinion on Palestinian rights. They voted against doz-
ens of UN resolutions, supported by most of the world, upholding 
the long-oppressed people’s rights. In December 2017 Canada sided 
with the US, Israel and some tiny Pacific island states in opposing a 
UN resolution supporting Palestinian statehood that was backed by 
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176 nations.2 Two years later 157 states adopted a resolution titled 
“Israeli settlement-building Israeli settlements in the Occupied Pal-
estinian Territory, including East Jerusalem, and the occupied Syrian 
Golan.” Canada joined five other countries voting against it.3

The Trudeau Liberals may have had the most anti-Palestin-
ian voting record of any recent Canadian government. In an August 
2018 Canadian Jewish News article Montréal Liberal MP Anthony 
Housefather boasted about the Trudeau government’s anti-Palestin-
ian voting record at the UN. He wrote, “we have voted against 87% 
of the resolutions singling out Israel for condemnation at the General 
Assembly versus 61% for the Harper government, 19% for the Mar-
tin and Mulroney governments and 3% for the Chrétien government. 
We have also supported 0% of these resolutions, compared to 23% 
support under Harper, 52% under Mulroney, 71% under Martin and 
79% under Chretien.”4

The Liberals repeatedly expressed their fidelity to Israel. 
During an Israel Council on Foreign Relations gathering Freeland 
declared, “Canada’s commitment to Israel’s security is unwaver-
ing and ironclad.”5 At the November 2018 event alongside Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, Freeland added that if Canada won a 
non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council in 2020 it would act 
as an “asset for Israel.”6

When Shimon Peres died in September 2016 Trudeau at-
tended the “Butcher of Qana’s” funeral.7 In 1996 Prime Minister 
Peres ordered the shelling of Qana, which killed 106 civilians in the 
Lebanese village, half of whom were children.8 Through his long po-
litical career, reported Patrick Martin, Peres “was deeply implicated 
in many of the foulest historical crimes associated with the estab-
lishment, expansion and militarization of the state of Israel.”9 Peres’ 
role in dispossessing Palestinians didn’t stop the Trudeau govern-
ment from gushing with praise after he passed away. “The whole 
country of Canada is supporting the whole country of Israel,” Dion 
told the press.10
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A month later Dion criticized the UN Educational, Scientif-
ic and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) for defending Palestinian 
rights.11 The foreign minister also criticized the UN Human Rights 
Council for appointing University of Western Ontario law professor 
Michael Lynk as “Special Rapporteur on Palestine.”12

The Liberals largely ignored Israeli violence against Pales-
tinians. But, they often expressed outrage when Israelis occupying 
Palestinian lands were harmed. In December 2018 Freeland tweeted, 
“horrified by the shooting in the West Bank in which eight people 
— including a Canadian and his wife — were injured.”13 On another 
occasion Global Affairs stated, “Canada condemns the attack and 
murder of two citizens of Israel in the West Bank today. Our hearts 
go out to their families and to the injured. May their memories be a 
blessing. Terror and violence can never be justified.”14

Six months later Global Affairs tweeted, “Canada condemns 
the barrage of rocket attacks from Gaza into Israel by Hamas and 
other terrorist groups, which have killed and injured civilians. This 
indiscriminate targeting of civilians is not acceptable. We call for an 
immediate end to this violence.”15 The statement was a response to 
an Israeli killed by rockets fired from Gaza at the same time seven 
Palestinians were killed in the open-air prison by the Israeli mili-
tary.16 In the year before the May 2019 statement 200 Palestinians 
were killed and another 5,000 injured by live fire in peaceful March 
of Return protests in Gaza.17 Not a single Israeli died during these 
protests.18 Where were the Global Affairs tweets condemning Israel?

In an October 2019 story titled “Is Canada’s Ambassador to 
Israel an Anti-Palestinian Racist?” Dimitri Lascaris reported on 423 
tweets and retweets issued by Trudeau appointee Deborah Lyons: 

“In those tweets: Lyons has disseminated fifteen condem-
nations of attacks by Palestinians on Israelis, but not once has she 
condemned or expressed a modicum of concern about an attack by 
Israelis on Palestinians; On only one occasion did Lyons tweet or 
retweet a comment that was remotely critical of Israel; On Septem-
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ber 19, Lyons praised Israel’s former President Shimon Peres — a 
war criminal — as a ‘great man;’ Lyons tweeted or retweeted 24 
tweets by or about CIJA and/or the Canadian Jewish Political Affairs 
Committee (CJPAC), whose core function is to promote the Israeli 
government’s agenda in Canada; By contrast, Lyons has tweeted or 
retweeted only one tweet from a pro-Palestinian organization; that 
tweet was issued by Jewish Voice for Peace, but it related to a ter-
rorist attack in New Zealand and had nothing to do with Israel’s 
relentless abuse of Palestinian human rights; and Lyons retweeted 
a tweet praising Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, 
a racist ideology. Yet Lyons’ one tweet that was modestly critical 
of Israel’s government did not relate to the settlements, annexation 
or Israel’s wanton murder and maiming of Palestinian civilians in 
Gaza and the West Bank. Rather, that tweet was an expression of 
the Canadian government’s purported ‘regret’ that Israel had unilat-
erally terminated the mandate of a temporary observer force in the 
Palestinian city of Hebron, where Israel is brazenly committing the 
crime of apartheid.”19

In January 2020 Lyons held an event at the embassy in Tel 
Aviv to celebrate Canadians fighting for Israel. They invited all 78 
Canadians in the Israeli military to an event to demonstrate the em-
bassy’s appreciation. Referring to non-Israelis who join the IDF, Ly-
ons told the Jerusalem Post, “Canadian lone soldiers are a particu-
larly special group … This is something we want to do on a yearly 
basis to show our support.”20 At the event Canada’s ambassador said, 
“we both share a love of Canada and a love of Israel. We at the em-
bassy are very proud of what you’re doing.”21

Further enabling its illegal occupation, the Liberals “mod-
ernized” Canada’s two-decade-old Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 
with Israel that allows products from West Bank settlements to enter 
Canada duty-free. International trade minister Jim Carr boasted the 
new accord “strengthens bilateral ties between Canada and Israel.”22 
Liberal MPs on Parliament’s Standing Committee on International 
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Trade rejected an NDP amendment to the trade accord’s legislation 
stipulating its implementation “shall be based on respect for human 
rights and international law.”23 They also rejected an NDP amend-
ment to the deal that would have required distinct labels on products 
originating from “Palestinian territory that has been illegally occu-
pied since 1967.”24

In July 2019 Palestine Liberation Organization Executive 
Committee member Hanan Ashrawi wrote, “the Palestinian leader-
ship calls on the Canadian government to act in accordance with 
Canadian and international laws and amend, without delay, the Can-
ada-Israel Free Trade Agreement Implementation Act (Bill C-85), 
which affords products originating from illegal Israeli settlements 
tariff free status, in flagrant violation of Canada’s obligations un-
der international law, including the Fourth Geneva Convention, and 
United Nations Security Council resolutions, including resolution 
2334 (2016).”25

In July 2017 the federal government said its FTA with Isra-
el trumped Canada’s Food and Drugs Act after the Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency called for accurate labelling of wines produced 
in the occupied West Bank. After David Kattenburg repeatedly com-
plained about inaccurate labels on two wines sold in Ontario, the 
CFIA notified the Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO) that it 
“would not be acceptable and would be considered misleading” to 
declare wines produced in the Occupied Palestinian Territories as 
“products of Israel”.26 Quoting from longstanding official Canadian 
policy, CFIA noted that “the government of Canada does not rec-
ognize Israel’s sovereignty over the territories occupied in 1967.”27 
In response to pressure from the Israeli embassy, Centre for Isra-
el and Jewish Affairs and B’nai Brith, the government announced 
that it was all a mistake made by a low level CFIA official and that 
the Canada-Israel FTA governed the labelling of such wine, not 
CFIA rules. “We did not fully consider the Canada-Israel Free Trade 
Agreement,” a terse CFIA statement explained. “These wines adhere 
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to the Agreement and therefore we can confirm that the products in 
question can be sold as currently labeled.”28

In other words, the government publicly proclaimed that 
the FTA trumps Canada’s consumer protections. But, this was little 
more than a pretext to avoid a conflict with B’nai B’rith, CIJA and 
Israeli officials, according to Canadian Centre for Policy Alterna-
tives Trade and Investment Research Project director Scott Sinclair. 
“This trade-related rationale does not stand up to scrutiny,” Sinclair 
wrote. “The Canadian government, the CFIA and the LCBO are well 
within their legal and trade treaty rights to insist that products from 
the occupied territories be clearly labeled as such. There is nothing 
in the CIFTA [Canada–Israel FTA] that prevents this. The decision 
to reverse the CFIA’s ruling was political. The whole trade argument 
is a red herring, simply an excuse to provide cover for the CFIA to 
backtrack under pressure.”29

In July 2019 the Federal Court ruled against the govern-
ment’s decision to allow wines produced on illegal settlements in 
the West Bank to be labeled as “Products of Israel”. The Liberals 
refused to accept the court’s sensible ruling that respected consum-
er rights and international law. Ignoring pleas from the NDP and 
Greens to stop wasting taxpayer money on their anti-Palestinian 
agenda, the government appealed the decision. Two months after the 
Liberals appealed the federal court’s ruling the highest court in the 
European Union echoed the Canadian court’s position in a decision 
that targeted one of the wineries Kattenburg complained about.30

The Liberals maintained and expanded various other el-
ements of Canada’s contribution to Israeli expansionism. Ottawa 
failed to abrogate the Conservatives’ “border management and se-
curity” agreement with Israel, even though the two countries do not 
share a border. Canadian military officials also continued to regular-
ly visit their Israeli counterparts.

The Liberals expanded various scientific collaborations. In 
September 2018 they launched the Canada-Israel Cyber Security Co-
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operation for the Energy Sector.31 Funded by Natural Resources Can-
ada and the Israel Innovation Authority, the initiative financed tech-
nology cooperation between Canadian and Israeli firms to improve 
the cyber resilience of Canada’s energy infrastructure.32 The initia-
tive was an offshoot of the Canada-Israel Industrial Research and 
Development Foundation, which “stimulates and funds collaborative 
research and development between companies in both countries.”33 
The multimillion dollar Canada-Israel Industrial Research and De-
velopment Foundation funded research projects (including many in 
the “security” field) between the two countries’ corporations.34

The Liberals also demonized those advocating for a people 
under occupation. At the start of 2016 the PM and most Liberal MPs 
supported a Conservative Party call for the House of Commons to 
“reject the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement, 
which promotes the demonization and delegitimization of the State 
of Israel.” The resolution also “condemned any and all attempts by 
Canadian organizations, groups or individuals to promote the BDS 
movement, both here at home and abroad.”35

As part of its 2019 anti-racism strategy, the Liberals for-
mally adopted the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s 
(IHRA) definition of antisemitism.36 Seven of the 11 examples in the 
IHRA definition focus on discussion of Israel.37 Even the drafter of 
what became the IHRA definition of antisemitism repudiated it. In 
2018 US attorney Kenneth S. Stern charged that his original defini-
tion had been turned into a device to restrict debate and in Decem-
ber 2019 he wrote an op-ed The Guardian headlined “I drafted the 
definition of anti-Semitism. Right-wing Jews are weaponizing it.”38

The explicit aim of the Liberal MPs pushing the IHRA’s 
definition of antisemitism was to silence or marginalize those criti-
cizing Palestinian dispossession and supporting the Palestinian civil 
society led BDS movement.39 On CTV arch anti-Palestinian MP An-
thony Housefather expressed hope that communities might consider 
the IHRA definition when deciding whether to let critics of Israel 
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use their facilities while others urged universities to incorporate the 
odious definition in their anti-discrimination policies in the hope it 
would discipline faculty and students.40 (In late 2019/early 2020 Pal-
estine solidarity activists convinced Vancouver, Calgary and Mon-
treal to resist efforts to adopt IHRA’s definition of antisemitism.)

The PM repeatedly equated supporting Palestinian rights 
with hatred towards Jews. In January 2019 Trudeau declared “Jew-
ish students still feel unwelcome and uncomfortable on some of our 
college and university campuses because of BDS-related intimi-
dation.”41 When he apologized for Canada rejecting Jewish World 
War II refugees in November 2018, Trudeau equated BDS with hate 
crimes. As Michael Bueckert tweeted, “he used Canada’s history of 
white supremacy to throw Palestinians under the bus.”42

The PM participated in an unprecedented smear against 
prominent Palestinian solidarity activist Dimitri Lascaris in Septem-
ber 2018.43 When Lascaris called on two Liberal MPs to denounce 
death threats made by B’nai B’rith supporters against a number of 
racialized Liberal MPs and the Prime Minister, Trudeau joined a 
number of Israel lobby groups and individuals in smearing the law-
yer as anti-Jewish. 

Similar to the Lascaris incident, Trudeau sided with Jew-
ish Defence League thugs who attacked peaceful pro-Palestinian 
activists protesting a presentation by Israeli military reservists at 
York University in November 2019.44 Pro-Israel activists knocked 
a pro-Palestinian supporter unconscious, attacked York Amnesty 
International members supporting the Palestinian cause and hurled 
racial taunts. In an inversion of reality, Trudeau tweeted “violence 
& racist chants broke out against an event organized by the Jew-
ish community at York University. What happened that night was 
shocking and absolutely unacceptable. Anti-Semitism has no place 
in Canada. We will always denounce it & all forms of hatred.”45

Trudeau linked fighting anti-Semitism to those opposed to 
Israel’s state ideology: Zionism, which led to most Palestinians being 
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ethnically cleansed from their homeland.46 On Israel Independence 
Day in 2017 Trudeau delivered a speech by video to a rally in Mon-
tréal and published a statement marking the occasion. “Today, while 
we celebrate Israel’s independence, we also reaffirm our commitment 
to fight anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism”, declared the PM.47

In 2019 the government released an updated terrorist list.48 
An eighth Palestinian organization was added and the International 
Relief Fund for the Afflicted and Needy (IRFAN) was re-designated. 
The first-ever Canadian-based group designated a terrorist organiza-
tion, IRFAN was listed by the Stephen Harper government for en-
gaging in the ghastly act of supporting orphans and a hospital in the 
Gaza Strip through official (Hamas controlled) channels.49

Each year Canadian taxpayers subsidize hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in charitable donations to Israel despite that coun-
try having a GDP per capita only slightly below Canada’s. (How 
many Canadian charities funnel money to Sweden or Japan?) Tens 
of millions of dollars are also channeled to projects supporting West 
Bank settlements, explicitly racist institutions and Israel’s powerful 
military, which may all contravene Canadian charitable law.50 In re-
sponse to a formal complaint submitted by four Palestine solidarity 
activists and Independent Jewish Voices Canada in fall 2017, the 
Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) began an audit of the Jewish Na-
tional Fund for contravening Canadian charitable law. Despite the 
JNF openly supporting the Israeli military in explicit contravention 
of charitable law, at press time this audit has gone on for two years.51 
The CRA undoubtedly faced significant behind-the-scenes pressure 
to let the JNF off with little more than a slap on the wrist. In 2013 
Trudeau attended a JNF gala and other Liberal cabinet ministers par-
ticipated in more recent events put on by an explicitly racist organi-
zation that Liberal MP Michael Leavitt once oversaw.52 (In a positive 
step, the Beth Oloth Charitable Organization, which had $60 million 
in revenue in 2017, had its charitable status revoked for supporting 
the Israeli military.53)
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The Trudeau government would deny its anti-Palestinianism. 
They would likely point to their aid to the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) and Palestinians. 
While it’s good they restarted UNRWA funding cut by the Harper 
Conservatives, their commitment to the organization was doubtful. 
In November 2019 they abstained on a UN resolution renewing UN-
RWA’s mandate backed by 170 nations and the next month voted 
against a resolution titled “Operations of the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East.”54 It was 
backed by 167 countries.55

A major proportion of Canada’s “aid” to the Palestinians — 
who have one-twentieth their occupier’s per capita GDP — was ex-
plicitly designed to aid Israel. It supported a security apparatus to 
protect the corrupt Palestinian Authority (PA) from popular disgust 
over its compliance in the face of Israeli settlement expansion in the 
West Bank. Through Operation Proteus, which contributed to the 
Office of the United States Security Coordinator, the Canadian mil-
itary trains Palestinian security forces to suppress “popular protest” 
against the PA, the “subcontractor of the Occupation”. In 2019-20 
the military allocated $5 million to Operation Proteus.56 About 20 
troops and a handful of RCMP members were part of the long-stand-
ing Canadian effort in the West Bank. During the Liberals tenure 
millions of dollars in Canadian assistance supported Palestinian se-
curity forces. In 2018 they initiated the $1.25 million “Empowering 
the Palestinian Security Sector” and the $1.365 million “Security 
Sector Capacity Building in the West Bank” projects.57 According 
to Global Affairs’ description of the latter initiative, “these activities 
complement the ongoing institutional capacity-building efforts by 
Operation PROTEUS, Canada’s contribution to the United States 
Security Coordinator.”58

“There have been increasing references in the past months 
during high-level bilateral meetings with the Israelis about the im-
portance and value they place on Canada’s assistance to the Pales-
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tinian Authority, most notably in security/justice reform,” read an 
internal 2012 note signed by then Canadian International Develop-
ment Agency president Margaret Biggs.59 In the heavily censored 
note Biggs explained that “the emergence of popular protests on the 
Palestinian street against the Palestinian Authority is worrying and 
the Israelis have been imploring the international donor community 
to continue to support the Palestinian Authority.”60

Drawing on previously classified materials, Carleton Crimi-
nology Professor Jeffrey Monaghan details Canada’s role in turning 
Palestinian security forces in the West Bank into an effective arm of 
Israel’s occupation. In Security Aid: Canada and the Development 
Regime of Security, Monaghan describes a $1.5 million Canadian 
contribution to Joint Operating Centers whose “main focus … is to 
integrate elements of the Palestinian Authority Security Forces into 
Israeli command.” He writes about Canada’s “many funding initia-
tives to the PCP [Palestinian Civilian Police]” which “has increas-
ingly been tasked by the Israeli Defence Forces as a lead agency to 
deal with public order policing, most recently during IDF bombings 
in Gaza and during Arab Spring demonstrations.”61

In a 2019 assessment of 80 donor reports from nine coun-
tries/institutions titled “Donor Perceptions of Palestine: Limits to 
Aid Effectiveness” Jeremy Wildeman concludes that Canada, the 
US and International Monetary Fund employed the most anti-Pales-
tinian language. “Canada and the US,” the academic writes, “were 
preoccupied with providing security for Israel from Palestinian vio-
lence, but not Palestinians from Israeli violence, effectively invert-
ing the relationship of occupier and occupied.”62

***
The Trudeau government has largely maintained the Con-

servatives’ support for Saudi Arabia’s violent, misogynistic and re-
pressive monarchy. Unions are outlawed in the kingdom and women 
require a male guardian’s permission to pursue a host of activities. 
Other religions are prohibited, and the House of Saud represses the 
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Shia Muslim population in the East of the country. In the Middle 
East and elsewhere the Saudi royal family uses its wealth to promote 
a fundamentalist version of Islam and its reactionary politics.

Within six weeks of taking up his post, foreign minister 
Stéphane Dion met his Saudi counterpart in Ottawa. Adel Al Jubeir 
was the first foreign minister to make an official visit to Canada after 
the Liberals’ election.63 According to briefing notes for the meeting, 
Dion was advised to tell his Saudi counterpart, “I am impressed by 
the size of our trade relationship, and that it covers so many sectors 
... You are our most important trading partner in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region.”64 In a further sign of the Liberals 
aligning with Riyadh, Canada’s ambassador, Dennis Horak, said in 
April 2016 that the two countries have had “nearly similar approach-
es on Syria, Yemen, Iraq and the Middle East Peace Process.”65

The Trudeau government sought to deepen ties to the Sau-
di-led Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which included the mon-
archies of the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar and 
Kuwait. In May 2016 Dion attended the Canada-GCC Strategic Di-
alogue in Jeddah. The next year natural resources minister Jim Carr 
attended the Future Investment Initiative in Riyadh, which included 
a “Canada briefing” event and significant participation from Canadi-
an financial institutions.66

In Spring 2016 the Trudeau government authorized the ex-
port permits required for a massive Light Armoured Vehicle (LAV) 
deal with the Kingdom.67 Over a decade and a half General Dynam-
ics Land Systems Canada was to deliver about a thousand 28 tonne 
vehicles equipped with machine guns and medium-or high-calibre 
weapons.68 The largest arms (or any other kind) export deal in Ca-
nadian history, the $14 billion agreement included vehicle mainte-
nance and training Saudi forces to use the LAVs.69

As is often the case with arms exports, the Crown-owned 
Canadian Commercial Corporation (CCC) brokered and signed the 
deal.70 So, the agreement was effectively an Ottawa-Riyadh contract.
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Highlighting the political argument employed to justify the 
LAV sale, the original memo to Dion for the deal characterized Sau-
di Arabia as “a key partner for Canada, and an important and stable 
ally in a region marred by instability, terrorism and conflict… Can-
ada appreciates Saudi Arabia’s role as a regional leader promoting 
regional stability, as well as countering the threat posed by Iranian 
regional expansionism and ISIS.”71 Global Affairs added that the 
LAVs would help Riyadh in its efforts at “countering instability in 
Yemen.”

The LAV contract was agreed to one year into the Saudi war 
against Yemen, which had left 100,000 dead by the end of 2019.72 
Millions were also left hungry and the fighting sparked a cholera 
epidemic that killed thousands.73 In early 2015 the Saudis put to-
gether a coalition of mostly Gulf monarchies to intervene in Ye-
men as Houthi rebels from the north of the country drove president 
Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi out of the capital Sana’a. The Saudi-led 
coalition began to bomb, instigated a naval blockade and then de-
ployed ground forces to Yemen. 

On a number of occasions, the Liberals expressed support 
for Saudi-backed President Hadi. Conversely, they criticized the 
Houthis. A November 2018 Global Affairs release noted, “we are 
deeply concerned about the worsening treatment of Bahá’ís in Ye-
men, particularly by the Houthis in Sana’a.”74

The Liberals mostly ignored Saudi violence in Yemen. From 
when they took office through November 2018 their only direct 
condemnation of the bombing was an October 2016 statement.75 It 
noted, “the Saudi-led coalition must move forward now on its com-
mitment to investigate this incident” after two airstrikes killed over 
150 and wounded 500 during a funeral in Sana’a.76 By contrast when 
the first person was killed from a rocket launched into the Saudi 
capital in March 2018 Freeland stated, “Canada strongly condemns 
the ballistic missile attacks launched by Houthi rebels on Sunday, 
against four towns and cities in Saudi Arabia, including Riyadh’s 
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international airport. The deliberate targeting of civilians is unac-
ceptable.”77 In her release Canada’s foreign minister also accepted 
the monarchy’s justification for waging war. “There is a real risk of 
escalation if these kinds of attacks by Houthi rebels continue and if 
Iran keeps supplying weapons to the Houthis”, noted Freeland.78

Ottawa also aligned with Riyadh’s war aims on other occa-
sions. With the $14 billion LAV sale to the monarchy under a court 
challenge in late 2016, federal government lawyers described Saudi 
Arabia as “a key military ally who backs efforts of the international 
community to fight the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and the in-
stability in Yemen. The acquisition of these next-generation vehi-
cles will help in those efforts, which are compatible with Canadian 
defence interests.”79 In early 2020 the Canadian Embassy’s website 
continued to claim, “the Saudi government plays an important role 
in promoting regional peace and stability.”80

In an odd twist the Liberals were given a unique opportunity 
to turn the highest-profile stain on their ‘principled, feminist, foreign 
policy’ into a human rights image boosting campaign. In August 
2018 Riyadh freaked out over an innocuous tweet from the Canadian 
Embassy in Riyadh, announcing the suspension of diplomatic ties, 
withdrawal of medical students and sale of assets in Canada.

Saudi Arabia’s over-the-top response to a tweet calling for 
the release of civil society activists gave the Liberals a unique op-
portunity to distance Canada from the violent, misogynistic and re-
pressive regime. But, they failed to seize the occasion. In fact, inter-
nal government documents uncovered by PhD researcher Anthony 
Fenton demonstrate that the Liberals repeatedly sought to mend re-
lations with Riyadh. Despite the diplomatic spat, the Trudeau gov-
ernment mostly continued business as usual with the most powerful 
and repressive monarchy in the region. In December 2018 HMCS 
Regina assumed command of a 33-nation Combined Maritime Forc-
es naval coalition patrolling the region from Saudi Arabia.81 Accord-
ing to an access to information request by Fenton, Freeland phoned 
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new Saudi foreign minister Ibrahim Abdulaziz Al-Assaf in January 
2019. In briefing notes for the (unannounced) discussion Freeland 
was encouraged to tell her counterpart (under the headline “points 
to register” regarding Yemen): “Appreciate the hard work and heavy 
lifting by the Saudis and encourage ongoing efforts in this regard.”82 
In September 2019 Freeland said publicly, “Saudi Arabia is an im-
portant partner for Canada and we continue to work with Saudi Ara-
bia on a number of different issues at a number of different levels.”83

After Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman’s (MBS) thugs 
killed and dismembered journalist Jamal Khashoggi in October 
2018, Trudeau treaded carefully regarding the murder.84 Ten days 
after the Canadian Press reported, “the prime minister said only that 
Canada has ‘serious issues’ with reports the Washington Post col-
umnist was killed by Saudi Arabian operatives inside Saudi Arabia’s 
consulate in Turkey.”85 Six weeks later the Liberals sanctioned 17 
Saudi nationals over the issue but none of them were in positions of 
significant authority.86

Foreign minister Freeland looked the other way when Saudi 
student Mohammed Zuraibi Alzoabi fled Canada in 2019 — presum-
ably with help from the embassy — to avoid sexual assault charges in 
Cape Breton. While Freeland told reporters that Global Affairs was 
investigating the matter, Halifax Chronicle Herald journalist Aaron 
Beswick’s Access to Information request suggested they didn’t even 
bother contacting the Saudi embassy concerning the matter.87

In April 2019 the Saudis beheaded 37 mostly minority Shi-
ites. Ottawa waited 48 hours — after many other countries criticized 
the mass execution — to release a “muted” statement.88 The Trudeau 
government stayed mum on the Saudi’s effort to derail pro-democ-
racy demonstrations in Sudan and Algeria in 2018/19 as well as 
Riyadh’s funding for Libyan warlord Khalifa Haftar’s bid to seize 
Tripoli by force.89

Throughout 2018 and 2019 large shipments of Canadian 
weaponry were delivered to Saudi Arabia. The year 2018 set a re-
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cord for Canadian rifle and armoured vehicle sales to the Saudis.90 
Over $17 million in rifles were exported to the kingdom in 2018 
and a similar amount in 2019.91 Canada exported $2 billion worth of 
“tanks and other armoured fighting vehicles” to the Saudis in 2019.92

As Fenton documented in detail, armoured vehicles made by 
Canadian company Streit Group in the UAE were repeatedly vid-
eoed in Yemen.93 Equipment from three other Canadian armoured 
vehicle makers — Terradyne, IAG Guardian and General Dynamics 
— was found with Saudi-backed forces in Yemen.94 Fenton showed 
many examples of the Saudi-led coalition using Canadian-made ri-
fles as well.

The Liberals said they found no evidence linking Cana-
dian military exports to human rights violations committed by 
the Saudis.95 A 2019 Global Affairs review found no “credible” 
link between arms exports to the Saudis and human rights abuses 
even though the April 2016 memo to Dion originally approving the 
LAV export permits claimed they would assist Riyadh in “counter-
ing instability in Yemen.”96

Training and arming the monarchy’s military while refusing 
to condemn its brutal war in Yemen should be understood for what it 
was: War profiteering and enabler of massive human rights abuses.

***
In fact, Trudeau diplomats and the Canadian Commercial 

Corporation (CCC) promoted arms sales to Saudi Arabia and other 
GCC monarchies bombing Yemen. In February 2018 Deputy Direc-
tor of Gulf States Relations at Global Affairs, Louise Corbin, at-
tended a Saudi arms bazaar with representatives of General Dynam-
ics Land Systems.97 Throughout the ongoing Liberal reign Global 
Affairs and CCC officials have helped firms flog their wares at the 
annual Abu Dhabi-based International Defence Exhibition and Con-
ference (IDEX). In 2019, 50 Canadian arms companies received 
support from “15 trade commissioners and representatives from the 
Government of Ontario, National Defence, Global Affairs Canada, 
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and the Canadian Commercial Corporation.”98 To help the arms 
companies move their products, commander of the Bahrain-based 
Combined Task Force 150, Commodore Darren Garnier, led the Ca-
nadian military delegation to IDEX.99

In January 2016 Canada’s ambassador to Kuwait Martine 
Moreau and a CCC executive assisted CAE in its outreach to the 
Kuwaiti government.100 As that country’s Air Force bombed Yemen, 
the Montréal flight simulation firm provided equipment to train its 
pilots on KC-130J tanker aircraft.101

In February 2018 Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister 
of Innovation, Science and Economic Development, David Lamet-
ti, promoted Bombardier’s delivery of surveillance planes to the 
UAE.102 The Bombardier-Saab plane was used in the war on Yemen.

CAE trained UAE and Saudi Air Force pilots at a facility in 
Abu Dhabi.103 The Montréal based firm also (secretly) trained Saudi 
pilots at a US base in Pensacola, Florida.104 UAE and Saudi pilots 
also trained at NATO’s Flying Training in Canada, which was run by 
CAE and the Canadian Forces in Alberta and Saskatchewan.105

Despite their contribution to the horrendous violence in Ye-
men, the Trudeau government deepened ties to the UAE, a federa-
tion of seven Emirates. Domestically, the UAE is a repressive mon-
archy that outlaws labour unions and hangs or stones individuals to 
death.106 The country heavily restricts religious freedoms and wom-
en’s rights. In summer 2019 the wife (one of six) of Dubai’s ruler, 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, sought asylum in the 
UK fearing for her life.107

A small number of Canadian troops are stationed in the UAE 
and Royal Canadian Navy vessels regularly coordinate with their 
Emirati counterparts.108 Canada’s ambassador in Abu Dhabi, Masud 
Husain, and defence minister Sajjan met UAE defence minister Mo-
hammed bin Ahmed Al Bowardi on multiple occasions.109 After an 
April 2019 meeting between Sajjan and Al Bowardi the Emirates 
News Agency reported that they discussed “cooperation in the mil-
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itary and defence sectors” and “current regional and international 
developments.”110 In December 2017 Sajan signed the Canada-UAE 
Defence Cooperation Arrangement.111 According to Radio Canada 
International, the accord “will make it easier for the Canadian de-
fence industry to access one of the world’s most lucrative arms mar-
kets.”112

In January 2020 Trudeau held a telephone call with Abu 
Dhabi’s Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed to discuss regional 
developments and strengthening bilateral ties.113 On July 1, 2019, of-
ficials from the two countries highlighted “the bond between Canada 
and the United Arab Emirates” by raising a Canadian flag-inspired 
display on Abu Dhabi’s Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest building.114 
A week later international trade minister Jim Carr announced that 
Canada would participate in Expo 2020 Dubai.115 Two weeks later 
they signed a memorandum of understanding regarding diplomat-
ic and consular missions at the second session of the UAE-Canada 
Consular Committee.116

The Liberals deepened Canada’s ties to a monarchy that 
pursued violent, anti-democratic, policies in its region. The UAE 
propped up the Transitional Military Council in Sudan that faced 
massive protests calling for civilian rule. Two months after President 
Omar al-Bashir fell in April 2019, the oil rich country put up half of 
a $3 billion package with Saudi Arabia to support Sudan’s military 
rulers. Many pro-democracy activists believed the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia pushed Sudan’s military to destroy a major protest site that 
left dozens dead at the start of June 2019.117

Abu Dhabi feared democracy in Sudan for various reasons. 
One immediate concern was the likelihood that a government in 
Khartoum representing the popular will would withdraw the more 
than 10,000 Sudanese soldiers in Yemen.118

In Libya the UAE delivered weapons to warlord Khalifa 
Haftar in violation of UN sanctions.119 Abu Dhabi financed and sup-
ported Haftar’s bid to seize the Libyan capital by force.120 The Trip-
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oli-based Government of National Accord said a UAE F-16 fighter 
jet was responsible for bombing a migrant detention centre that left 
some 50 people dead in July 2019.121

From what I could find the Trudeau government stayed mum 
on Abu Dhabi’s efforts to derail democracy in Sudan. Nor did they 
comment on its violation of UN sanctions in Libya and they barely 
made a peep about the UAE’s bombing and troops in Yemen. Instead 
of challenging the monarchy’s egregious policies, the Liberals deep-
ened ties to the Gulf Kingdom.

The Liberals also expanded military and business relations 
with other less belligerent, though still repressive, Gulf monarchies. 
They pushed to increase military ties with the family that has ruled 
Kuwait for 250 years.122 In December 2019 and again in January 
2020 Harjit Sajjan traveled to Kuwait City to meet his Kuwaiti coun-
terpart.123 Eight months earlier Sajjan met Prime Minister and De-
fence Minister Sheikh Nasser Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah who over-
saw a country where questioning the Amir or Islam is punishable 
with a significant prison sentence.124 Sajjan’s aim was “to bolster and 
consolidate bilateral ties.”125 Relations with Kuwait were important 
to the government due to the Canadian Forces base there.126 About 
200 Canadians were stationed in Kuwait to support the special forc-
es deployed to Iraq.

The inaugural Kuwait and Canada Investment Forum took 
place in 2019. Finance minister Bill Morneau and Parliamentary Sec-
retary Omar Alghabra participated.127 At the time Alghabra wrote, 
“let’s celebrate and continue our efforts to grow the relationship 
between Canada and Kuwait in investments, trade and defence.”128 
In November 2019 Governor General Julie Payette sent a cable to 
Kuwait’s Amir to wish him well after an illness and the next month 
Assistant Deputy Minister of Global Affairs Peter McDougall met 
a Kuwaiti counterpart “to strengthen bilateral relations.” In August 
2018 the two countries signed a memorandum of understanding on 
establishing regular consultations between senior officials.129
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To the east the government negotiated a Defence Cooper-
ation Arrangement with Bahrain, a small island nation ruled by a 
220-year-old monarchy.130 The Sunni rulers of the predominately 
Shia country executed pro-democracy activists, including Ahmad 
al-Malali and Ali Hakim al-Arab in July 2019. The UN, Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch denounced the killings, but 
Ottawa stayed silent.131 Not long after the state murder, the Direc-
tor-General of Middle East at Global Affairs, Sandra McCardell, 
met foreign minister Shaikh Khalid bin Ahmed bin Mohammed Al 
Khalifa. McCardell reportedly “expressed Canada’s aspiration for 
enhancing and developing friendly [relations] with the Kingdom of 
Bahrain. She also appreciated the efforts exerted by the Kingdom to 
establish security and stability in the region.”132

In a March 2019 interview with local media Ambassador 
Stefanie McCollum boasted of growing relations between Canada 
and Qatar, which was ruled by a 100-year-old monarchy. She even 
claimed, “our values structures are very similar.”133 Five months 
earlier McCollum met the head of Qatar’s military, Hazza bin Khalil 
Al Shahwani, and in December 2016 ten Canadian troops were de-
ployed to a US base in the kingdom to operate the Unclassified Re-
mote-Sensing Situational Awareness satellite system, which moni-
tored maritime traffic in the Persian Gulf, Arabian Sea and Indian 
Ocean.134 

At the start of 2020 Canadian General A. R. Day directed 
the Combined Aerospace Operations Center at the US military’s Al 
Udeid base in Qatar.135 Alongside two-dozen Canadian soldiers sup-
porting US-led operations in Qatar, Bahrain and UAE, 200 Canadians 
were stationed in Kuwait and a Canadian frigate was nearby.136 Ap-
proximately 500 Canadian soldiers were in Iraq. In November 2019 
Governor General Julie Payette gave metals to a half dozen Canadians 
who recently served in military operations in the Middle East.137

During an April 2019 visit to Jordan Sajjan discussed mili-
tary cooperation with Jordan’s King Abdullah II bin Al-Hussein.138 
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That month the Canadian and Jordanian armed forces broke ground 
on a road project along Jordan’s border with Syria. During a cere-
mony for the Canadian-funded initiative Commander of the Cana-
dian Joint Operations Command, Lieutenant General Michael Rou-
leau, said: “this important road rehabilitation project is a tangible 
example of the close relationship between Jordan and Canada. It will 
help keep the people of Jordan [stay] safe by allowing the Jordani-
an armed forces to deter, monitor and interdict incursions along the 
northern border with Syria, which will help to enhance security in 
Jordan and in the region.”139

Trudeau repeatedly met or spoke with Jordan’s Abdullah II. 
In January 2020 the Prime Minister phoned a monarch known for 
prosecuting individuals for “extending one’s tongue” (having a big 
mouth) against the King.140 He met him seven months earlier in Paris 
and in November 2019 Abdullah II visited Canada “to discuss fur-
ther strengthening the partnership between Canada and Jordan.”141 
At the time Trudeau praised the King: “I really have to say that His 
Majesty has been extraordinary in being such a strong leader at a 
time of so much uncertainty, whether it’s on refugees, or on human 
rights, or on economic growth and opportunities, you really have 
a tremendous, tremendous strong voice, and Canada is incredibly 
proud to be such a good friend to Jordan.”142

To the west the Liberals barely mentioned the human rights 
violations by Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi’s regime in Egypt. The general 
took charge through a bloody 2013 coup, killing and arresting thou-
sands. In April 2018 al-Sisi won 97% of the vote for president. Eight 
months later Liberal MP Robert Oliphant led a Canada-Africa Par-
liamentary Association delegation to Egypt. The association’s sub-
sequent report whitewashed the regime’s human rights violations.143 
During a May 2019 meeting with al-Sisi Liberal Senate Speaker 
George Furey discussed boosting Canada-Egypt cooperation.144 Pre-
viously Foreign Minister Dion traveled to Cairo to meet al-Sisi in 
May 2016.145
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In February 2019 Oakville, Ontario’s Yasser Ahmed Albaz 
was arbitrarily detained as he sought to fly home from Cairo. It took 
significant campaigning by his family before the Trudeau govern-
ment raised his case publicly.146

In July 2019 Egypt’s Emigration and Expatriate Affairs Min-
ister Nabila Makram told a Toronto gathering in Arabic that anyone 
who criticized Egypt would be “sliced up”.147 Makram’s comments 
were met with laughter from the audience, which included parlia-
mentary secretary to the international trade minister Omar Alghab-
ra. Afterwards Alghabra failed to denounce the Egyptian minister’s 
comments.148

The Liberals’ friendly relations with repressive Middle East 
monarchies demonstrates how little they care about democracy 
abroad. Their military action reveals their willingness to participate 
in war and disregard for a rules-based international order.

***
The Trudeau government withdrew Canadian bombers from 

a US-led Iraq/Syria mission that was instigated in October 2014 pur-
portedly to the counter ISIS/Daesh/Islamic State. More precisely, 
they failed to renew the mission since the jets were withdrawn in 
February 2016, a month before the planned end of the 18-month 
commitment. At the same time the Liberals maintained two recon-
naissance aircraft and an in-air refueling tanker to support a mission 
that had bombed Syria without Damascus’ permission, a contraven-
tion of international law.

As they withdrew the fighter jets, the Trudeau government 
tripled the number of special forces on the ground in the region. 
A tactical helicopter detachment, intelligence officers and a com-
bat hospital were in Iraq alongside more than 200 Canadian special 
forces.149 Two hundred Canadians at a base in Kuwait supported the 
ground and air forces in Iraq.

Despite being labeled a “training” mission, the Canadians 
called in US airstrikes, provided up-to-date battle intelligence and 
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repeatedly engaged the enemy. A Canadian even killed someone 
with a record-breaking 3.5-kilometre sniper shot.150

After February 2016 the Canadian Air Force did all air-based 
refueling for the US-led coalition. They also provided intelligence to 
US jets that led to the killing of thousands of civilians. According to 
a joint Amnesty International/Airwars investigation, 1,600 civilians 
were killed in the Syrian city of Raqqa by coalition airstrikes and ar-
tillery shelling in mid 2017.151 Many thousands more died in Mosul. 
An Associated Press investigation concluded that 9,000 to 11,000 
civilians were killed in the nine-month battle to free Iraq’s second 
biggest city from ISIS control in 2017.152 AP attributed a third of the 
casualties to US bombing and allied Iraqi forces, a third to Daesh 
and a third were unattributed.

The Canadian Forces in Iraq backed Kurdish Peshmerga 
forces that fought to take Mosul. The Globe and Mail reported, “Ca-
nadian Armed Forces members are playing a modest but vital sup-
porting role as the operation to retake Mosul, the last major strong-
hold of Islamic State militants in Iraq, gets under way.”153 

Two hundred and ten highly skilled Canadian special forces 
soldiers helped the Peshmerga. They guided coalition airstrikes and 
reportedly blew up Daesh vehicles on the outskirts of Mosul.154 A 
Canadian military hospital was set up on the outskirts of the city to 
treat Kurdish fighters and CP-140 Aurora spy planes gathered in-
telligence on targets to bomb. The secretive 21 Electronic Warfare 
Regiment also aided the fight intercepting and deciphering enemy 
communications.155

Mosul was heavily damaged. Eighteen months after Daesh’s 
fall director of Amnesty International UK Kate Allen wrote: “Never 
before have I seen a city so completely devastated. Not just in one 
district area, but almost entirely. Think Dresden and you’d be close. 
Street after street of windowless, hollowed-out buildings. Miles of 
rubble. Piles of twisted metal. Utter ruin. There has been no assis-
tance for residents desperate to rebuild, and entire families are re-
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duced to living in bombed-out husks of buildings. Meanwhile, many 
children spend all day scavenging in the rubble for bits of steel and 
plastic they can sell so as to buy food.”156

Few residents returned to the city. In response to the dis-
placement and lack of reconstruction, Taylor asked “if it was not 
the residents of Mosul … then who exactly were Canadian soldiers 
supposed to be liberating?”157

Beyond the wonton destruction of Mosul, the alliance with 
the Kurds raised other troubling questions. Kurdish forces ethnically 
cleansed some areas they captured and didn’t want to give up terri-
tory. After the fall of Mosul “things went horribly, but predictably, 
wrong”, noted Taylor.158 The Kurds began fighting units loyal to the 
central government in Baghdad, which Ottawa purported to support. 
In September 2017 the Kurdish government in the north organized 
a regional referendum on independence that sparked an invasion of 
some Kurdish controlled areas by Iraq’s central government.

In November 2015 Global Affairs warned Trudeau about 
the potential consequences of supporting the Kurds. “Should the 
(Daesh) threat recede,” the officials wrote in an internal briefing 
note, “Baghdad will have to contend with a range of land disputes 
with the (Kurdish regional government), as well as strengthened 
Iraqi Kurdish forces, which have received training and equipment 
from coalition members, including Canada.”159

Despite the warning, the Canadian military ramped up sup-
port for the Kurds in 2016. Concerned about the Peshmerga’s grow-
ing strength, the Iraqi government blocked some Canadian weapons 
shipment to the Kurds and detained a Canadian military plane deliv-
ering weapons to Canadian special forces in Northern Iraq.160

Alongside the special forces and air support operations, 
Canada assumed command of the NATO Mission Iraq in Novem-
ber 2018. A Canadian commanded 580 NATO troops, including 250 
Canadians. They trained instructors at three military schools and ad-
vised Iraq’s defence ministry.
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In late 2019 Iraqi security forces, including military mem-
bers, killed hundreds of antigovernment protesters.161 The prima-
ry demand of the protest was an end to foreign dominance of the 
country’s affairs whether Iranian or American. In response to ques-
tions about Canada’s role in the violence, commander of the NATO 
mission in Iraq, Major-General Jennie Carignan, told the Globe and 
Mail “we can see there is some work to do on how [Iraqi officials] 
structure and organize themselves for crisis management.” In a col-
umn titled “Stop propping up brutal Baghdad regime”, Taylor derid-
ed Carignan’s observation that there was room for improvement as 
out of touch.162

The Liberals failed to properly explain why Canada took 
on a second mission in Iraq. But, it was likely tied to weakening 
the influence of the Iranian aligned Popular Mobilization Forces, 
Shia militias that helped defeat ISIS. According to Taylor, “Canada 
agreed to take command of the NATO-led training mission in Iraq 
because the Liberal government knew it could not sell the Canadian 
public on sending troops back into the war in Afghanistan. That is 
where the NATO leaders wanted Canadians, which seems an incred-
ibly ironic twist in that we originally agreed to go into Afghanistan 
because it was not Iraq.”163

To date the Liberals have ploughed hundreds of millions, 
probably a billion, dollars into the military’s efforts in Iraq.164 In 
2016 alone the armed forces spent $306 on its operations there.165 
The 2019 Federal budget committed $1.4 billion over two years to 
its Middle East Strategy.166 “Between 2016 and 2021,” noted the 
Global Affairs website, “Canada is investing up to $3.5 billion to 
respond to the crises in Iraq and Syria, and address their impact on 
Lebanon, Jordan and the region.”167

The Trudeau government also continued the previous gov-
ernment’s low-level support for regime change in Syria. It provided 
aid to groups opposed to Bashar al Assad and supported US missile 
strikes. Trudeau maintained sanctions on Syria and its designation as 
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a state sponsor of terror. It also provided intelligence aircraft and air-
to-air refuelling for US jets that bombed Syria.168 The approximately 
200 Canadian special forces in Iraq may have also entered Syria.

Hundreds of thousands have been killed in the tragic Syrian 
conflict. Millions more have been displaced in the messy, multilay-
ered war.

Thousands of US, British, French and Turkish troops were in 
the country in contravention of the UN charter while Israel bombed 
Syria hundreds of times and continued to occupy part of its ter-
ritory.169 The CIA spent over a billion dollars backing anti-Assad 
groups.170 Saudi Arabia and Qatar ploughed billions of dollars of 
weaponry and other forms of support to opposition insurgents. They 
supported extremist Sunni groups tied to Al Qaeda.171

On the other side, Iran, Hezbollah and Russia backed the 
Syrian government. Russia provided air power while Iran and Hez-
bollah dispatched thousands of fighters.

The Trudeau government repeatedly criticized Russia, Hez-
bollah and Iran’s interventions, which were endorsed by Syria’s 
internationally recognized government. The Liberals put out doz-
ens of statements critical of the Syrian government’s human rights 
violations. A father to son dictatorship, Bashar al-Asaad’s govern-
ment was undoubtedly responsible for significant rights abuses. But, 
Ottawa largely ignored rights violations committed by the opposi-
tion. Throughout the Liberals time in office it was clear the opposi-
tion largely consisted of sectarian extremists. The Al Qaeda-linked 
groups were responsible for horrendous killings of religious minori-
ties and others.172 There was little comment from Ottawa.

Simultaneously, they ignored the US, Saudi and Israel’s role 
in the conflict. Instead, they deepened ties to Israel and the US and 
ramped up weapons sales to the Gulf monarchies that armed an-
ti-government forces in Syria.

A December 2015 Global Affairs release praised Riyadh’s 
efforts in Syria. Dion noted, “Canada commends Saudi Arabia’s 
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leadership in convening this broad and representative group of 116 
participants from among the Syrian opposition who — despite their 
major differences — yesterday agreed upon the structure of the nego-
tiating delegation that will represent them in the anticipated UN-led 
peace talks.”173 Five months later ambassador, Dennis Horak, told 
Saudi officials Ottawa and Riyadh had “nearly similar approaches 
on Syria.”174

Trudeau supported US cruise missile strikes on a Syrian 
military base in April 2018. In a statement the Prime Minister said, 
“Canada supports the decision by the United States, the United King-
dom, and France to take action to degrade the Assad regime’s ability 
to launch chemical weapons attacks against its own people.”175

Ottawa also helped lay the foundation for the US-led attack. 
Twenty-four hours after the alleged April 7, 2018, chemical attack 
Freeland put out a statement claiming, “it is clear to Canada that 
chemical weapons were used and that they were used by the Assad 
regime.”176 In subsequent months Canada’s envoy to the Organiza-
tion to Prohibit Chemical Weapons (OPCW), Sabine Nolke, repeat-
ed this position.177 But, Russia and Syria immediately claimed the 
chemical attack in Douma was staged.178 And they offered evidence 
to back up their claims, including an interview with one of the pur-
ported victims.179 On the surface of it, the Syrian government’s mo-
tive to employ chemical weapons wasn’t strong. With the capture of 
Douma imminent, the Syrian government gained little by employ-
ing chemical weapons. On the other hand, they risked a great deal. 
A chemical attack could precipitate greater US intervention, which 
would benefit anti-Assad forces.

The OPCW’s initial report on the Douma incident suggested 
the Syrian government was responsible for the chemical attack. Then 
two whistleblowers and a stash of internal documents revealed that 
the OPCW management ignored or rewrote reports suggesting the 
April 2018 Douma incident was staged. In May 2019 a member of 
the OPCW Fact Finding Mission in Syria, Ian Henderson, released a 
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document claiming the organization misled the public about the pur-
ported chemical attack in Douma. It showed that the management 
suppressed an assessment that contradicted the claim that a gas cyl-
inder fell from the air.180 In November another OPCW whistleblower 
added to Henderson’s revelations, saying that his conclusion the in-
cident was “a non chemical-related event” was twisted to imply the 
opposite.181 Then in December 2019 WikiLeaks released a series of 
internal documents demonstrating that the team who wrote the OP-
CW’s report on Douma didn’t go to Syria.182 One memo noted that 
20 OPCW inspectors felt the report that was released “did not reflect 
the views of the team members that deployed to [Syria].”183

Instead of expressing concern over political manipulation of 
evidence, Canada’s representative to the OPCW criticized the leak. 
In a statement after Henderson’s position was made public Nolke 
noted, “Canada remains steadfast in its confidence in the profession-
alism and integrity of the FFM [Fact-Finding Mission] and its meth-
ods. However, Mr. Chair, we are unsettled with the leak of official 
confidential documents from the Technical Secretariat.”184

It makes sense Ottawa was concerned about the OPCW’s 
credibility as they pushed the organization to blame Assad for 
chemical attacks since Syria joined the OPCW and had its declared 
chemical weapon stockpile destroyed in 2013-14.185 As part of this 
effort, Canadian officials ploughed tens of millions of dollars into 
the OPCW, including substantial contributions to its Trust Fund for 
Syria Missions. A June 2017 Global Affairs release boasted that 
“Canada and the United States are the largest national contributors 
to the JIM [OPCW-UN Joint Investigative Mechanism for Attribut-
ing Responsibility for Chemical Weapons Attacks in Syria].”186 The 
statement also said Canada “is the largest voluntary cash contributor 
to the organization, having provided nearly $25 million since 2012 
to help destroy chemical weapons in Libya and Syria and to sup-
port special missions and contingency operations related to chemical 
weapons use, investigation, verification and monitoring in Syria.” A 
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year later Freeland announced another $7.5 million contribution to 
the OPCW in a statement largely focused on Syria titled “Canada 
welcomes OPCW actions to counter impunity for use of chemical 
weapons.”187 During an August 2019 “meeting focused on OPCW 
activities in Syria” with the organization’s Director-General, Fer-
nando Arias, Governor-General Julie Payette boasted about “$23 
million in voluntary funds for Syria-related activities” that Canada 
contributed.188

The White Helmets produced the probably staged video pur-
porting to show chemical weapons use in Douma. In a release about 
the purported attack in Douma Freeland expressed Canada’s “ad-
miration for … the White Helmets”, later calling them “heroes.”189 
Credited with rescuing people from bombed out buildings, the White 
Helmets fostered opposition to Assad and promoted western inter-
vention. They operated almost entirely in areas of Syria occupied 
by the Saudi–Washington backed Al Nusra/Al Qaeda insurgents and 
other rebels.190 They criticized the Syrian government and dissemi-
nated images of its purported violence while largely ignoring those 
people targeted by the opposition. Their members were repeatedly 
photographed with Al Qaeda-linked Jihadists and reportedly enabled 
their executions.191

The White Helmets helped establish an early warning sys-
tem for airstrikes that benefited opposition insurgents. Framed as 
a way to save civilians, the ‘Sentry’ system tracked and validated 
information about potential airstrikes.192

Canada funded the Hala Systems air strike warning system, 
which benefited opposition fighters. It’s unclear how much Canadian 
money was put into the initiative but in September 2018 Global Af-
fairs boasted that “Canada is the largest contributor to the ‘Sentry’ 
project.”193 Additionally, Vancouver mining magnate, Frank Gius-
tra, a close ally of Bill Clinton, provided early financing for Hala 
Systems, which was set up by former Syria focused US diplomat 
John Jaeger.194 In September 2019 Vanessa Beeley wrote, “Hala Sys-
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tems converted the White Helmets into a paramilitary surveillance 
agency providing an early warning system for the armed groups 
dominated by Al Qaeda.”195

The Liberals provided significant support to the White 
Helmets. In December 2016 they announced $4.5 million for the 
group and in March 2018 Global Affairs announced “$12 million for 
groups in Syria, such as the White Helmets, that are saving lives by 
providing communities with emergency response services and re-
moving explosives.”196 The White Helmets received tens of millions 
of dollars from the US, British, Dutch, German and French gov-
ernments.197 They were closely associated with the Syria Campaign, 
which was set up by a British billionaire of Syrian descent, Ayman 
Asfari, actively opposed to the Assad regime.198 The co-founder of 
the White Helmets, James Le Mesurier, was a former British army 
officer and private security contractor.

White Helmet representatives repeatedly came to Ottawa to 
meet government officials and Canadian officials helped members 
of the group escape Syria via Israel in July 2018. The effort required 
complicated, high-level, negotiations with the Israeli government. 
As part of the effort, Canada committed to resettling about 150 mem-
bers of the White Helmets and their families. A year after the highly 
publicized Israeli expedition the Globe and Mail revealed that 48 
White Helmet members and their families who were supposed to 
come to Canada languished in a camp in Jordan.199 According to the 
Globe, they “were flagged as security risks by Canadian officials” 
partly because of their “affiliations with the myriad groups that have 
fought in the civil war.”200 Globe reporter Mark McKinnon was not 
allowed to enter the secure part of camp Azraq where the White Hel-
mets were held.

Turkey-based Canadian diplomat Robin Wettlaufer orga-
nized the complicated White Helmet evacuation effort as the Syrian 
army regained territory in the south-west Daraa governorate. Wet-
tlaufer was Canada’s Special Representative to the Syrian Oppo-
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sition.201 Wettlaufer told the Trek, a UBC alumni publication, “we 
connect in many different ways with the Opposition, the whole host 
of parties opposed to the Assad regime, including through social me-
dia.”202 Trek described Wettlaufer as someone who “typifies the next 
generation of Foreign Service Officers and a new kind of diplomacy 
that focuses on new partners and approaches. Wettlaufer says her 
role ‘focuses on the grass roots [where] the progress is often incre-
mental and long term,’ saying it has involved ‘bringing rebel groups 
together, promoting cooperation and negotiation, talking to the op-
position, to youth, to religious leaders, and finding ways to strength-
en the voices of democracy and moderation.’”203

***
The Liberals repeatedly promised to restart diplomatic re-

lations with Iran. Before becoming PM Trudeau told the CBC, “I 
would hope that Canada would be able to reopen its mission [in Teh-
ran].”204 In March 2016 Foreign Minister Dion said, “Canada’s sev-
ering of ties with Iran had no positive consequences for anyone: not 
for Canadians, not for the people of Iran, not for Israel, and not for 
global security.”205

But this was another broken promise. The Liberals dialed 
down the previous government’s most bombastic rhetoric against 
Tehran, but they did not restart diplomatic relations or remove that 
country from Canada’s state sponsor of terrorism list. They also 
maintained several sanctions on Iran. With the US, Saudis and Israel 
generally antagonistic to Iran, Trudeau continued important compo-
nents of the Harper government’s ‘low-level war’ against Iran.

The Trudeau government criticized Iranian human rights 
abuses while mostly ignoring more flagrant Saudi rights violations. 
In January 2018 Freeland said, “Canada is deeply troubled by the re-
cent deaths and detentions of protesters in Iran” and four months lat-
er tweeted, “our government is committed to holding Iran to account 
for its violations of human and democratic rights.”206 In November 
2019 Global Affairs stated, “Iran must ensure that its people enjoy 
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the rights and freedoms they deserve. Canada supports the Iranian 
people who are exercising these rights, including the freedom of ex-
pression and assembly.”207

Under the Liberals Ottawa continued to present a yearly UN 
resolution critical of the human rights situation in Iran.208 In response 
to Canada targeting it, Iran’s Deputy Representative to the UN, Eshaq 
Al-e Habib, said in November 2019, “how can a supporter of apart-
heid in Palestine pose itself as a human rights defender in Iran?”209

Similarly, Liberal MPs participated in the annual “Iran Ac-
countability Week” on Parliament Hill, which showcased individu-
als such as Foundation for the Defense of Democracies CEO Mark 
Dubowitz, who helped kill the Iran nuclear deal and pushed harsh 
sanctions against any country doing business with Iran.210 Dubowitz 
was a senior research fellow at the University of Toronto’s Munk 
School of Global Affairs.211 In 2015 Global Affairs gave the Munk 
School’s Digital Public Square $9 million to expand an anti-Iranian 
initiative, which the Trudeau government maintained.212

After the Trump administration withdrew from the “p5+1 
nuclear deal” with Iran in May 2018 and re-imposed tough new sanc-
tions, the Liberals increasingly echoed the warmongers in Washing-
ton and Tel Aviv. In June 2018 Liberal parliamentarians supported 
a Conservative MP’s private member’s motion that “strongly con-
demns the current regime in Iran for its ongoing sponsorship of ter-
rorism around the world, including instigating violent attacks on the 
Gaza border.”213 In effect, the resolution made Iran responsible for 
Israel killing Palestinians peacefully protesting the US moving its 
embassy to Jerusalem, siege of Gaza and historic theft of their land. 
The motion also called on Canada to “immediately cease any and all 
negotiations or discussions with the Islamic Republic of Iran to re-
store diplomatic relations” and to make the highly provocative move 
of listing the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps as a terrorist entity.

While they ostensibly backed the Iran nuclear deal, the Lib-
erals’ promoted a one-sided view of the 2015 Joint Comprehensive 
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Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran and the US, France, Germa-
ny, Russia and China. Canada put up more than $10 million for the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to monitor and verify 
Iran’s implementation of its commitments under the JCPOA. Iran 
was consistently in compliance with JCPOA’s strict rules regarding 
its uranium enrichment. Nonetheless, the Donald Trump administra-
tion withdrew from the JCPOA in May 2018 and imposed sanctions 
on other countries’ companies doing business with Iran.

For their part, the Western European signatories to the agree-
ment largely failed to stand up to US pressure by creating the space 
for their companies to do business with Iran and in January 2020 
the UK, Germany and France delivered a further blow to an agree-
ment on life support. In a release titled “Canada supports diplomatic 
efforts established for Iran to return to full implementation of Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action”, Global Affairs expressed “support” 
for the UK, Germany and France “activating the Dispute Resolu-
tion Mechanism” under the JCPOA and “urged Iran to immediate-
ly restore its full commitments to the JCPOA.”214 But, this position 
amounted to calling on Iran to abide by a deal it received no benefits 
from as its economy was crippled by sanctions.

The Liberals also legitimated the illegal US sanctions on Iran 
when they arrested Huawei’s chief financial officer, Meng Wanzhou, 
at the Vancouver airport in December 2018. The US claimed Meng’s 
company defied its illegal sanctions against Iran. But, between when 
the US judicial system sought her detention and the Trump adminis-
tration requested Ottawa detain her, Meng traveled to six countries 
with US extradition treaties.215 Only Canada arrested her.

At the military level Ottawa also aligned with the US-Sau-
di-Israeli axis stoking conflict with Iran. One aim of the Canada-Gulf 
Cooperation Council Strategic Dialogue was to isolate Iran. A com-
muniqué́ after the May 2016 Canada-GCC ministerial meeting ex-
pressed “serious concerns over Iran’s support for terrorism and its de-
stabilizing activities in the region.”216 Similarly, an April 2016 Global 
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Affairs memo authorizing Light Armoured Vehicle export permits to 
the House of Saud noted, “Canada appreciates Saudi Arabia’s role as 
a regional leader promoting regional stability, as well as countering 
the threat posed by Iranian regional expansionism.”217 At the Novem-
ber 2019 Dubai International Air Chiefs Conference the Commander 
of the Royal Canadian Air Force, Al Meinzinger, participated in a 
panel titled “Watch out Iran!”218 A year earlier Chief of the Defence 
Staff Jonathan Vance told a parliamentary committee that Iran was 
“an interested party and, in some cases, a malign agent in Iraq.”219

Five hundred Canadian troops were in Iraq partly to counter 
Iranian influence. Specifically, the Canadian-led NATO Mission Iraq 
was designed to weaken the influence of the Iranian aligned Popular 
Mobilization Forces.

In the fall of 2019 Canada seized and sold $28 million worth 
of Iranian properties in Ottawa and Toronto to compensate individ-
uals in the US who had family members killed in a 2002 Hamas 
bombing in Israel and others who were held hostage by Hezbollah 
in 1986 and 1991.220 The Supreme Court of Canada and federal gov-
ernment sanctioned the seizure under the 2012 Justice for Victims 
of Terrorism Act, which lifts immunity for countries labeled “state 
sponsors of terrorism” to allow individuals to claim their non-diplo-
matic assets.

Iranian Foreign Ministry Spokesman Seyyed Abbas Mousa-
vi called the seizure “illegal” and in “direct contradiction with in-
ternational law” while a spokesperson for Iran’s Guardian Council, 
Abbasali Kadkhodaei, accused Canada of “economic terrorism”.221 
A senior member of Iran’s parliament said the country’s military 
should confiscate Canadian shipments crossing the Strait of Hor-
muz.222

In a right side up world, the Iranian asset sale would lead to 
various more legitimate seizures. Relatives of the Lebanese-Canadi-
an el-Akhras family Israel wiped out, including four children aged 
one to eight, in 2006 were certainly at least as worthy of Canadi-
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an government-backed compensation.223 Ditto for Paeta Hess-Von 
Kruedener, a Canadian soldier part of a UN mission, killed by an 
Israeli fighter jet in Lebanon in 2006.224 Or Palestinian-Canadian Is-
mail Zayid, who was driven from a West Bank village demolished to 
make way for the Jewish National Fund’s Canada Park.225

In Haiti there were hundreds, maybe thousands, of individ-
uals whose family members were killed at peaceful protests by a 
police force paid, trained and politically supported by Canada af-
ter US, French and Canadian troops overthrew the country’s elected 
president in 2004.226 Ten months after the coup I met a young man in 
Port-au-Prince who fled the country after armed thugs searching for 
him came to his house and killed his aunt. Before the coup Jeremy 
had been a journalist with the state television, which was identi-
fied with the ousted government. Should US or Canadian assets be 
seized to compensate him?

There are hundreds of Canadians and countless individuals 
elsewhere who have been victimized by Israeli, Canadian and US-
backed terror more deserving of compensation than the Americans 
paid with Iranian assets for what Hamas and Hezbollah purportedly 
did decades ago. Should Israeli, US and Canadian government assets 
be seized to pay them?

The Trudeau government failed to speak against the asset 
seizure. It could have undercut this obscenity by delisting Iran as a 
“state sponsor of terror” or repealing Harper’s Justice for Victims 
of Terrorism Act. But, it didn’t even keep its promise to restart dip-
lomatic relations with Iran. As such, the Liberals have empowered 
US-Israeli hawks hurtling towards a major conflict.

While there is much to dislike about the government in Teh-
ran, supporting the arbitrary withdrawal from agreements, stealing 
foreign governments’ assets and engaging in threats of war make a 
mockery of a rules-based international order.

But this hypocrisy of claiming to support certain principles 
while doing the opposite is matched by the duplicity of the Liberals 
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rhetoric and policies towards Russia, which is the subject of the next 
chapter.
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4. Commies No More, But… — Russian Bogeyman

The Liberals have promoted Russophobia. Complicated
conflicts in Ukraine and Syria, as well as nuclear prolif-

eration, are reduced to ‘blame Russia’. Aping Hillary Clinton, cold 
warriors and other segments of the US establishment, the Liberals 
have pushed the idea of Russian electoral interference. In April 2019 
Freeland said she was “very concerned that Russia is meddling” in 
Canada’s election and claimed there had “already been efforts by 
malign actors to disrupt our democracy.”1 For his part, Trudeau 
opined that “countries like Russia are behind a lot of the divisive 
campaigns … that have turned our politics even more divisive and 
more anger-filled than they have been in the past.”2 Ten months be-
fore the 2019 Federal election the government established a special 
task force to monitor potential threats to Canada’s democracy that 
included representatives of CSIS, RCMP, Communications Security 
Establishment and Global Affairs’ intelligence branch.3

It was all for naught. Two days after the 2019 election the 
Privy Council Office quietly announced no foreign actor attempted 
to interfere.4

Alongside claims of electoral interference, Liberal officials 
claimed Russia was a strategic rival. In a major June 2017 foreign 
policy speech Freeland called, “Russian military adventurism and 
expansionism … clear strategic threats to the liberal democratic 
world, including Canada.”5

The Liberals repeatedly criticized Russian policy as a threat 
to “the rules-based international order” Canada purportedly upheld.6 
The Liberals also rejected calls by Donald Trump to let Russia return 
to the G7.7
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The Liberals maintained the previous government’s sanc-
tions on Russia and called on other nations to do the same. In Novem-
ber 2016 Foreign Minister Dion told a news conference, “Canada is 
insisting that all countries must be very firm about these sanctions.”8 
The Liberals added multiple rounds of sanctions on Russia. In March 
2016 they added 19 entities and individuals to a blacklist and ex-
panded its scope.9 Subsequently they added dozens more individuals 
to a list of those subjected to an asset freeze and dealings prohibition 
under the Special Economic Measures (Ukraine) Regulations.

In Fall 2017 the government adopted sanctions legislation, 
modeled after the 2012 US Magnitsky Act, that further strained re-
lations with Moscow. The Justice for Victims of Corrupt Foreign 
Officials Act was designed to demonize Russia and Ottawa imme-
diately targeted Russian officials under legislation that allowed the 
government to freeze individuals’ assets/visas and prohibit Canadian 
companies from dealing with sanctioned individuals.

The legislation was named after Sergey Magnitsky who pro-
ponents claim was tortured to death for exposing Russian state cor-
ruption. The source of the claim was William Browder, an American 
who got rich amidst the fire sale of Russian state assets in the 1990s. 
With billionaire banker Edmond J. Safra, Browder co-founded Her-
mitage Capital Management, which became the largest hedge fund 
in Russia. Hermitage Capital earned a staggering 2,697% return be-
tween 1996 and 2007.10 Those who question the western-backed sto-
ry line say Magnitsky was an accountant who helped Browder claim 
illicit tax breaks. According to this version of the story, Browder 
exploited Magnitsky’s death — caused by inhumane jail conditions 
— to avoid being extradited to Russia on tax fraud charges.

(While it’s hard to be confident about the truth, it’s difficult 
to believe that a US capitalist who got rich in Russia in the 1990s 
would simply turn into a human rights activist. On the other hand, the 
idea that a wealthy and powerful individual meshed self-preserva-
tion with growing Russophobia seems plausible. A November 2019 
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Der Spiegel expose titled “The Case of Sergei Magnitsky: Questions 
Cloud Story Behind U.S. Sanctions” gave credence to this view.11)

The Liberals blamed Russia for the nuclear arms control im-
passe. They claimed Moscow was responsible for the demise of the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, which banned an 
entire class of nuclear weapons. Freeland said, “Russia has failed to 
comply with this important treaty, and Canada is disappointed that 
Russia’s actions have led to” the US pulling out of the INF in 2019.12 
But, as mentioned above, it was not clear Russia violated the INF.13 
The Trump administration, on the other hand, began to develop new 
ground-launched intermediate-range missiles prohibited under the 
pact long before it formally withdrew from the INF. US military 
planners wanted to deploy intermediate-range missiles against Chi-
na, which was not party to the INF.

In a dangerous game of brinksmanship, the Trudeau govern-
ment expanded Canada’s military presence on Russia’s doorstep. In 
2017 the number of Canadian troops in Eastern Europe was more 
than doubled from approximately 300 in the Ukraine and Poland 
to 800 in the Ukraine, Romania and Latvia. Alongside these forces, 
Canada had a naval frigate and a half dozen CF-18 fighter jets in 
Eastern Europe. Freeland and Sajjan made it clear that Russia was 
the target of Canada’s military buildup. In 2017 they wrote, “we 
send a strong message of deterrence to Russia by continuing our mil-
itary training in Ukraine, through our air policing in Romania, our 
frigate in the Black Sea, and our recently-announced Canadian-led 
NATO battlegroup in Latvia.”14

A Canadian frigate regularly patrolled the Black Sea, which 
borders Russia, Bulgaria, Turkey, Romania, Georgia and Ukraine. In 
July 2019 HMCS Toronto led a four ship Standing NATO Maritime 
Group exercise in the Black Sea.15 Soon after, it participated with 
two-dozen other ships in a NATO exercise that included training in 
maritime interdiction, air defence, amphibious warfare and anti-sub-
marine warfare.16
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During most of their first three years in power the Liberals 
maintained a contingent of troops in Poland.17 In August 2016, 100 
soldiers from Edmonton were deployed to Poland as part of NATO’s 
Operation Reassurance.18

Royal Canadian Air Force members were regularly dis-
patched to Romania.19 In the Fall of 2019, for instance, a 135-person 
Air Task Force was sent on a four month mission to train and ex-
ercise with their Romanian counterparts.20 Canada’s air controllers 
were stationed in Bucharest to aid the Air Force’s Control and Re-
porting Centre. The CF-18s in Romania also trained with US F-15s 
and NATO airborne early warning and control aircraft (AWACS).21 
In October 2018 Canadian fighter jets stationed in Romania were 
scrambled by NATO’s Combined Air Operations Centre in Spain to 
intercept Russian aircraft over the Black Sea, which is 8,000 kilome-
ters from Canadian territory.

In the most significant deployment, Canada led a thousand 
strong NATO battle group in Latvia. About 450 Canadian soldiers 
were deployed to the small nation bordering Russia in 2017. Con-
currently, the US, Britain and Germany lead thousand member 
NATO groups in Poland, Lithuania and Estonia. Increased to 550 
soldiers a year later, Canadian troops are to remain in Latvia until 
at least 2023.22 In December 2019 the Secretary General of NATO, 
Jens Stoltenberg, suggested they could stay longer, saying “this is a 
presence which doesn’t have a specific time limit.”23

The Canadians, so far away from home, trained their Latvi-
an counterparts. The Royal Canadian Artillery School, for instance, 
helped Latvian forces use M109 self-propelled howitzers.24 The Ca-
nadian led NATO battlegroup was integrated with the Latvian Land 
Forces Infantry Brigade. In the Fall of 2019 they were part of the 
largest wargame in Latvia since the fall of the Soviet Union. 
At one point 44 NATO tanks were engaged, which Captain Kendell 
Jacobson said was “the largest gathering of different tanks on the 
planet at that time.”25 The troops in Latvia were a “tripwire” force. 
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Insufficient to stop Russia from invading, they were considered a 
large enough force that their capture or killing would compel NATO 
to respond. That scenario would probably unleash a full-scale war 
between countries with the bulk of the world’s nuclear weapons.

Massing NATO troops on Russia’s border was highly bel-
ligerent. It also violated a US, German and French promise to Sovi-
et/Russian leader Mikhail Gorbachev regarding the reunification of 
Germany, an important Cold War divide. In 1990 Gorbachev agreed 
not to obstruct German reunification, to withdraw tens of thousands 
of troops from the east and for the new Germany to be part of NATO 
in return for assurances that the alliance wouldn’t expand “one inch 
eastward”.26 Now, the alliance includes countries on Russia’s border 
and North American troops are stationed there.

Canada’s military build-up in Eastern Europe was the out-
growth of a coup in Kiev. In 2014 the right-wing nationalist Eu-
roMaidan movement ousted president Viktor Yanukovych who was 
oscillating between the European Union and Russia. The US-backed 
coup divided the Ukraine politically, geographically and linguisti-
cally (Russian is the mother tongue of 30% of Ukrainians and as 
much as 75% of those in eastern cities).27 After Yanukovych’s ouster 
Russia reinforced its military presence — or “seized” — the south-
ern area of Crimea and then organized a referendum on secession. 
Home to Moscow’s major Baltic naval base, Crimea had long been 
part of Russia and the bulk of the population preferred Moscow’s 
rule to the post-coup right wing nationalist government in Kiev.28

The largely Russian-speaking east protested the ouster of 
Yanukovych who was from the region. After a referendum and fight-
ing the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics were proclaimed in 
the Donbas region bordering Russia. Moscow aided the movement 
but showed little interest in absorbing the newly proclaimed repub-
lics into Russia as many in the Donbas would have liked.

While we heard about Russia’s nefarious influence in the 
Ukraine, little attention was given to Canada or the US’s role in 



House of  Mirrors— 117

stoking tensions there. In July 2015 the Canadian Press reported that 
opposition protesters were camped in the Canadian Embassy for a 
week during the February 2014 rebellion against Yanukovich. “Can-
ada’s embassy in Kyiv was used as a haven for several days by an-
ti-government protesters during the uprising that toppled the regime 
of former president Viktor Yanukovych,” the story noted.29 Since the 
mid-2000s Ottawa has provided significant support to right wing, 
nationalist opponents of Russia in the Ukraine.30

In March 2017 the Liberals renewed Canada’s military train-
ing mission in the Ukraine and expanded its mandate. During parlia-
mentary debate that month Sajjan said, “through Operation UNIFI-
ER, we sent a clear signal of deterrence to Russia.”31

As part of Operation UNIFIER, 200 Canadian troops — ro-
tated every six months — worked with Ukrainian soldiers on mil-
itary engineering, explosive-device disposal, sniper training, etc. 
When extending the mission, the Liberals also eased restrictions that 
required the Canadians to stay in the western half of Ukraine, away 
from the fighting in the east that left over 10,000 dead.32 (In July 
2018 International Development Minister Marie-Claude Bibeau was 
the first G7 minister to travel to the line of contact between the war-
ring factions.33) Alongside US and UK troops, UNIFIER reinforced 
Ukrainian military forces fighting in the east.34

Another aim of Operation UNIFIER was to help “modernize 
the Ukrainian Armed Forces”, noted Sajan, so the country could join 
NATO.35 While some in the Ukraine aspired to join the alliance, the 
move would antagonize Moscow. To support Ukraine’s possible ac-
cession to the alliance, Canada supported the NATO-Ukraine Joint 
Working Group on Defence Reform and Canada shared the role of 
NATO Contact Point Embassy in Kyiv.36 The Liberals also equipped 
the Ukrainian military, donating tens of millions of dollars worth of 
helmets, vehicles, clothing and bulletproof vests.37

In December 2017 the Liberals added Ukraine to Canada’s 
Automatic Firearms Country Control List, which allowed compa-
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nies to export weapons to that country with little restriction.38 In 
2019 Winnipeg based PGW Defence Technologies delivered $1 mil-
lion worth of heavy caliber sniper rifles to the Ukrainian military.39

To strength military ties the two countries signed a Defence 
Cooperation Agreement in April 2017.40 Three months earlier the 
Liberals appointed former Assistant Deputy Minister at National 
Defence, Jill Sinclair, to Ukraine’s Defence Reform Advisory Board. 
“This representative provides strategic advice on defence reform to 
Ukraine’s Minister of Defence and senior officials”, noted Global 
Affairs.41

In July 2016 Trudeau traveled to Kiev to sign a free-trade 
agreement. During the visit the Prime Minister said Canadian troops 
were preparing Ukrainian soldiers to “liberate” its “territory”.42 At 
that time Ukrainian troops were actively fighting secessionist forces 
in the east of the country. The Liberals denied the legitimate griev-
ances of the predominantly Russian-speaking population in eastern 
Ukraine who revolted against the ultra-nationalist government in 
Kiev that took power after the overthrow of Yanukovych. In response 
to a March 2017 question about whether Canada saw the conflict 
in eastern Ukraine as a separatist movement or Russian aggression 
Sinclair told a Ukrainian press outlet, “I think Canada has been clear 
since the outset of Russian aggression against Ukraine that it’s Rus-
sian aggression against Ukraine, in Crimea and in the East.”43

For her part, Freeland framed the conflict in eastern Ukraine 
as a global battle between good and evil. In November 2019 she 
declared that Ukraine was at the “forefront of the struggle between 
democracy and authoritarianism” and that “modern Ukraine is the 
country where the struggle is ongoing and the future of the rules-
based international order and genuine democracy in the world will 
be determined.”44

Ottawa’s words and actions emboldened far-right militarists 
responsible for hundreds of deaths in Eastern Ukraine. Far right mi-
litia members were part of the force fighting Russian-aligned groups 
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in eastern Ukraine and Canadians troops trained a force that included 
the best-organized neo-Nazis in the world.45 In June 2018 Canada’s 
military attaché in Kiev, Colonel Brian Irwin, met privately with 
officers from the Azov battalion, who used the Nazi “Wolfsangel” 
symbol and praised officials who helped slaughter Jews and Poles 
during World War II.46 According to Azov, Canadian military offi-
cials concluded the briefing by expressing “their hopes for further 
fruitful cooperation.”47

Sympathy for the far right in Ukraine was displayed by the 
Canadian Forces on other occasions. In February 2016, for instance, 
“nearly 200 officer cadets and professors of Canada’s Royal Military 
College” attended a screening of Ukrainians/Les Ukrainiens: God’s 
Volunteer Battalion, which praised far right militias fighting in the 
east of the country.48

Alongside the US, Canada funded, equipped and trained the 
neo-Nazi infiltrated National Police of Ukraine (NPU), which was 
founded after Yanukovych was overthrown. A former deputy com-
mander of the Azov Battalion, Vadim Troyan had a series of senior 
positions in the NPU, including acting chief.49 When a policeman 
was videoed in early 2019 disparaging a far right protester as a sup-
porter of Stepan Bandera, the National Police chief, National Police 
spokesman, Interior Minister and other officers repudiated the con-
stable by publicly professing their admiration for Bandera.50 During 
World War II Bandera aligned with the Nazi occupation, carrying 
out murderous campaigns against Poles and Jews.51

Soon after it was set up, Foreign Minister Dion announced 
$8.1 million for the NPU, which replaced the former regime’s po-
lice.52 Canada provided the force with thousands of uniforms and 
cameras and helped establish the country’s first national police acad-
emy.53 Beginning in June 2016 up to 20 Canadian police were in the 
Ukraine to support and advise the NPU. In July 2019 that number 
was increased to 45 and the deployment was extended until at least 
2021.54
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While they talked about the danger of the far right, the Lib-
erals refused to back a number of UN resolutions opposed to glori-
fying Nazism, neo-Nazism and racial discrimination.55 On Novem-
ber 19, 2015, they voted against a UN General assembly resolution 
critical of the aforementioned subject supported by 126 states.56 The 
US, Palau and Ukraine were the only other countries to vote against 
the resolution titled “Combating glorification of Nazism, neo-Na-
zism and other practices that contribute to fuelling contemporary 
forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related in-
tolerance.”57 In subsequent years the Liberals abstained on a similar 
resolution.58

The post Maiden Ukrainian government included a number 
of neo-Nazis. During his 2016 trip to Ukraine Trudeau was photo-
graphed with Andriy Parubiy, Ukrainian Parliament speaker, who 
had a background with the far right and was accused of praising Hit-
ler.59 Liberal and other party politicians in Canada also spoke along-
side and marched with members of Ukraine’s Right Sector, which 
said it was “defending the values of white, Christian Europe against 
the loss of the nation and deregionalisation.”60

In early 2017 it came to light that Chrystia Freeland’s 
Ukrainian grandfather, Michael Chomiak, was a Nazi propagandist 
during World War II. Canada’s foreign minister deflected questions 
regarding the matter by saying Moscow was seeking to “destabilize” 
Canadian democracy.61 But, Chomiak did in fact edit a Ukrainian 
language newspaper that published speeches by Hitler and Goeb-
bels, as well as the Nazi’s anti-Jewish/Soviet screeds. While obvi-
ously not responsible for her grandpa’s misdeeds, Freeland public-
ly praised him. Moreover, she deflected questions on the matter by 
stoking Russophobia.

To a large extent Ottawa and Washington used the Ukraine 
as a proxy to weaken Russia. Despite the fact the Cold War ended 
decades ago, the Russian bogeyman remains an effective tool that 
supporters of the US Empire are eager to employ.



House of  Mirrors— 121

But the Liberals were not only willing to stoke anti-Russian 
sentiment, they also tinkered with old racist tropes about Asians as a 
tool in their efforts to toe the US geopolitical line. The next chapter 
discusses the dangerous words and actions taken by Trudeau’s gov-
ernment to appease those who view China’s economic power as a 
challenge to the US-led world order.
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5. The Asian Contradiction
— China and North Korea

Pity the Canadian government. Relations with China
were certainly difficult for the Liberals. Trudeau was 

squeezed between corporate interests that saw a large market and 
Washington’s drive to stall China’s ascendance.

Trudeau participated in a number of significant fundraisers 
organized by Chinese-Canadian capitalists with interests there.1 The 
Liberals had deeper ties to Power Corporation, Bank of Montréal, 
Manulife and other big firms operating in China. Through the Can-
ada China Business Council these firms pushed for better relations 
with China. For their part, Bell and Telus resisted a push to subvert 
their partnership with Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei.

On the other hand, Washington has taken an increasingly 
belligerent line towards Beijing. With China dislodging US–Japa-
nese economic hegemony over the region, the Barrack Obama ad-
ministration “pivoted” militarily towards China. Donald Trump’s 
administration ratcheted up the pressure. At its most extreme, the 
anti-Chinese campaign reflected a worldview that longed for a divid-
ed and imperially dominated country like before 1949 and reflected 
a longstanding anti-Asian racism.

Early on, the Liberals explored a free trade agreement with 
China and, contrary to Washington’s wishes, joined the Asia Infra-
structure Investment Bank.2 But, over time the Liberals have in-
creasingly aligned with the US-led campaign against China, which 
Beijing legitimated by repressing Uyghurs, Hong Kong and various 
dissidents. In a sign of the Liberals’ reversal, they agreed to an ar-
ticle (32.10) in the US-Mexico-Canada trade accord that granted 
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Washington influence over any possible Canadian trade deal with 
China.

Canada’s arrest of Huawei Chief Financial officer Meng 
Wanzhou spurred the downward spiral in relations with Beijing. At 
Washington’s request, Canadian officials detained Meng during a 
stopover at the Vancouver airport on December 1, 2018. The US 
claimed Meng’s company defied its illegal sanctions against Iran. 
But, between when the US judicial system sought her detention and 
the Trump administration requested Ottawa detain her, Meng trav-
eled to six countries with US extradition treaties.3 Apprehended on 
her way to Mexico, officials from that country told the Globe and 
Mail they would not have adhered to a US request to arrest Meng.4 
China responded by detaining two Canadians and undercutting some 
Canadian exports.

Trump openly said the US would use Meng as a bargain-
ing chip in its trade war with China.5 The extradition request for 
Meng was part of a broader effort to weaken the “Crown Jewel of 
China Inc.” The US effectively banned the world’s largest 5G net-
work provider from building its cutting-edge broadband and pressed 
others to follow suit. A Wall Street Journal story titled “Spy chiefs 
agreed to contain Huawei” detailed a July 2018 Five Eyes meet-
ing in Ottawa where the intelligence officials agreed to contain the 
company’s global growth.6 Washington claimed that country’s first 
global technological powerhouse posed a security risk. But, driving 
the campaign was a bid to halt China’s ascendance in this critical 
industrial sector.

Of course the US, Australia, New Zealand, UK and Canada 
intelligence agencies also worried about a firm less willing to follow 
their directives. In fact the Five Eyes sought what they accused Hua-
wei/China of. In September 2018 the intelligence alliance requested 
communication providers build “back doors” in their systems, al-
lowing the Five Eyes espionage agencies access to communications. 
The Australian government actually published a statement, which 
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was later removed, stating that “technical, legislative, coercive or 
other measures” should be considered to implement these “back 
doors”.7 The campaign to paint Huawei as a privacy violator was the 
racist pot calling the kettle black.

In May 2019 Ottawa joined the US, Japan and Australia in 
creating a competitor to China’s Belts and Road Initiative (BEI).8 
As part of the BEI, Beijing invested a few hundred billion dollars in 
ports, trains, highways, etc. in Asia, Africa and Europe. Among the 
largest infrastructure and investment projects in history, the stated 
aim of the ‘New Silk Road’ was “to construct a unified large mar-
ket and make full use of both international and domestic markets, 
through cultural exchange and integration, to enhance mutual un-
derstanding and trust of member nations, ending up in an innovative 
pattern with capital inflows, talent pool, and technology database.”9

As part of the US-led response, Export Development Canada 
put up an initial $300 million to fund projects.10 They worked with 
the US Overseas Private Investment Corporation, Australia’s Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Japan’s Bank for International 
Cooperation “to promote high-quality, trusted standards for global 
infrastructure development in an open and inclusive framework.”11

To lessen Chinese dominance over electric vehicle batter-
ies, smart phones and other ‘green technologies’ Canada joined a 
US-led initiative to help discover and develop reserves of lithium, 
cobalt, copper and rare earth elements. Nine countries are part of 
the Energy Resource Governance Initiative (ERGI) established in 
2019. According to the US State Department’s description of ERGI, 
“80 percent of the global supply chain of, important minerals for 
electric vehicles and wind turbine components, is controlled by one 
country.”12 Ottawa and Washington signed a number of bilateral 
agreements to increase US access to “minerals used in products like 
solar cells, permanent magnets and rechargeable batteries.”13

To counter China’s growing influence in Asia, Washington 
sought to stoke longstanding territorial and maritime boundary dis-
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putes in the South China Sea between China and the Philippines, 
Malaysia, Vietnam and other nations. As part of efforts to rally re-
gional opposition to China, the US Navy engaged in regular “free-
dom of navigation” operations, which saw warships travel through 
or near disputed waters. From 2017 through 2019 Canada regularly 
deployed warships through waters that Beijing claimed in the South 
China Sea, Strait of Taiwan and East China Sea.14

HMCS Ottawa and HMCS Winnipeg’s six-month tour of Asia 
in 2017 included “freedom of navigation” operations and exercises 
alongside US, Japanese, Australian and other countries’ warships. 
When the two Canadian gunboats traveled through the South Chi-
na Sea with their allies, Chinese vessels came within three nautical 
miles and “shadowed” them for 36 hours.15 On another occasion a 
Chinese intelligence vessel monitored the two vessels  while they 
exercised with a South Korean ship.16

In October 2017 the first ever Victoria-class submarine was 
deployed to the Asia-Pacific. HMCS Chicoutimi spent nearly 200 
days at sea in the Asia-Pacific region, the longest-ever deployment 
for a Victoria-class sub.17 It probably monitored Chinese vessels. Af-
ter visiting HMCS Ottawa and HMCS Winnipeg in Singapore in July 
2017 Chief of Defence Staff Jonathan Vance declared, “if one wants 
to have any respect or gravitas you have to be in that region.”18

***
But it wasn’t just geopolitical competition with China that 

Canada engaged in to please the US government. The Liberals also 
sought to bolster the US campaign to isolate North Korea. With a 
liberal, pro-reunification, minded president taking office in South 
Korea in mid-2017 Trudeau’s government undercut efforts to reduce 
tension on the Korean Peninsula. 

Canada opposed inter-Korean rapprochement, preferring the 
70-year old war footing (only an armistice agreement was signed 
to end the 1950–53 Korean War). The Liberals openly allied with 
those who feared peace might break out on the Korean peninsula. 
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In a February 2019 Ottawa Citizen op-ed headlined “Canada should 
re-activate relations with North Korea”, Senator Lois Wilson, who 
led Canada’s first parliamentary delegation to North Korea in 2000, 
wrote, “Canada continues to give full and vocal support to the Amer-
ican approach of ‘maximum pressure’ and international sanctions 
against North Korea — the well-known and failed tactic of all sticks 
and no carrots.”19

Canadian officials described North Korea as a threat. In a 
major June 2017 speech Freeland claimed, “the dictatorship in North 
Korea … pose clear strategic threats to the liberal democratic world, 
including Canada.”20

Ottawa and Washington organized an international summit 
in January 2018 to promote sanctions on North Korea.21 In a highly 
belligerent move, the countries invited to the conference in Vancou-
ver were those that fought against North Korea and China in the 
early 1950s conflict. The US pressed the 16 countries that deployed 
soldiers with it during the Korean War to increase their contributions 
to the United Nations Command (UNC) in South Korea.

“We went over there and fought the war and eventually 
burned down every town in North Korea,” General Curtis LeMay, 
head of US air command during the fighting, explained three de-
cades later. “Over a period of three years or so, we killed off … 
twenty percent of the population of Korea as direct casualties of war, 
or from starvation and exposure.”22 As many as four million died 
during the war and it was the US–led UN force that was primari-
ly responsible for massively expanding what was essentially a civil 
war.23 Nonetheless, seven decades later a military website continued 
to claim, “more than 26,000 Canadians served in the cause of peace 
and freedom during the Korean War.”24

The Liberals also promoted sanctions on North Korea. A 
2016 Global Affairs released noted, “Canada co-sponsors UNSC 
resolution imposing tough sanctions against North Korea.”25 In ad-
dition Freeland pushed an aggressive diplomatic posture. In March 
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2018 she agreed with her Japanese counterpart to send a “strong 
message” to Pyongyang at the Group of Seven meetings.26 During a 
subsequent get together, Freeland and Japanese officials pledged to 
maintain “maximum pressure” on North Korea while in March 2018 
she applauded “South Korea’s critical role in maintaining diplomatic 
and economic pressure on North Korea.”27

As part of reducing tensions, ridding the peninsula of nucle-
ar weapons and possibly reunifying their country, the two Korean 
governments sought a formal end to the Korean War. As an initial 
step the Korean leaders signed an agreement in April 2018. They 
asked the UN to circulate a peace declaration calling for an official 
end to hostilities. But, Canada’s foreign minister responded ginger-
ly to these efforts. In response to Seoul and Pyongyang’s joint an-
nouncement to seek a formal end to the Korean War, Freeland said, 
“we all need to be careful and not assume anything.”28

Two Global Affairs statements released later in 2018 on the 
“North Korea nuclear crisis” studiously ignored the Koreas’ push 
for an official end to hostilities. Instead they called for “sanctions 
that exert pressure on North Korea to abandon its weapons of mass 
destruction and ballistic missile programs completely, verifiably 
and irreversibly.”29 The second statement said UN Security Council 
sanctions “must … remain in place until Pyongyang takes concrete 
actions in respect of its international obligations.”30 Global Affairs’ 
position flew in the face of South Korea, Russia, China and other na-
tions that brought up easing UN sanctions on North Korea.31 Wash-
ington, on the other hand, sought to tighten sanctions.

While Kim Jong-un’s nuclear weapons testing and assassi-
nations were condemnable, the sanctions harmed the rural popula-
tion, not the elite in Pyongyang.32 An October 2019 study on “The 
Human Costs and Gendered Impact of Sanctions on North Korea” 
noted: “There is increasing evidence that the sanctions regime on the 
DPRK [North Korea] is having adverse humanitarian consequences, 
even as the relevant UN resolutions explicitly state this is not the 
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intention. The UN Panel of Experts has determined that the ‘[UN] 
sectoral sanctions are affecting the delivery of humanitarian-sensi-
tive items’ and that their implementation has ‘had an impact on the 
activities of international humanitarian agencies working to address 
chronic humanitarian needs in the country.’”33

A Canadian Lieutenant General also attempted to undercut 
inter-Korean rapprochement. In October 2018 Wayne Eyre told a 
Washington audience that the North Koreans were “experts at sep-
arating allies” and that a bid for a formal end to the Korean war 
represented a “slippery slope” for the 28,500 US troops there. “So 
what could an end-of-war declaration mean? Even if there is no legal 
basis for it, emotionally people would start to question the presence 
and the continued existence of the United Nations Command,” said 
Eyre at the Carnegie Institute for International Peace. “And it’s a 
slippery slope then to question the presence of U.S. forces on the 
peninsula.”34 The first non-US general to hold the post since the 
command was created to fight the Korean War in 1950, Eyre became 
deputy commander of the UNC in mid 2018.35 He joined 14 other 
Canadian officers with UNC.36

Responsible for overseeing the 1953 armistice agreement, 
the UNC itself undercut Korean rapprochement. In October 2018 
the Financial Times reported, “the US-spearheaded United Nations 
Command has in recent weeks sparked controversy in host nation 
South Korea with a series of moves that have highlighted the chasm 
between Seoul’s pro-engagement attitude to Pyongyang and Wash-
ington’s hard line.”37 The UN force, for instance, blocked a train car-
rying South Korean officials from crossing the Demilitarized Zone 
separating the North and South as part of an initiative to improve 
relations by modernizing cross-border railways.

As it prepared to concede operational control over its forces 
to Seoul by 2023, Washington pushed to “revitalize” UNC, which 
was led by a US General who simultaneously commanded US troops 
in Korea. According to the Financial Times, the UN force “serves 
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to bolster and enhance the US’s position in north-east Asia at a time 
when China is rising.”38 As discussed above, to “revitalize” UNC the 
US pressed the 16 countries that deployed soldiers during the Kore-
an War to increase their contributions at a January 2018 gathering in 
Vancouver to promote sanctions against the North.39

In other words, Washington and Ottawa preferred the exist-
ing state of affairs in Korea because it offered an excuse for keeping 
tens of thousands of troops near China.

Partly to bolster the campaign to isolate North Korea the 
Liberals deployed numerous vessels to patrol the region. A CP-140 
Aurora surveillance aircraft and 40 military personnel were sent to 
a US base in Japan from which British, Australian and US forces 
monitored the North’s efforts to evade UN sanctions.40 Through 
2019 the Royal Canadian Navy participated in a US–led coalition 
of seven countries maintaining surveillance on North Korea, en-
gaging in sanctions enforcement in the Yellow Sea and East China 
Sea.41

A September 2018 Global Affairs statement titled “Canada 
renews deployment in support of multinational initiative to enforce 
UN Security Council sanctions on North Korea” noted: “A Canadi-
an Armed Forces maritime patrol aircraft will return to the region 
to help counter North Korea’s maritime smuggling, in particular its 
use of ship-to-ship transfers of refined petroleum products. In addi-
tion, Her Majesty’s Canadian Ship (HMCS) Calgary, on operations 
in the area as part of Canada’s continued presence in the region, was 
named to contribute to this effort.”42

It was a thin line between enforcing UN sanctions on North 
Korea and targeting China. In October 2018 Canada’s CP-140 Au-
rora was targeted 18 times by Chinese military aircraft in what Jon-
athan Vance described as “inappropriate” interactions. The Chief of 
Defence Staff told the Toronto Star, “this is flexing your muscles. 
You don’t do that between friends. You don’t do that between good 
trading partners.”43 But, Chinese military planners surely must have 
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viewed Canadian aircraft and vessels on their doorstep as a sign of 
“flexing your muscles”.

A “progressive” government would surely understand how 
we would see foreign military patrols near our coasts. A “progres-
sive” government would do to others what we wished others to do 
to us.
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6. Buddies with a ruthless dictator
— Curious Case of Kagame

The Trudeau government has supported Africa’s most
ruthless dictator, which is certainly not “progressive”.

After amending the constitution to be able to run indefinitely 
Paul Kagame won 98.63 per cent of votes in Rwanda’s 2017 pres-
idential election.1 In response, Canada’s High Commissioner Sara 
Hradecky tweeted, “congratulations to Rwandans for voting in peace-
ful presidential election” and “Canada congratulates Paul Kagame on 
his inauguration today as President of Rwanda.” The latter tweet was 
picked up by the state propaganda organ New Times in a story titled 
“Heads of State, diplomats laud Kagame’s ‘visionary leadership’.”2

If garnering 99 per cent of the vote wasn’t a clue that Kagame 
is a dictator, the High Commissioner could have taken a look at Cana-
da’s ‘paper of record,’ whose Africa bureau chief had recently shined a 
critical light on Rwanda. At the start of 2016 the Globe and Mail report-
ed on two new books describing the totalitarian nature of the regime.

“Village informers,” wrote South Africa-based Geoffrey 
York. “Re-education camps. Networks of spies on the streets. Rou-
tine surveillance of the entire population. The crushing of the in-
dependent media and all political opposition. A ruler who changes 
the constitution to extend his power after ruling for two decades. 
It sounds like North Korea, or the totalitarian days of China under 
Mao. But this is the African nation of Rwanda — a long-time favou-
rite of Western governments and a major beneficiary of millions of 
dollars in Canadian government support.”3

In 2014 York wrote an investigation headlined “Inside the 
plots to kill Rwanda’s dissidents,” which provided compelling evi-
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dence that the regime had extended its assassination program outside 
of east Africa, killing (or attempting to) a number of its former top 
officials who were living in South Africa.4 After the initial investiga-
tion York reported on Rwandan dissidents who had to flee Belgium 
for their safety while the Toronto Star revealed five individuals in 
Canada who were fearful of the regime’s killers.5

On top of international assassinations and domestic repres-
sion, Kagame unleashed mayhem in the Congo. In 1996 Rwandan 
forces marched 1,500 km to topple the regime in Kinshasa and then 
re-invaded after the Congolese government it installed expelled 
Rwandan troops.6 This led to an eight-country war between 1998 
and 2003, which left millions dead. Rwandan proxies repeatedly 
re-invaded the mineral rich eastern Congo. In 2012 the Globe and 
Mail described how “Rwandan sponsored” M23 rebels “hold power 
by terror and violence” there.7

Despite the regime’s violence, Governor General Julie Pay-
ette traveled to Kigali to meet Kagame in August 2019. She lauded 
“the long-standing partnership between Canada and Rwanda.”8

On at least four occasions in 2018 and 2019 Trudeau was 
photographed with Kagame during one-on-one meetings on the 
sidelines of different international summits.9 At one of those meet-
ings the PM announced he planned to attend the 2020 Common-
wealth summit in Kigali and “affirmed the importance of strong and 
growing bilateral relations” between Canada and Rwanda.10

Canadian-based Rwandan dissident David Himbara criti-
cized the PM’s embrace of Kagame. In April 2018 he wrote, “the 
romance between Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and 
Rwanda’s strongman Paul Kagame is difficult to fathom. For the past 
several months, the romance between the two and among their re-
spective ministers has blossomed beyond belief.”11

In November 2017 Rwanda’s Environment Minister visit-
ed Ottawa to meet her Canadian counterpart, Catherine McKenna, 
who lauded “our close friendship.”12 Later that year defence minister 



House of  Mirrors— 136

Harjit Sajjan hosted his Rwandan counterpart General James Ka-
barebe.13 In 2015 Kabarebe was arrested in London under a Span-
ish indictment for war crimes committed between 1990 and 2002 in 
Rwanda, including the murder of two Quebec priests.14 Previous-
ly, Kabarebe had been the subject of an arrest warrant by a French 
judge for his role in shooting down President Juvénal Habyarima-
na’s plane, which unleashed the genocidal violence in Spring 1994. 
A 2012 UN report claimed Kabarebe organized and armed deadly 
M23 rebels in eastern Congo, labeling Kabarebe “a central player in 
recruiting on behalf of M23” and noted that “he has often been in di-
rect contact with M23 members on the ground to coordinate military 
activities.”15 After former Rwandan spy chief, turned Kagame critic 
Patrick Karegeya, was strangled to death in a South African hotel in 
January 2014 Kabarebe said, “when you choose to be a dog, you die 
like a dog, and the cleaners will wipe away the trash.”16

The Rwandan government’s domestic repression, inter-
national assassinations and violence in the Congo was well docu-
mented. Yet I couldn’t find any criticism of Kagame by the Trudeau 
government. Instead, Ottawa provides about $25 million annually in 
assistance to Rwanda.17

How to explain pandering to a dictatorial regime half-way 
across the planet? Part of the answer is geopolitical. Kagame, who 
trained at the United States Army Command and General Staff Col-
lege in Kansas, moved his country away from the French orbit to-
wards the US so “interests” south of the border are happy to see 
Ottawa cozy up to him. Second, his regime is viewed as foreign 
investor friendly, which pleases the Liberals corporate sponsors. 
Third, the Liberal Party has long “talked left” but governed from the 
right, which generally means kowtowing to power. Kagame is one of 
the most powerful leaders in his corner of Africa.

What becomes clear after studying Canadian foreign policy 
for two decades is that despite the humanitarian justifications, noble 
sounding words like “democracy promotion” and “aid”, the bottom 
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line of what determines how this country acts towards people across 
the planet is the bottom line. And not the bottom line of ordinary 
people, but that of the wealthiest Canadians, whose interests are in-
tertwined with those of US, European and other capitalists. Whatever 
is perceived as good for their business holds great sway over, if not 
determines, policy. So long as dictatorship, corruption, human rights 
abuses, political assassinations, and extreme economic inequality do 
not get in the way of making a profit they are acceptable.

Nowhere is this primacy of profit over people and principle 
clearer than in the supposedly progressive Trudeau government’s 
policy regarding the planet-wide climate changing effects of spew-
ing “Canadian” carbon into the international atmosphere. This is the 
subject of the next chapter.  
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7. Climate Criminal — Spewing Carbon Dioxide

The situation is dire. Temperatures are increasing steadi-
ly and so too the frequency/intensity of “natural” disas-

ters. In 2019 there were 15 natural disasters linked to climate change 
that caused more than a billion dollars in damage. Seven of them 
destroyed more than $10 billion.1 Hundreds of thousands have al-
ready died as a result of anthropocentric climate disturbances and 
the numbers will grow exponentially.2 A December 2019 Globe and 
Mail headline noted, “extreme weather leaves 45 million in southern 
Africa facing severe food shortages.”3 In a profound injustice, most 
of those worst hit by climate disturbances have emitted relatively 
little greenhouse gases (GHG).

Trudeau’s failure to declare, legislate and fund a massive 
justice-based transition off fossil fuels is disgraceful. The decisions 
he made that will increase fossil fuel production and consumption 
for decades to come should be considered criminal.

The Liberals eliminated the planned toll on a new $4.4 bil-
lion Champlain Bridge to the South Shore of Montréal. The move 
told suburbanites the federal government would subsidize the most 
costly, unhealthy and ecologically destructive form of land transport 
for every metre of their 20, 40 or 80 kilometre daily drive (alone) 
into the city.

The Liberals spent tens of billions of dollars on heavy car-
bon emitting fighter jets and naval vessels. In the best-case scenario, 
these weapons will only emit GHG during training. In the worst-
case scenario, they will spew significant GHG while destroying lives 
and ecosystems.

The Liberals broke their pre-election promise to eliminate 
fossil fuel subsidies.4 Ottawa continues to offer billions of dollars 



House of  Mirrors— 140

(as much as $46 billion, according to one IMF working paper) a year 
in assistance to oil, gas and other fossil fuel firms.5 While Finance 
Minister Bill Morneau’s 2015 mandate letter from the PM said he 
should “work with the Minister of Environment and Climate Change 
to fulfil our G20 commitment and phase out subsidies for the fossil 
fuel industry over the medium-term”, there was no mention of this 
objective in either Morneau’s or Environment and Climate Change 
Minister Jonathan Wilkinson’s 2019 mandate letters.6

The Liberals spent $4.5 billion on the Trans Mountain pipe-
line and related infrastructure. The move was designed to expand 
extraction of heavy carbon emitting tar sands oil in Alberta. It takes 
significantly more energy to extract bitumen than conventional 
crude. The tremendous amount of energy required to bring the oily 
sand to the surface and separate out a useful product emits huge 
amounts of carbon dioxide.

In March 2017 Trudeau told oil executives in Houston, “no 
country would find 173 billion barrels of oil in the ground and just 
leave them there.”7 With these words the PM made it clear his gov-
ernment chose business (and profits) as usual over the survival of 
human civilization.

Found in a wealthy, heavy emitting country, the tar sands are 
a ‘carbon bomb’ that needs to be defused. Extracting Canada’s “173 
billion barrels of oil” would drive ever-greater numbers of the plan-
et’s most vulnerable over the edge. The narrow ecological argument 
for phasing out tar sands production is powerful. It is bolstered by 
international equity considerations. Canada’s large current and ac-
cumulated carbon footprint is another reason to keep this country’s 
oil in the soil.

Per capita emissions in many African countries amount to 
one or two per cent of Canada’s rate.8 Even more startling is the his-
torical imbalance among nations in global greenhouse gas emissions. 
According to a 2009 Guardian comparison, Canada released 23,669 
million tonnes of carbon dioxide between 1900 and 2004 while Af-
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ghanistan released 77 million tonnes, Chad seven million tonnes, 
Morocco 812 million tonnes and Egypt 3,079 million tonnes.9 Cana-
da’s contribution to global warming over this period was more than 
the combined total of every sub-Saharan African country.

A sense of ‘carbon equity’ demands a rapid cut in Canadi-
an GHG emissions. So does economic justice. The richest countries 
should be the first to leave fossil fuel wealth in the ground. Only a 
sociopath would suggest the Congo, Haiti or Bangladesh stop ex-
tracting fossil fuels before Canada. Additionally, Canada has far 
greater means to transition off fossil fuels than many other places. 
Most of the world’s fossil fuels need to be left untouched to have any 
chance of avoiding catastrophic climate change and Canadian oil 
ought to be front of the ‘keep it in the ground’ line for a combination 
of ecological and equity reasons.

Expansion of the tar sands guarantees that Canada will 
flout its international commitments to reduce GHG emissions. At 
the 2015 Paris climate negotiation the Trudeau government com-
mitted Canada to reducing GHG emissions 30 percent below 2005 
levels by 2030 (a major step backwards from Canada’s commit-
ment under the Kyoto Protocol and 2009 Copenhagen Accord). 
But, a slew of different reports suggest this target is unlikely to 
be achieved.10 In December 2019 Environment Minister Jonathan 
Wilkinson, said Canada was expected to emit 603 million tonnes 
of GHG in 2030, far above the 511 million tonnes agreed to in Par-
is (to meet the recommendations of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change Canada would need to reduce its GHG emis-
sions to 381 million tonnes by 2030).11 Between 2017 and 2018 
Canadian GHG emissions actually increased from 716 million to 
723 million tonnes.12

A November 2019 Nature Communications study seeking 
to reconcile the 2015 Paris Agreement’s goal of limiting global 
temperature increases to 1.5-to-2 C concluded that if the rest of the 
world flouted its commitments in a similar way to Canada tempera-
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tures would increase between 3 C and 4 C by the end of the centu-
ry.13 A Climate Transparency report card found that Canada’s plan to 
meet its GHG targets was among the worst (along with Australia and 
South Korea) in the G20.14 The November 2019 study found that the 
emissions intensity of Canada’s buildings, transportation and agri-
culture were all above the G20 average and that Canadians produced 
nearly three times more GHG per capita than the G20 average.

At the COP25 climate summit in December 2019 Canada 
“won a few Fossils of the Day” from environmentalists for un-
dermining negotiations, noted Elizabeth May in a post conference 
email. “I asked Justin Trudeau to come in person”, the Green Party 
leader added. But, the PM declined to attend the summit.

Trudeau sought to avoid conflict with Donald Trump over 
his administration’s shocking climate criminality. Spiegel Online 
reported that Trudeau rejected a proposal by Chancellor Angela 
Merkel to support a German initiative at the 2017 G20 summit to 
pressure Trump on climate change.15 At the time of publication the 
Liberals hadn’t committed Canada to improved automobile fuel 
mileage standards the Barack Obama administration negotiated with 
the auto industry. Trump announced the US would freeze planned 
fuel-economy targets at 2020 levels, which prompted a bitter battle 
with California and a number of other US states. With Canada, the 
collection of dissident states represented 40 per cent of the North 
American auto market, enough to push the (divided) auto industry 
to follow the previously agreed fuel mileage standards.16 But, the 
Liberals failed to publicly commit to push forward with steadily im-
proved fuel mileage standards.

Despite claiming to take the climate crisis seriously, the 
Trudeau government has failed to put the country on track to meet 
even dangerously insufficient targets for reducing GHG emissions. 
This is largely because of the oil industry’s power. The profits from 
oil and natural gas flow to their producers and distributers, as well 
as the banks that finance them, and other investors whose portfolios 
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include these stocks. These are the people who, under the current 
economic system, mostly determine government policy.

More on this in the next chapter.

Chapter 7 Notes
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8. Same Old, Same Old — Business Above All Else

Those who “own” the economy wield substantial power over 
any government’s domestic policy and overwhelming control over 
foreign policy where there are few democratic checks and balances. 
Based on accumulated evidence there is little difference in this re-
gard between Liberal and Conservative governments. Certainly, the 
Trudeau regime pushed corporate interests through various forums. 
They signed investor accords and expanded the Trade Commissioner 
Service (TCS) while demonstrating little interest in reining in corpo-
rate abuses and Export Development Canada. Trudeau empowered 
international investors by negotiating and signing Foreign Invest-
ment Promotion and Protection Agreements. FIPAs give corpora-
tions the right to sue governments — in private, investor-friendly 
tribunals — for pursuing policies that interfere with their profit mak-
ing. As such, they undermine governments’ ability to democratically 
determine economic and ecological policy.

The Liberals signed FIPAs with Nigeria, Moldova and nego-
tiated them with a half dozen more states.1 Following his participa-
tion in the November 2018 Africa Investment Forum, Parliamentary 
Secretary to the Minister of International Trade, Omar Alghabra, 
wrote: “To further help Canadian companies compete and succeed 
in this thriving region, the Canadian government has negotiated for-
eign investment promotion and protection agreements (FIPAs) with 
Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Guinea, Mali, Sene-
gal and Tanzania. These agreements encourage increased bilateral 
investments between our countries by helping to reduce risk and by 
increasing investor confidence in our respective markets. We con-
tinue to advance FIPA negotiations with a number of other African 
countries.”2
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The “free trade” agreement the Liberals signed with the 
Ukraine included a FIPA style Investor State Dispute Settlement 
(ISDS) mechanism.3 Against the wishes of New Delhi, the Liberals 
pushed for an ISDS provision in the “free trade” accord it negoti-
ated with India.4 A similar dynamic played out with the US-Mexi-
co-Canada Accord. Donald Trump insisted on removing ISDS from 
NAFTA (Chapter 11) while the Liberals pushed for a “progressive” 
ISDS mechanism in the updated accord.5 The 2018 Comprehensive 
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership included 
an ISDS provision.6 The Liberals’ main addition to the accord with 
Australia, Brunei, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, 
Peru, Singapore and Vietnam was to add the word “progressive” to 
its name.7

The Liberals finalized the Comprehensive Economic and 
Trade Agreement (CETA) with the European Union, which includ-
ed a “progressive” ISDS provision. Freeland claimed CETA was 
the “most progressive free trade agreement in history” that would 
“advance environmental protections, transparent investment rules, 
workers rights and world-class public services.”8 Notwithstanding 
the over-the-top rhetoric, barely any of the 1,600 pages of text the 
previous Conservative government negotiated with the EU were al-
tered in the final CETA accord. The agreement gives multinational 
corporations unprecedented rights to bid on public contracts to the 
detriment of provincial and municipal agencies’ ability to buy local 
and pursue other environmental and socially minded policies. It also 
extended patents, driving up pharmaceutical drug costs. Finally, en-
vironmental and labour provisions in the accord were not binding.

The Liberals’ bid to strengthen the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) reinforced international inequities. In October 2018 interna-
tional trade minister Jim Carr created a coalition of 13 WTO members 
(EU, Japan, Australia, Brazil, Chile, Kenya, Mexico, Singapore, New 
Zealand, South Korea, Norway and Switzerland).9 The group met in 
Ottawa amidst trade tensions between the US and China and while 
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the US president was criticizing the WTO. The aim of the initiative 
was to find an agreement on WTO reform that could later be brought 
to the institution’s broader membership. The spokesperson for the 
African Group, South Africa’s envoy to the WTO, Xavier Carim, 
criticized the Canadian-led scheme. “When we look at these propos-
als, we see them as making the imbalance that we have even worse,” 
said Carim. “They should make it difficult for developing countries 
to advance.”10 Carim said the African Group wanted greater policy 
space to industrialise and reforms to agricultural trade distortions.

Through the WTO the Liberals challenged EU restrictions 
on gene-edited crops. In July 2018 the European Court of Justice 
ruled that agricultural gene editing should be regulated under the 
EU’s genetically modified organisms (GMO) protocols. In response 
Canada, the US and 11 other countries criticized EU farm product 
regulations at the WTO.11  They claimed that exports with a low-lev-
el presence of gene-edited crop should not be restricted even if the 
product was unapproved in the recipient nation. Changing food at 
the molecular level, gene-editing is used to modify the flavour or 
texture of fruits. Big agricultural firms such as Monsanto/Bayer pro-
mote gene editing partly to tighten their grip over the food supply.12 
But, there were unresolved questions about the long-term effects of 
gene-edited organisms on human health and the environment.

The Liberals took up big agriculture’s challenge to other Eu-
ropean health and environmental legislation as well.13 A July 2019 
Le Devoir story detailed Canadian efforts to weaken various EU reg-
ulations on pesticides and GMOs. The Liberals, for instance, pushed 
the EU to allow the herbicide 2,4-D, which was used on Canadian 
soybeans but classified as a probable carcinogen by the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer.14 Framing their effort as defending 
free trade, the Liberals effectively undercut environmental protec-
tions and the precautionary principle.

The Liberals have also been nonchalant about companies 
dumping Canadian trash abroad. In 2013 and 2014 more than 100 



House of  Mirrors— 147

containers of household garbage were shipped from Canada to the 
Philippines. Officially labeled as plastics for recycling, the contain-
ers were actually filled with diapers, food waste, discarded electron-
ics, etc. A Filipino court ordered Canada to take back the garbage 
and during trips to the Philippines in 2015 and 2017 Trudeau prom-
ised to deal with the trash.15 The government stalled until civil soci-
ety campaigning and threats by Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte 
forced their hand in Spring 2019. Still, the Liberals refused to ban 
the export of waste to developing countries.16 They failed to ratify 
the Basel Ban Amendment, which prohibited rich countries from ex-
porting waste to poor countries.17 The amendment became binding 
in late 2019 after it was ratified by 97 countries.

The Liberals also did little to weaken corporate tax avoid-
ance. Often called “transfer pricing” or “trade misinvoicing”, mul-
tinational corporations artificially adjust the price of goods sold be-
tween their subsidiaries or partner companies in order for profits to 
end up in low (or no) tax jurisdictions while costs appear in high 
tax countries where they’re deducted from a company’s tax bill. Re-
source starved African governments lose tens of billions of dollars 
annually from “transfer pricing”. Canadian mining companies often 
have subsidiaries in a multitude of locations, including well-known 
tax havens. In 2017, for instance, Toronto-based Barrick Gold had 
some 80 interlinked, but distinct, corporate entities sprinkled across 
the globe, including in the Bahamas and Cayman Islands. The aim 
was partly to lessen tax payments.18

The Liberals remained largely passive regarding reforms to 
the international corporate tax system.19 They don’t, for instance, ap-
pear to have engaged with the OECD’s Inclusive Framework “new 
practice notes” for countries dealing with tax avoidance/evasion in 
the mining industry.20

But the Liberals did aid Canadian firms operating abroad 
by boosting the Trade Commissioner Service (TCS). In November 
2018 they increased the Global Affairs run TCS’ budget by $184 
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million over five years.21 TCS had over 1,000 officials at Canadian 
embassies, high commissions and consulates in 160 cities.22

Our business is helping Canadian business has long been the 
ethos driving TCS. From working with European colonial admin-
istrators in Africa a century ago to selling arms to Gulf monarchies 
bombing Yemen in 2019, TCS has been little troubled by ethical 
considerations. Barrick Gold, SNC Lavalin and other controversial 
Canadian firms have benefited from TCS services in recent years. 
TCS also aided the Canadian Association of Defence and Security 
Industries and Canadian weapons sellers.23

TCS has promoted privatization in Africa. In September 
2019 the CEO of the Canadian Council for Public-Private Partner-
ships, Mark Romoff, lauded TCS in a story describing how its repre-
sentatives brought CPCS Ventures together with Zambia’s publicly 
owned power utility during the 2019 Africa Energy Forum in Lon-
don. As a result, the Ottawa-based consulting firm — an aggressive 
proponent of Public-Private Partnerships in Africa — was award-
ed a $9.4 million contract by ZESCO to advise it on developing a 
750-megawatt hydro power plant. Having TCS help set up the initial 
meeting with ZESCO “brought a lot of additional weight,” explained 
CPCS Ventures CEO Arif Mohiuddin. “If a trade commissioner who 
represents the Canadian government says, ‘I know this company, I 
know the work it does,’ it helps.”24

Export Development Canada (EDC) is another pillar of Can-
ada’s corporate empowering foreign policy apparatus that the Lib-
erals have failed to reign in. The Crown Corporation offers trade 
financing, insurance, bonding services and foreign market exper-
tise. With 1,500 employees at dozens of Canadian and international 
offices, EDC is one of the largest government export credit agencies 
in the world.25 As this book went to press it had over $50 billion in 
outstanding loans.26

But, EDC is not required to consider the environmental or 
human rights implications of its loans. Left-wing activists have long 
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criticized the Crown corporation’s practices but in 2018 and 2019 
EDC received a bout of negative publicity, particularly in the Globe 
and Mail. Environmental groups complained about the $12 billion 
EDC loaned to oil and gas companies in the first two and a half years 
of the Liberal government while EDC’s top client Bombardier was 
embroiled in a series of corruption cases.27 In the most discussed 
case, EDC loaned US$41-million to support a luxury jet sale to the 
Gupta brothers who were central to a corruption scandal that toppled 
South African president Jacob Zuma in 2018.28 EDC covered 80% of 
the cost of the businessmen’s private jet, which appeared designed 
partly to help Bombardier gain a lucrative locomotive contract from 
a state-owned freight company where the Guptas wielded influence. 
EDC also financed what became a $450 million Bombardier rail 
contract with South Africa’s Transnet SOC.29

In the June 2019 expose “See no evil: How Canada is bank-
rolling companies accused of bid-rigging, graft and human-rights vi-
olation” the Globe and Mail Report on Business detailed some con-
troversial EDC deals. According to the story, even when its clients 
were targeted by law enforcement or court rulings, EDC sometimes 
continued to offer assistance.

The Crown Corporation has been exempt from the reg-
ulations governing private-sector financial institutions. It wasn’t 
obliged to follow the rules set out by the Office of the Superinten-
dent of Financial Institutions, which supervised federally registered 
banks, insurers, trusts and lenders.30

As part of a mandatory review of EDC’s rules, a number of 
groups called on the Liberals to modify the Export Development Act 
to compel EDC to screen clients for human rights and environmental 
considerations and to loosen its privacy restrictions. As this book 
went to print, it appeared unlikely the Liberals would heed these 
calls. The government dragged its feet on the mandatory 10-year 
legislative review that began in 2018. In May 2019 they released a 
standalone human rights policy for EDC, but it wasn’t binding on 
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the Crown Corporation or its corporate clients. The Steelworkers 
union described it as “a policy that uses the right words in many 
places, but includes enough ambiguity and ample room for discre-
tion that it raises concerns and questions about the ability of EDC to 
place human rights front and centre.”31

The international trade minister’s statements about EDC’s 
response to the negative publicity suggested he would not press for 
legislative change. In September 2019 Jim Carr told the Globe and 
Mail that EDC had taken steps to clean up its act after a series of em-
barrassing revelations. “The early evidence, from our perspective, 
is that mistakes were made, lessons have been learned and they are 
now being applied,” noted Carr. “Compared to where I believe we 
have been, we’re in a better place.”32

The Liberals’ protection of SNC Lavalin reflected their indif-
ference to corruption abroad and the primacy of promoting Canadian 
corporate interests. In the biggest Liberal scandal during their first 
term, the Prime Minister’s Office interfered in the prosecution of the 
engineering and construction giant accused of bribing officials in 
Libya. Former attorney general Jody Wilson-Raybould claimed she 
was repeatedly pressured to defer prosecution of the Montréal-based 
company and instead negotiate a fine, which would allow the com-
pany to avoid a ban on federal government contracts.33 Ultimately 
government lawyers negotiated a $280 million fine with SNC in De-
cember 2019.

Facing a 10-year ban on receiving federal government con-
tracts if convicted of bribing Libyan officials, SNC began to lobby 
the Liberals to change the criminal code in February 2016.34 The 
company wanted the government to introduce deferred prosecution 
agreements (DPAs) in which a sentencing agreement would allow 
the company to continue receiving government contracts. At SNC’s 
request the government changed the criminal code but Wilson-Ray-
bould resisted pressure from the PMO to negotiate a DPA with the 
engineering firm.
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Before Trudeau went to bat for SNC the firm had either been 
found guilty or alleged to have greased palms in Libya, Bangladesh, 
Algeria, India, Kazakhstan, Tunisia, Angola, Nigeria, Mozambique, 
Ghana, Malawi, Uganda, Cambodia and Zambia (as well as Qué-
bec). A 2013 CBC/Globe and Mail investigation of a small Oakville, 
Ontario, based division of SNC uncovered suspicious payments to 
government officials in connection with 13 international develop-
ment projects.35 In each case between five and 10 per cent of costs 
were recorded as “‘project consultancy cost,’ sometimes ‘project 
commercial cost,’ but [the] real fact is the intention is [a] bribe,” a 
former SNC engineer, Mohammad Ismail, told CBC.36

While Trudeau’s interference in the prosecution of SNC 
highlights corporate influence over politics, it is also a story about 
a firm at the centre of Canadian foreign policy. “With offices and 
operations in over 160 countries”, SNC has long been a leading cor-
porate face of Canadian foreign policy.37 Historically, it is not much 
of an exaggeration to describe some Canadian diplomatic posts as 
PR arms for the Montréal-based firm.

SNC has been one of the largest corporate recipients of Ca-
nadian “aid.” The company has had entire departments dedicated to 
applying for Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), 
UN and World Bank funded projects. SNC’s first international con-
tract, in 1963 in India, was financed by Canadian aid and led to fur-
ther work in that country.38 In the late 1960s the firm was hired to 
manage CIDA offices in African countries where Canada had no dip-
lomatic representation.39 In 2006 SNC was bailed out by the Cana-
dian aid agency after it didn’t follow proper procedure for a contract 
to renovate and modernize the Pallivasal, Sengulam and Panniyar 
hydroelectric projects in the southern Indian state of Kerala.40 A new 
state government demanded a hospital in compensation for the irreg-
ularities and SNC got CIDA to put up $1.8 million for the project. 
(SNC-Lavalin initially said they would put $20 million into the hos-
pital, but they only invested between $2 and $4.4 million.)
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Even as evidence of its extensive bribery began seeping out 
in 2013, SNC continued to receive diplomatic support and rich gov-
ernment contracts. SNC and a partner were awarded part of a contract 
worth up to $400 million to manage Canadian Forces bases abroad; 
Canada’s aid agency profiled a venture SNC co-led to curb pollution 
in Vietnam; Canada’s High Commissioner Gérard Latulippe and Ca-
nadian Commercial Corporation vice president Mariette Fyfe-Fortin 
sought “to arrange an untendered, closed-door” contract for SNC to 
build a $163-million hospital complex in Trinidad and Tobago.41 Since 
2013 Export Development Canada issued SNC or its international cus-
tomers upwards of $1 billion in loans.42 There seems to have been little 
difference between the approaches of the former Harper Conservative 
government and the Trudeau Liberals. “Upon seeing SNC-Lavalin’s 
steps to improve its ethics and compliance program and changes it 
made to its management and governance levels, EDC has facilitated 
three financing transactions involving SNC-Lavalin since 2017”, EDC 
spokesperson Jessica Draker told the Globe and Mail in 2019.43

Ottawa’s support for SNC despite corruption allegations in 
15 countries was not altogether surprising since the company has 
proven to be a loyal foot soldier for controversial foreign policy de-
cisions.44 SNC’s nuclear division participated in a delegation to India 
led by International Trade Minister Stockwell Day a few months 
after Ottawa signed a 2008 agreement to export nuclear reactors to 
India, even though New Delhi refused to sign the Nuclear non-Pro-
liferation Treaty (India developed atomic weapons with Canadian 
technology).45 Describing it as the “biggest private contractor to 
[the] Canadian mission” in Afghanistan, the Ottawa Citizen referred 
to SNC in 2007 as “an indispensable part of Canada’s war effort.”46 
During the occupation of Afghanistan CIDA contracted SNC to carry 
out its $50 million “signature project” to repair the Dahla dam on the 
Arghandab River in Kandahar province ($10 million was spent on 
private security for the dam).47 SNC also constructed and managed 
Canada’s main military base in Kandahar during the war there.48
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In Haiti SNC participated in a Francophonie Business Fo-
rum trip seven months after the US, Canada and France overthrew 
the country’s elected President Jean-Bertrand Aristide.49 Amidst the 
coup government’s vast political repression, the Montreal firm met 
foreign installed prime minister Gérard Latortue and the company 
received a series of Canadian government-funded contracts in Haiti. 
They also constructed Canada’s Embassy in Port-au-Prince.50 This 
use of SNC in controversial situations spanned both Liberal and 
Conservative governments.

Justin Trudeau’s ongoing support for SNC Lavalin high-
lights Liberal Party indifference to corporate corruption in foreign 
countries. This indifference to, or sometimes active encouragement 
of, corporate corruption has been especially evident in the mining 
sector, where Canada is a global giant. The story of the Ugly Cana-
dian Abroad is the subject of the next chapter.
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9. Ugly Canadian Abroad — Mining Exploitation

Canada is a mining powerhouse. With 0.5% of the global
population, Canada is home to half the world’s min-

ing companies.1 Present in most countries, Canadian-based or listed 
firms operate about 4,000 mineral projects abroad, which works out 
to over 20 per UN member state.2

No matter how much Canadians wish they were simply 
known for hockey or comedians, the mining industry often is the 
image of Canada abroad. There have been an astounding number 
of conflicts at Canadian-run mines. Pick almost any country in the 
Global South — from Papua New Guinea to Ghana, Ecuador to 
the Philippines — and you will find a Canadian-run mine that has 
caused environmental devastation or been the scene of violent con-
frontations.

Canadian-run mines commonly destroyed farmland, harmed 
endangered species and contaminated drinking water. They also 
spurred beatings, kidnappings, arbitrary arrests and killings in the 
communities nearby. Canadian mines often undermined indigenous 
self-determination and were pushed through despite overwhelming 
local opposition.

Over the past two decades thousands of articles, reports, 
documentaries and books have detailed Canadian mining abuses 
abroad. At least five UN bodies have called on Ottawa to hold Ca-
nadian companies accountable for their international operations.3 In 
June 2015 the UN Human Rights Committee noted: “The State party 
[Canada] should (a) enhance the effectiveness of existing mecha-
nisms to ensure that all Canadian corporations under its jurisdiction, 
in particular mining corporations, respect human rights standards 
when operating abroad; (b) consider establishing an independent 
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mechanism with powers to investigate human rights abuses by such 
corporations abroad; and (c) develop a legal framework that affords 
legal remedies to people who have been victims of activities of such 
corporations operating abroad.”4

Nonetheless, the Trudeau regime failed to follow through on 
their promises to rein in the controversial sector. In fact, the Liberals 
aggressively supported some of the most retrograde mining firms. 
When asked about Canada’s controversial mining industry during 
the 2015 election the party responded: “The Liberal Party of Cana-
da shares Canadians’ concerns about the actions of some Canadian 
mining companies operating overseas and has long been fighting for 
transparency, accountability and sustainability in the mining sec-
tor.”5 The statement included explicit support for An Act Respecting 
Corporate Accountability for Mining, Oil and Gas Corporations in 
Developing Countries, which would have withheld some diplomatic 
and financial support from companies found responsible for signif-
icant abuses abroad. Similarly, the Liberals released a letter about 
the mining sector during the 2015 election that noted, “a Liberal 
government will set up an independent ombudsman office to advise 
Canadian companies, consider complaints made against them and 
investigate those complaints where it is deemed warranted.”6

Trudeau’s government waited nearly four years to set up 
Canada’s Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE) to su-
pervise Canadian mining companies’ international operations. The 
ombudsperson had yet to take on a single case by the end of 2019.7 
CORE’s initial six-year budget was slightly more than one million 
dollars annually and the Liberals appointed a former oil lobbyist, 
Sheri Meyerhoffer, as the initial ombudsperson.8

All 14 union and NGO representatives on the government’s 
“multi-stakeholder advisory body on responsible business conduct” 
resigned in May 2019 after their concerns about the ombudsperson 
were disregarded. Instead of a robust, independent, position they 
promised to create in January 2018 CORE “relies on companies’ 
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goodwill to voluntarily provide information that it requires in order 
to do an investigation,” said Emily Dwyer, coordinator of the Cana-
dian Network on Corporate Accountability. “It has not been given 
the basic, minimum kind of mandate and tools that it would need to 
have any effect.”9

While the government announced an independent position, 
they effectively created an advisor to the Minister of International 
Trade. The ombudsperson must pass its reports by the minister before 
publication. In another reversal from the government’s January 2018 
declaration, the ombudsperson wasn’t granted the power to compel 
testimony from mining executives or requisition documents needed 
to investigate human rights complaints against companies operat-
ing abroad. Additionally, the ombudsperson’s capacity to deny or 
withdraw diplomatic or Export Development Canada support from 
a company found responsible for major rights abuses was neutered.

In April 2019 the chair of the UN Working Group on Busi-
ness and Human Rights, Surya Deva, criticized the Trudeau gov-
ernment for gutting its promise to rein in Canadian mining abuses 
abroad.10 For his part, the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights 
and hazardous substances and wastes, Baskut Tuncak, said he was 
“deeply concerned” about environmental practices of Canadian 
mining companies abroad and that Canada had a “double standard” 
when it came to regulating the environmental practices of mining 
companies operating at home versus internationally.11

Notwithstanding Liberal promises, it remained extremely 
difficult to hold Canadian companies accountable domestically for 
abuses committed abroad. The government failed to adopt legisla-
tion modeled on the US Alien Torts Claims Act that would allow 
lawsuits against Canadian companies responsible for major human 
rights violations or ecological destruction internationally.

Concurrently, Trudeau continued to place the power of Cana-
dian foreign policy behind the industry. Extractive companies were 
big beneficiaries of Export Development Canada’s services. The 
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Crown Corporation provided tens of billions of dollars in financing 
and insurance to the extractive sector, including many controversial 
international projects.12 To the benefit of mining firms, as noted in 
the previous chapter, the Liberals demonstrated little interest in es-
tablishing human rights and environmental standards for EDC. The 
Liberals also boosted the Global Affairs run Trade Commissioner 
Service (TCS), which supported many mining projects. TCS offi-
cials based at Canadian diplomatic outposts assist firms with market 
assessments, problem-solving, contacting local officials, etc.13 “The 
TCS plays a pretty big role,” Ben  Chalmers, senior vicepresident 
Mining Association of Canada in April 2019. Trade commissioners 
“stand behind us and give us the additional credibility that being 
associated with the Government of Canada abroad brings.”14

Largely designed to protect Canadian mining investment, 
the Liberals negotiated and signed a number of FIPAs. In a March 
2017 release titled “International Trade Minister promotes Canada’s 
mining sector at Prospectors and Developers Association of Cana-
da convention”, Francois-Philippe Champagne “announced that the 
Canada-Mongolia Foreign Investment Promotion and Protection 
Agreement (FIPA) is now in force. This agreement provides sub-
stantial protections for Canadian investors in Mongolia, where there 
are already significant Canadian-owned mining assets.”15 These in-
vestors’ rights accords circumscribe governments’ capacity to regu-
late corporations by giving them the right to sue governments — in 
a private, investor-friendly, international tribunal — for pursuing 
policies that interfere with their profit making.

The Trudeau government also channeled large sums of aid 
to international mining. In 2016 the Liberals put up $100 million for 
international projects titled “Enhanced Oversight of the Extractive 
Industries in Francophone Africa”, “Enhancing Resource Manage-
ment through Institutional Transformation in Mongolia”, “Support 
for the Intergovernmental Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals and 
Sustainable Development”, “Enhancing Extractive Sector Benefit 



House of  Mirrors— 160

Sharing”, “Supporting the Ministry of Mines to Strengthen Gov-
ernance and Management of the Mining Sector” and “West Africa 
Governance and Economic Sustainability in Extractive Areas.”16 
They ploughed another $20 million into the Canadian Extractive 
Sector Facility “to promote knowledge generation and improved 
governance in the extractive sector in Latin America and the Carib-
bean.”17 The “Skills for Employment in the Extractives Sector of the 
Pacific Alliance” channeled $16 million into “industry-responsive 
training systems” in Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru where Cana-
dian mining companies dominate mineral extraction.18 In East Africa 
the Liberals launched the $12.5 million “Strengthening Education 
in Natural Resource Management in Ethiopia”, which was designed 
“to improve the employability of people … in natural resource fields 
like geology, mining and engineering. It works through universities 
and technical institutes to improve the quality of programs, align 
them more closely with the needs of the private sector.”19

Various other arms of the Canadian state sponsored and pro-
moted international mining initiatives. Throughout the Liberals time 
in office Global Affairs and Natural Resources Canada has spon-
sored a Canada Pavilion at the yearly Mining Indaba conference, the 
largest mining event in Africa.20 Minister of Small Business, Export 
Promotion and International Trade, Mary Ng, attended the February 
2020 Mining Indaba conference.21 

Global Affairs and Natural Resources Canada also support-
ed the annual Prospectors and Developers Association of Canada 
(PDAC) convention in Toronto. In 2019 Trudeau spoke at the con-
vention and the international trade minister and natural resources 
minister usually attend the massive mining conference.22 A release 
regarding the international trade minister’s participation in PDAC 
2017 noted Jim Carr will “visit some of Canada’s most innovative 
mining sector companies active in international markets. He will 
meet with several ministers from countries where Canada has signif-
icant mining interests, including Chile, Ethiopia, Guyana, Malaysia, 
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Mongolia, Peru and Turkey.”23 On the margins of the PDAC conven-
tion the Liberals’ natural resources minister attended the Internation-
al Mines Ministers Summit. In 2018 leaders responsible for mining 
in 27 different countries participated.24

Canadian diplomats often hosted or participated in mining 
forums abroad. Embassy websites, Facebook pages and twitter ac-
counts also promoted the industry. In her November 2019 “Message 
from the Ambassador” on Canada’s relationship with Burkina Faso 
Carol McQueen wrote, “Canadian mining companies are subject to 
very high standards of corporate social responsibility and respect for 
the environment. The Canadian Embassy works with these compa-
nies, the Burkinabè government and local communities to encourage 
respect for these standards.”25 There have been a number of con-
flicts between Canadian mining companies and local communities 
in Burkina Faso.26

Canadian diplomats regularly visited officials with mining 
company representatives.27 In March 2019 Canada’s ambassador 
to Serbia, Kati Csaba, and representatives of Medgold Resources 
met the president of Bosilegrad to discuss the Vancouver company’s 
copper-gold exploration project in the municipality. According to 
the embassy’s Facebook page, “Ambassador Csaba introduced local 
authorities to the environmental protection standards followed by 
Canadian companies, as well as to responsible business practices 
developed by the Canadian mining industry which position Canada 
as a global mining leader.”28

Canadian representatives repeatedly raised mining interests 
with top government officials. During a December 2017 meeting 
with Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta, who was seeking interna-
tional legitimacy after winning a controversial election (re-run) boy-
cotted by the opposition, immigration minister Ahmed Hussen pro-
moted Canadian mining and energy interests.29 Two months earlier 
Canada’s Ambassador in Madagascar, Sandra McCardell, pushed ex-
tractive interests at a meeting with that country’s mining minister.30 
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At the time farmers in eastern Madagascar were in a dispute with 
Toronto-based DNI Metals over compensation for lands damaged 
by the firm.31

In a similar vein Canada’s High Commissioner in Zambia 
promoted First Quantum Minerals and Barrick Gold, which had 
been embroiled in various ecological, labour and tax controversies 
in the copper rich nation that lost billiond of dollars in tax dodges 
by mining multinationals.32 During an August 2019 visit with Presi-
dent Inonge Wina Canada’s High Commissioner, Pamela O’donnell, 
defended First Quantum and Barrick from criticism regarding their 
lack of value added production in country. According to 5fm Radio 
Zambia, O’donnell responded that First Quantum and Barrick creat-
ed jobs and contributed significantly to the public purse.33

Canadian diplomats also went to bat for half a dozen Canadi-
an mining companies embroiled in a dispute over US$360 million in 
tax rebates with the Mexican government. “In a string of meetings, 
Canadian officials have pressed Mexico to fix the problem”, noted 
a June 2017 Reuters story.34 During a trade mission to Mexico that 
year natural resources minister, Jim Carr, “raised the matter with 
Mexico’s Secretary of the Economy.”35

Highly controversial projects received diplomatic support as 
well. With the local Mayor and most of the community opposed to 
El Dorado’s mine in northern Greece, the social-democratic Syriza 
government investigated whether a flawed technical study by the 
Vancouver company was a breach of its contract. In September 2017 
Canada’s trade minister sent a letter to the Greek Minister of Mines 
and Energy backing El Dorado. François-Philippe Champagne de-
nounced Greece’s “troublesome” permit delays.36 Support for El 
Dorado prompted Greek anarchist group Rouvikonas to smash the 
windows and throw paint at the Canadian embassy in Athens in Oc-
tober 2018.37

The Trudeau government also threw its diplomatic weight 
behind Canada’s most controversial mining company in the country 
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where it committed some of its worst abuses. Barrick Gold’s African 
subsidiary, Acacia Mining, was embroiled in a major political con-
flict in the east African nation of Tanzania. With growing evidence 
of its failure to pay royalties and tax, Acacia was condemned by the 
president, had its exports restricted and slapped with a massive tax 
bill.38 In May 2017 a government panel concluded that Acacia sig-
nificantly under-reported the percentage of gold and copper in min-
eral sand concentrates it exported.39 The next month a government 
commission concluded that foreign mining firms’ failure to declare 
revenues had cost Tanzania $100 billion. According to the research, 
from 1998 to March 2017 the Tanzanian government lost between 
68.6 trillion and 108.5 trillion shillings in revenue from mineral con-
centrates.40

The controversy over Barrick’s exports led President John 
Magufuli to fire the minister of mining and the board of the Minerals 
Audit Agency.41 Tanzania’s parliament also voted to review mining 
contracts and to block companies from pursuing the country in inter-
national trade tribunals.42

While the political battle over royalty payments grew, hu-
man rights violations continued unabated at Barrick’s North Mara 
mine. A MiningWatch fact-finding mission discovered that “new 
cases have come to light of serious un-remedied harm related to en-
counters between victims and mine security and police who guard 
the mine under a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between 
the companies involved and the Tanzanian Police Force. New cases 
documented in June 2017 include: loss of limbs, loss of eyesight, 
broken bones, internal injuries, children hit by flying blast rocks, and 
by teargas grenades thrown by mine security as they chase so-called 
intruders into the nearby villages. As in past years, villagers reported 
severe debilitating beatings, commonly with gun butts and wooden 
batons. Some are seriously wounded by teargas ‘bombs,’ or by so-
called rubber bullets. Others are shot, including from behind. As in 
past years there were a number of deaths.”43
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In 2016 a government inquiry reported that the police had 
killed 65 people and injured 270 during a decade of clashes at the 
North Mara gold mine. (The company admitted to a slightly lower 
number while Tanzanian human rights groups estimated as many 
300 mine-related deaths.44) Most of the victims were impoverished 
villagers who scratch rocks for tiny bits of gold and who often mined 
these territories prior to Barrick’s arrival. The mine had agreements 
with local police to provide security at the site, but villagers com-
plained of excessive violence by the officers. The Financial Times 
reported that not a single police officer or security guard working for 
the company had been killed on duty.45

Internal emails uncovered through Access to Information 
legislation showed that officials in Ottawa and staff at the embassy 
in Tanzania paid little attention to allegations of human rights abuses 
at Barrick’s mine.46 Instead, they focused almost entirely on defend-
ing the mining powerhouse in its tax dispute with the government.47

Amidst the violence at North Mara and an escalating bat-
tle over unpaid tax, Canada’s High Commissioner set up a meeting 
between Barrick Executive Chairman John Thornton and President 
Magufuli.48 After accompanying Barrick’s head to the encounter in 
Dar es Salaam, Ian Myles told the press: “Canada is very proud that 
it expects all its companies to respect the highest standards, fairness 
and respect for laws and corporate social responsibility. We know 
that Barrick is very much committed to those values.”49 Appointed 
by Trudeau in mid 2016, Myles — whose “passion for international 
development began” when he was 17, according to a University of 
Toronto profile — took a page out of Stephen Harper’s playbook.50 
During a 2007 trip to Chile the former prime minister responded to 
protests against various ecological and human rights abuses at the 
firm’s Pascua Lama project by saying: “Barrick follows Canadian 
standards of corporate social responsibility.”51

A Tanzania Business Ethics columnist was not happy with 
the High Commissioner’s intervention. In response, Samantha Cole 
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wrote: “It is so insulting that these Canadians and British still think 
they can trick us with their fancy nonsense ‘spin’ politics and dis-
honesty. What values is Barrick committed to? Have our nation not 
witnessed with our own eyes killings? rape? arson and burning our 
homes? destruction to our environment? poison in our water? cor-
ruption? fraud? hundreds of legal cases with local Tanzanian compa-
nies who are abused, bullied and suffer? and the list goes on. What 
‘values’ is Ambassador Myles boasting about? How dishonest and 
unethical to stand there and lie about values. He should rather say 
NOTHING because every country where Barrick operates has a 
long, long list of illegal activities and crimes.”52

If they were prepared to openly back Barrick Gold in Tan-
zania one wonders what exactly a mining firm would have to do to 
lose Trudeau’s support?

In fact, the modus operandi of the Liberals has been to rely 
on people judging its fine sounding words about foreign policy rath-
er than its actions. This is the subject of the next chapter.
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10. House of Mirrors
— Judge What I Say, Not What I Do

Early in the Liberals reign Stéphane Dion presented “a guid-
ing principle for Canada in the world”. During a major policy speech, 
the foreign minister claimed “responsible conviction” was the princi-
ple motivating the government’s international policy.1 The “responsi-
ble conviction” label was a way to distinguish the Liberal brand from 
the Conservatives. It supposedly also offered a moral-philosophical 
basis for signing off on the controversial light armoured vehicle sale 
to Saudi Arabia.

When Chrystia Freeland took charge of foreign policy a 
year later, she replaced the “responsible conviction” nomenclature 
with “international rules-based order” (IRBO). On dozens of occa-
sions Freeland, Trudeau and other Liberal officials referred to the 
IRBO, “international order based on rules” or “international system 
based on rules”. The top stated “aim” laid out in her major June 2017 
foreign policy pronouncement was: “First, we will robustly support 
the rules-based international order, and all its institutions, and seek 
ways to strengthen and improve them.”2 At the start of 2020 the 
Global Affairs website’s No. 1 priority was “revitalizing the rules-
based international order.”3 But, while the IRBO rhetoric was clever 
branding, designed partly to distinguish the Liberals from Donald 
Trump’s “America First” sloganeering, the Liberals repeatedly violat-
ed the IRBO and ignored efforts to strengthen it.

For example, the Royal Canadian Air Force’s intelligence 
and refueling assistance to US forces fighting in Syria violated the 
IRBO. A military intervention without the country or UN Security 
Council’s approval is a clear violation of international law. 
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The unilateral sanctions the Liberals adopted against Vene-
zuela, Russia, Nicaragua and others also violated the IRBO. They ad-
opted four rounds of sanctions against Venezuela, which reinforced 
and legitimated US sanctions that contributed to tens of thousands 
of deaths. In 2017 the Liberals adopted legislation, modeled after the 
US Magnitsky Act, empowering the government to freeze individu-
als’ assets/visas and prohibit Canadian companies from dealing with 
sanctioned individuals. In a sign of Ottawa’s growing employment 
of sanctions as a tool of coercive statecraft, Global Affairs created a 
Sanctions Policy and Operations Coordination Division in 2018.4

But most countries and international law experts believe 
sanctions are only legitimate when approved by the World Trade 
Organization or UN Security Council. Economic sanctions outside 
the framework of the UN charter are generally considered “unilater-
al” and unlawful. According to the Asian-African Legal Consultative 
Organization report “Unilateral and Secondary Sanctions: An Inter-
national Law Perspective”, “the imposition of unilateral and second-
ary sanctions on countries through application of national legislation 
is not-permissible under international law.”5 Unilateral sanctions run 
also afoul of the principle of self-determination and people’s right to 
development. In The International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights a trio of authors note: “Unilateral economic sanctions 
(as opposed to multilateral UN measures under Chapter VII of the 
Charter) imposed by one State or group of States on another, to 
compel the latter to change a particular political or economic policy, 
could amount to a prohibited intervention and a denial of self-de-
termination.”6 Similarly, the UN Human Rights Council affirmed 
in 2017 that “unilateral coercive measures are major obstacles to the 
implementation of the Declaration on the Right to Development.”7

Beyond sanctions, the Trudeau government openly and ag-
gressively interfered in Venezuela’s internal affairs. They coordinat-
ed with the opposition and other countries to recognize an obscure 
opposition politician as president of the country. The UN and Or-
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ganization of American States prohibit interfering in the internal 
affairs of another state. Article 2 (7) of the UN Charter states that 
“nothing should authorize intervention in matters essentially within 
the domestic jurisdiction of any state.”8 Furthermore, the concept of 
self-determination is a core principle of the UN Charter and Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

When Canada and four other right-wing South American 
governments brought Venezuela to the International Criminal Court 
in September 2018 Trudeau portrayed the move as a challenge to the 
Trump administration’s hostility to the court. He described the ICC 
as a “useful and important way of promoting an international rules-
based order.”9 In other words, Trudeau would challenge Washington 
by showing Trump how the “international rules-based” ICC could 
undermine a government the US was seeking to overthrow through 
unilateral sanctions, support for the opposition and threatening an 
invasion, which all contravene the UN Charter. 

The Liberals even claimed their legitimation of US sanctions 
criminality was a defence of the IRBO. They defended the arrest of 
Huawei’s chief financial officer, Meng Wanzhou, by citing the im-
portance of the “rule of law” and treaties. But, the unilateral sanctions 
against Iran Washington accused the Chinese telecommunications 
firm of defying violated international law. By fulfilling Washington’s 
extradition request for Wanzhou the Liberals would legitimate this 
US illegality.

Then there are climate accords, which are essential to an 
IRBO worth its salt. Unlike his predecessor, Trudeau didn’t sabotage 
international climate negotiations. But, he openly flouted his com-
mitments under the December 2015 Paris Climate Accord.

Nuclear disarmament is also essential to the IRBO. But 
powerful allies opposed nuclear arms controls so the Liberals weren’t 
interested in “the international rules-based order” required to curb 
the existential threat nukes pose to humankind. Trudeau’s govern-
ment refused to join 122 countries represented at the 2017 Confer-
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ence to Negotiate a Legally Binding Instrument to Prohibit Nuclear 
Weapons, Leading Towards their Total Elimination.

Despite Dion repeatedly promising to do so, the Liberals 
failed to ratify the United Nations’ Optional Protocol to the Con-
vention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT).10 At the start of 2020 some 
90 countries had signed OPCAT, which established a mechanism 
to inspect detention centres.11 The Liberals also failed to sign the 
American Convention on Human Rights, which established the In-
ter-American Court of Human Rights.12

The Trudeau government refused to ratify the Basel Ban 
Amendment, which prohibited rich countries from exporting waste 
to poor countries.13 The amendment became binding in late 2019 
after it was ratified by 97 countries.

In another sign of their indifference to an IRBO, the Liber-
als largely ignored international efforts to restrict corporate abuses. 
The government showed little interest in the OECD’s work to cur-
tail ‘transfer pricing’ and other forms of corporate tax avoidance.

The same can be said for combatting corruption. The Liber-
als defence of SNC Lavalin highlighted their indifference to corpo-
rate Canada’s corruption abroad. In 2018 Transparency International 
downgraded Canada’s rating for deterring international corruption 
from “moderate” to “limited.”14

The Liberals refused to join the Extractive Industries Trans-
parency Initiative, which seeks to standardize governance in oil, 
gas and mineral resources. By early 2020, 52 countries were part of 
this initiative, but not Canada.15 Is this behaviour characteristic of a 
country committed to a rules-based international order?

In an October 2019 commentary for Oxfam Canada Ian 
Thomson noted that the Liberals were “largely absent” from a 
UN Human Rights Council initiative to develop a legally bind-
ing treaty to hold companies accountable for human rights abus-
es.16 Launched in 2014, the Transnational Corporations and Other 
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Business Enterprises project met annually during Trudeau’s ten-
ure.17

The Liberals failed to ratify dozens of conventions of one 
of the oldest parts of the IRBO.18 As this book went to print, they 
hadn’t signed the International Labour Organization’s Domestic 
Workers Convention, which sets minimum conditions for domes-
tic work and recognizes domestic workers’ rights to freedom of 
association. Nor had they ratified the ILO’s Violence and Harass-
ment Convention or Indigenous rights convention No. 169, which is 
legally binding unlike the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.

Another important component of Trudeau’s international 
branding exercise was “feminist foreign policy”. Government offi-
cials emphasized feminism/women’s empowerment in public state-
ments, diplomatic twitter accounts, Global Affairs websites, etc. The 
Liberal also highlighted women’s role in UN peacekeeping, Royal 
Canadian Navy deployments and a training mission in Iraq.

Labeling their foreign policy “feminist” began in earnest with 
the release of a Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP) 
in June 2017. Sixteen months later Freeland convened a first ever 
Women Foreign Ministers’ Meeting with representatives from about 
20 countries. At the September 2018 gathering in Montréal Free-
land announced that the Liberals would appoint an Ambassador for 
Women Peace and Security, which Trudeau later said would “help 
advance Canada’s feminist foreign policy.”19

But, the Liberals’ “viewed ‘feminist’ as a branding tool rather 
than a realignment of power relations”, noted Rafia Zakaria in a Na-
tion story headlined “Canada’s ‘Feminist’ Foreign Aid Is a Fraud.”20 
The Liberals commitment to feminist internationalism was pa-
per-thin.

In July 2019 Ottawa joined Washington as the only oth-
er government to vote against a UN Economic and Social Council 
resolution stating, “the Israeli occupation remains a major obstacle 
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for Palestinian women and girls with regard to the fulfillment of 
their rights.”21 As the Liberals touted their “feminist foreign poli-
cy”, they sold armoured vehicles to the Saudis and deepened ties to 
other highly misogynistic Gulf monarchies.22 They also aligned with 
anti-woman Jihadists against a secular (if repressive) government in 
Syria.

Disregarding their promise to rein in Canadian mining abus-
es abroad also undercut the Liberals’ “feminist foreign policy”. Sexual 
assault often plagued communities near Canadian-run mines and as 
the primary caregivers, women are disproportionately burdened by 
the ecological destruction caused by mining. At the same time, most 
mining jobs go to men.

Trudeau touted right-wing allies for being pro woman while 
seeking to get rid of leftist governments with stronger feminist cre-
dentials. The PM lauded far right Colombian president Ivan Duque 
for adopting “a gender-equal cabinet.” At the same time the Liberals 
sought to oust a Nicaraguan government in which women held more 
than half of all cabinet positions and 40 percent of the legislature.23 
Canada’s feminist foreign minister also backed the overthrow of a 
Bolivian government, which adopted a series of legislative measures 
that greatly advanced women’s representation in politics.24

A number of repressive, elitist governments claimed the 
feminist mantle to curry favour with Ottawa. When a parliamen-
tary delegation led by Liberal MP Robert Oliphant, Parliamentary 
Secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, visited General Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi in 2018 the Egyptian president claimed his dictatori-
al regime promoted women’s rights. This hard-to-believe claim ap-
peared in the delegation’s post trip report that whitewashed el-Sisi’s 
repression.25

In a similar vein, proposed Haitian Prime Minister Fritz 
William Michel presented a gender-balanced cabinet amidst mas-
sive protests in July 2019 calling for President Jovenel Moïse to go. 
Moïse’s appointee sought to align with a stated objective of his sec-
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ond most influential backer, which generated sympathetic Canadian 
headlines.26 Along with praise for Moïse, Global Affairs’ webpage 
about “Canada’s international assistance in Haiti” focused on gender 
equity and during a February 2018 visit international development 
minister, Marie-Claude Bibeau, launched the first project under FI-
AP’s Women’s Voice and Leadership Program (see below).27 “It’s a 
new president and we want to support him,” Bibeau told CBC be-
fore leaving on a trip that included a meeting with Haiti’s illegiti-
mate president.28

In truth, even though it was mainly branding, “feminist for-
eign policy” rhetoric can help efforts to lessen sexism. As with most 
forms of oppression, simply raising the subject can be a positive in-
fluence. And more concretely, FIAP did direct Canadian bilateral aid 
towards gender focused initiatives. It channeled $150 million over 
five years into the Women’s Voice and Leadership Program to sup-
port local organizations working to advance women’s rights. More 
significantly, FIAP increased the proportion of the bilateral aid bud-
get devoted to initiatives with gender equity as a primary target from 
2% to 15% over five years.29 At the same time, practically all of Can-
ada’s bilateral international assistance initiatives were supposed to 
integrate gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.

But, FIAP didn’t include any new aid, which was at its lowest 
proportion of GDP in half a century.30 A year after the release of 
FIAP Finance Minister Bill Morneau hyped “the largest new in-
vestments in international assistance in over a decade”, but aid was 
still set to decline as a share of GDP.31 In “Canada’s Feminist Inter-
national Assistance Policy: Bold Statement or Feminist Fig Leaf?” 
Stephen Brown and Liam Swiss wrote, “while the feminist aid policy 
will buttress the Liberal government’s feminist credentials, it will 
also provide a convenient fig leaf for the lack of political will to ex-
pand aid funding and decidedly unfeminist policies in other areas.”32

(As I’ve detailed elsewhere, the primary objective of Cana-
dian overseas assistance has long been to advance Western interests, 
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particularly keeping the Global South tied to the US-led geopoliti-
cal order.33 Aid has also been designed to help Canadian companies 
and to co-opt internationalist minded young people into aligning 
with Canadian foreign policy. While most individual aid projects of-
fer some social benefit, they’ve also helped justify the imprisonment 
of Haiti’s constitutional prime minister, rewrote Colombia’s mining 
code to benefit corporations, assisted Filipino landlords blocking 
much-needed land reform with violence, etc.34)

Two days before launching FIAP the Liberals announced 
their defence policy review, which included a plan to increase mili-
tary spending by 70% over a decade.35 The government committed 
$62 billion more to the military — already five times the aid budget 
— over 20 years.36 “Billions for the military and a lump of coal for 
foreign aid”, noted the Globe and Mail’s Campbell Clark.

The Canadian Forces is a highly patriarchal institution. 
Women represented 15.4% of military personnel in 2018.37 In 2015 
former Supreme Court judge Marie Deschamps found a “culture of 
misogyny” in the CF “hostile to women.”38 Her officially sponsored 
investigation concluded, “the overall perception is that a ‘boys club’ 
culture still prevails in the armed forces.”39 Four years later Des-
champs told a House of Commons defence committee there had 
been little progress in eliminating sexism within the CF.40

Along with increasing military spending, the Liberals pro-
moted the arms industry and their international sales. A male-dom-
inated sector, Canadian weapons were sold to a number of violent, 
misogynist, governments. The Liberals deployed Canadian Forces on 
a number of aggressive missions. In Iraq, they boasted about killing 
a person with a three-kilometer sniper shot. A purveyor of violence, 
the Canadian military was the institutional embodiment of ‘toxic 
masculinity’. A genuine “feminist foreign policy” would seek to reign 
in — not expand — the CF. 

But a “feminist foreign policy” was only one piece of the Lib-
erals ‘talking left and acting right’ agenda. Foreign minister Freeland 
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repeatedly framed her support for the military and US Empire in 
leftish ways. In a major 2017 foreign policy speech Freeland claimed 
that increasing military spending was an assertion of Canadian sov-
ereignty. After calling for “a substantial investment” in the CF, Free-
land said, “to rely solely on the U.S. security umbrella would make 
us a client state.”41 But, Washington constantly pressured Ottawa to 
increase military spending. Paul Cellucci revealed that when he was 
appointed US Ambassador to Canada in 2002 his only instruction 
was to press for increased military spending while Donald Trump 
repeatedly pressured Ottawa to increase spending on the CF.42

An honest analysis of the CF reveals that it isn’t currently 
oriented towards protecting Canada from aggression, but rather to-
wards expanding the US-led empire. The depth of the Canada-US 
military alliance is such that if US Forces attacked this country it 
would be extremely difficult for the CF to defend our soil!

On another occasion, Freeland deflected questions about 
nakedly interventionist policies with more leftish rhetoric. Asked 
about Chavismo’s continued popularity and Ottawa’s interference in 
Venezuela’s internal affairs after a Lima Group meeting in Toronto, 
Freeland said, “Canada has never been an imperialist power. It’s even 
almost funny to say that phrase: we’ve been the colony.”43 Few indig-
enous people would agree that Canada was simply a “colony”. Or, for 
that matter, Haitians.

Extending the left nationalist framing, Freeland noted, “one 
of the strengths Canada brings to its international affairs” is that it 
doesn’t engage in “regime change.”44 Freeland’s claim that Ottawa 
doesn’t engage in “regime change” was laughable (Libya 2011, Haiti 
2004, Congo 1961, etc.). Basically, what Freeland was saying is that 
it may walk and quack like a regime-change-promoting duck, but 
Ottawa’s bid to overthrow Venezuela’s government was actually just 
a cuddly Canadian beaver.

This deception and hypocrisy would be laughable, except 
for the real-world consequences. Economic exploitation, militarism, 
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trampling of human rights, interference in other countries internal 
affairs and environmental destruction have been enabled rather than 
minimized by Justin Trudeau’s rhetoric. Both Conservative and Lib-
eral Party governments have followed a similar foreign policy path. 
Why? How can Canadians change this? The conclusion will offer 
some thoughts on these subjects.
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11. It’s the system dummy— Conclusion

Economic, cultural, racial and geopolitical forces explain
the continuity between Liberal and Conservative for-

eign policy. Power is concentrated in the hands of very few wealthy 
people who dominate our economic system. Both the Liberals and 
Conservatives depend on the 1% of Canadians to fund their election 
campaigns. Both parties, and every government that is not willing to 
change the economic system, come up against and acquiesce to the 
power of the establishment. That establishment includes the wealthy, 
corporate Canada, think tanks, the dominant media, and other insti-
tutions of power.

Leaders in various fields, corporate Canada is highly trans-
national. For example, the world’s largest privately held security 
company, GardaWorld had 80,000 employees operating across the 
globe in 2019. The Montréal-based firm followed US/Canadian 
troops into numerous countries and worked for western corporations 
in different hotspots. Another Montréal company, SNC Lavalin, is 
among the largest engineering companies on the planet. With proj-
ects in dozens of countries, SNC benefited greatly from Canadian 
diplomacy and aid. SNC was a member or sponsor of the Canadian 
Council on Africa, Canadian Council for the Americas, Canada Arab 
Business Council, Canada-ASEAN Business Council, Conseil des 
Relations Internationales de Montréal and other foreign policy lob-
by/discussion groups. Brookfield Asset Management is one of the 
largest private-equity titans. The Toronto-based company had $500 
billion in assets under management and owns businesses in over 30 
countries.1 It was also a member of the Canadian Council for the 
Americas, Canada-United Arab Emirates Business Council and oth-
er internationally focused lobby groups. CAE is among the world’s 
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largest flight simulation firms. The Montréal based company works 
with militaries around the world.

Then there are the banks. Ranked among the world’s 60 
largest, Canada’s ‘big five’ are major international players.2 Scotia-
bank, for example, operates in more than 30 countries.3 A number of 
stories highlighted Scotiabank’s concerns about protests against in-
equality in Chile at the end of 2019.4 The Trudeau government’s sup-
port for unpopular billionaire president Sebastián Piñera was likely 
influenced by the Toronto-based bank’s interests in the country. On 
the other hand, Scotiabank, which began operating in Venezuela just 
before Hugo Chavez was elected, had frosty relations with the Bo-
livarian government. The Bank’s perspective probably contributed 
to Ottawa’s hostility towards Caracas. In January 2020 Scotiabank 
CEO Brian Porter took the unusual step of penning “A call to action 
on Venezuela” in the National Post.5 The op-ed urged governments 
to “seize assets of corrupt regime officials” and use the proceeds 
to give “support to the democratic movement in Venezuela.” Porter 
applauded the Liberal government’s “moral clarity by unambiguous-
ly condemning the Maduro regime’s abuses.” It also praised their 
“tremendous courage and leadership in the hemisphere and on the 
world stage.”6

Canadian banks expanded their operations in Latin America 
to do more business with Canadian mining clients.7 Engineering and 
law firms have also gone global in search of business with Canadian 
mining firms.8

Of course mining provides the starkest example of Canada’s 
dominance of a rapacious industry. With 0.5% of the world’s popu-
lation, half of all mining companies are currently based in Canada or 
listed on Canadian stock exchanges.9 Canadian corporations operate 
thousands of mineral projects abroad. There have been many indica-
tions of the industry’s political influence. Dion’s chief of staff, Julian 
Ovens, worked in the mining industry for 14 years. He was head of 
strategy for BHP Billiton in Saskatoon until November 2015 when 
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he moved into the foreign minister’s office.10 Ovens subsequently 
became chief of staff to the international trade minister.

The mining industry thwarted legislation to constrain their 
abuses abroad. According to a report titled “Lobbying by mining 
industry on the proposed Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible 
Enterprise (CORE)”, the two main industry associations met gov-
ernment officials hundreds of times between when the government 
announced it would establish an ombudsperson and its presentation 
of what turned into a largely powerless position.11 Between January 
2018 and April 2019 the Mining Association of Canada and Prospec-
tor and Developers Association of Canada lobbied the federal gov-
ernment on 530 occasions.12 They met officials in the Prime Min-
ister’s Office 33 times. The industry lobbying campaign was likely 
even greater since individual mining companies also organized doz-
ens, if not hundreds, of visits.

Mining interests likely influenced the Trudeau government’s 
push to oust the Venezuelan and Bolivian presidents. A number of 
Canadian companies clashed with Caracas over its efforts to gain 
greater control over gold extraction. Crystallex, Vanessa Ventures, 
Gold Reserve and Rusoro Mining all had prolonged legal battles 
with the Venezuelan government. In 2016 Rusoro Mining won a 
$1 billion claim under the Canada-Venezuela investment treaty and 
Crystallex was awarded $1.2 billion under the treaty, which it strug-
gled to recover.13

In 2012 Evo Morales nationalized Vancouver-based South 
American Silver’s operations in central Bolivia. Ottawa protested 
the move.14 Executives of other Canadian mining companies crit-
icized Morales and they repeatedly expressed fear over “resource 
nationalism” in the region.15

The Canadian mining industry was highly dependent on 
neoliberal capitalist reforms. Benefiting from the privatization of 
state-run mining companies and loosened restrictions on foreign 
investment, Canadian mining investment in Latin America has ex-
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ploded since the 1990s.16 No Canadian mining firm operated in Mex-
ico or Peru at the start of the 1990s yet by 2010 there were nearly 
600 Canadian mining firms in those two countries.17 Foreign mining 
companies often made staggering profits. One study found that the 
three biggest gold mining companies operating in Latin America — 
all Canadian — earned US$15 billion from 15 mines between 1998 
and 2013, which worked out to a 45 per cent rate of profit.18

Any government that reversed neoliberal reforms was a 
threat to the more than one hundred billion dollars Canadian mining 
companies had invested in the Americas.19

Other elements of Canadian capital also depended on neolib-
eralism. SNC Lavalin, CPCS Transcom and other consulting/engi-
neering firms benefited from governments around the world shifting 
to public-private partnerships. Ditto for infrastructure giant Brook-
field Asset Management. Financial liberalization also benefited Ca-
nadian banks.

In short, important segments of corporate Canada have been 
tied to extreme capitalism.

Other structural and cultural forces explain Liberal foreign 
policy. Efforts at rapprochement with Russia, for instance, were 
stymied by the organized Ukrainian community. Founded in 1940, 
the Ukrainian Canadian Congress (UCC) regrouped six provincial 
councils and 20 branches. It claimed to speak on behalf of 1.2 mil-
lion Canadians of Ukrainian descent. Among its backers were some 
wealthy individuals, including billionaire Ottawa Senators own-
er Eugene Melnyk, who was part of UCC’s advisory council.20 A 
number of MPs of Ukrainian background had ties to the group, in-
cluding minister Freeland who “opposed any warming of relations 
with Russia.”21 When the now defunct Embassy published the “Top 
80 Influencing Canada’s Foreign Policy” UCC President Paul Grod 
was listed.22 In Canada is Not Back: How Justin Trudeau is in Over 
His Head on Foreign Policy, Jocelyn Coulon, who was a member 
of Trudeau’s International Affairs Council of Advisers and then an 
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adviser to Dion, described how the UCC sabotaged efforts to lessen 
tension with Russia. “Dion’s determination to restore relations with 
Russia quickly came up against pro Ukrainian pressure groups”, he 
wrote.23

The Israel lobby has been even more powerful. Together the 
United Jewish Appeal/Combined Jewish Appeal of Toronto, Mon-
tréal, Winnipeg, Windsor, Calgary, Edmonton, Hamilton, London, 
Ottawa, Vancouver and Atlantic Canada raised over $100 million 
annually and had about $1 billion in assets.24 For half a century UJA 
Toronto has organized an annual Walk with Israel and the Montréal 
branch organizes an annual Israel Day march. Many thousands march 
each year. The lobbying arm of the UJA/CJA, the Centre for Israel 
and Jewish Affairs has over 40 staff and a $10 million budget.25 In 
addition, B’nai B’rith has a handful of offices across the country. For 
its part, Friends of Simon Wiesenthal Center Canada’s budget is $7-
10 million annually.26 These groups work closely with StandWithUs 
Canada, CAMERA, Honest Reporting Canada and other Israeli na-
tionalist political organizations. Dozens of registered Canadian char-
ities, ranging from the Jewish National Fund to Christians United for 
Israel also engage in at least some pro-Israel campaigning.

Between 2013 and 2020 the chief fundraiser for the Trudeau 
Liberals was Stephen Bronfman, scion of an arch Zionist family.27 
Canadian billionaires Larry Tanenbaum, Gerald Schwartz, Mark 
Scheinberg, David Cheriton, Daryl Katz, Sylvan Adams, Seymour 
Schulich as well as the Azrieli, Zekelman, Reichmann and Sherman 
families, all backed Israel. Sometimes that support has been quite 
aggressive.

In “A story of failed re-engagement: Canada and Iran, 2015–
2018” University of Ottawa professor Thomas Juneau highlighted 
the Israel lobby’s role in deterring the government from re-establish-
ing diplomatic relations with Iran: “Initially, Cabinet and most cau-
cus supported re-engagement. Dion, who was actively lobbied by 
Bombardier (whose headquarters were in his riding) and the Mon-
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treal Chamber of Commerce, was especially keen. Other senior min-
isters such as Freeland (International Trade) and Harjit Sajjan (De-
fence) also supported. With time, however, opposition within caucus 
grew. It was led by Michael Levitt, the influential MP for York-Cen-
ter and chair of the Canada-Israel Interparliamentary Group, and 
also included Anthony Housefather (MP for Mount-Royal). These 
MPs had support from former minister Irwin Cotler, who had long 
argued for harsher policies towards Iran.” 

Juneau continued, “other interviewees also highlighted the dif-
ferences in organization among pressure groups. Between the tabling 
of the motion [to oppose reengaging with Iran] and the vote four days 
later, groups opposing reengagement, such as the Center for Israel and 
Jewish Affairs, rapidly launched an effective campaign to pressure 
MPs. Groups favoring reengagement, however, such as the Iranian 
Canadian Congress, were unable to match these lobbying efforts.”28

For a movement defending open racism and colonialism the 
Israel lobby wielded a unique and powerful stick: The ability to play 
victim and smear those advocating for justice as racist.

The Liberals ousted high-profile Imam Hassan Guillet as a 
candidate to run for the party in 2019 after B’nai B’rith attacked 
him for challenging Israeli expansionism.29 The winner of the Saint-
Leonard-Saint-Michel riding nomination gained global notoriety for 
his sermon at the memorial for the victims of the 2017 Québec City 
mosque attack, but when B’nai B’rith twisted his pro-Palestinian 
statements to imply he was anti-Semitic the Liberals dumped their 
star candidate.

Similarly, when members of the extremist Jewish Defence 
League attacked peaceful pro-Palestinian activists protesting a pre-
sentation by Israeli military reservists at York University Trudeau 
sided with the thugs crying anti-Semitism. Following a statement by 
B’nai B’rith, CIJA and the Israel lobby’s point person in the Liberal 
government, Michael Levitt, Trudeau denounced “anti-Semitism” 
by pro-Palestinian demonstrators.30
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On some issues there’s no ruling class consensus or particu-
larly powerful lobby group. For example, the foreign policy power 
structure has been divided over China. Corporate Canada and ele-
ments of the Global Affairs bureaucracy generally preferred greater 
ties with Beijing while the military/security sector sought conflict. 
This split offers a window into the divergent structures of the foreign 
policy establishment.

The Canadian business class is well integrated with their 
US counterparts through parallel stock ownership, corporate boards, 
Florida residency, etc. They generally view the world and profit from 
it in a similar way to their US counterparts. Still, corporate Canada 
had extensive ties in China independent of their US colleagues.

Also well integrated with their US counterparts, Canada’s 
military/security institutions had limited ties to their Chinese coun-
terparts. Since 1949 China has largely been considered an enemy. 
Additionally, the military, CSIS and Communication Security Estab-
lishment tend to be more xenophobic with latent Sinophobia feeding 
their anti-China campaigning.

Another factor explaining the dynamic was the scope of 
Washington’s dominance over military/security affairs, which is 
more pronounced than over economic affairs. Fear of being cut off 
from their powerful US ally motivates the Canadian military/secu-
rity agencies’ anti-China position. Simultaneously, corporate USA 
is more divided on China than the country’s military/security estab-
lishment. Like their Canadian counterparts, many US businesses see 
money to be made in China and focus on short-term profits rather 
than world domination.

The military and associated industries are powerful political 
players. With the largest public relations machine in the country, the 
Canadian Forces (CF) promotes its worldview through a history de-
partment, university, journals, war commemorations and hundreds 
of media relations officers.31 Backed by the CF and arms firms, the 
Canadian Global Affairs Institute, Royal Canadian Military Insti-
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tute, Conference of Defence Associations and Royal Canadian Le-
gion promote a militarist worldview. So do a number of academic 
initiatives financed by the military.

The CF has various mechanisms to influence the people 
supposed to oversee it. The CF coordinates an Air Force Day and 
Navy and Coast Guard Day on Parliament Hill while the Canadi-
an Forces Parliamentary Program embeds MPs in operations and 
the Canadian Leaders at Sea Program takes influential individuals 
on “action-packed” multi-day navy operations.32 Representing over 
900 corporations, the Canadian Association of Defence and Security 
Industries (CADSI) has 20 staff at an office near Parliament Hill.33 
With a new Liberal government in place, CADSI put on a full court 
press. The association’s 2016 report described: “An intense engage-
ment plan that included hundreds of engagements with targeted 
decision makers, half of which were with Members of Parliament, 
key ministers and their staffs, including the Prime Minister’s Office. 
From one-on-one meetings, to roundtables, to parliamentary com-
mittee appearances, to our first ever reception on Parliament Hill, 
we took every opportunity to ensure the government understood our 
industries and heard our message.”34

The influence of the military lobby was on display with the 
lack of debate over the Liberals’ hundred-billion-dollar naval vessel 
purchase, the largest single taxpayer expense in Canadian history. 
Ditto with the 2017 defence policy’s unquestioned acceptance of 
NATO, NORAD and the Five Eyes. 

The latter alliance highlights the intersection between mili-
tarism, geopolitics and white supremacy. While claiming to be an-
ti-racist, the Liberals promoted the Five Eyes intelligence arrange-
ment. Their 2017 defence policy noted, “building on our shared 
values and long history of operational cooperation, the Five-Eyes 
network of partners, including Canada, the United States, United 
Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand, is central to protecting Can-
ada’s interests and contributes directly to operational success.” But, 
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the partnership oozes of white supremacy. Settler colonialism and 
empire unite an alliance that excludes wealthier non-white nations 
(Japan and South Korea) or those with more English speakers (In-
dia and Nigeria). It’s not a coincidence that the only four countries 
(Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the US) that originally voted 
against the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007 are part of the Five-Eyes.35

Alongside ‘Anglosphere’ racial solidarity, Washington great-
ly influences Canadian foreign policy. Donald Trump has pressured 
the Liberals to take more hawkish positions. Trudeau feared the US 
president’s instability, particularly amidst negotiations over NAFTA. 
Since the original ‘free trade’ agreement with the US in 1989 Cana-
dian businesses have become more dependent on southern trade. The 
captains of industry feared that Trump’s push to renegotiate NAFTA 
would disrupt highly profitable investment/trade patterns.

Just after Chrystia Freeland was named new foreign minis-
ter — six weeks into Trump’s presidency — a US embassy official 
in Ottawa dispatched a cable to the State Department in Washing-
ton entitled “Canada Adopts ‘America First’ Foreign Policy.” Un-
covered by Communist Party researcher Jay Watts through a free-
dom of information request, the largely redacted cable also noted 
that Trudeau’s government would be “Prioritizing U.S. Relations, 
ASAP” and that Trudeau promoted Freeland “in large part because 
of her strong U.S. contacts.”36

The US-based Grayzone’s Ben Norton wrote an article based 
on the cable linking it to Canadian policy on Venezuela, Syria, Rus-
sia, Nicaragua, Iran and elsewhere.37 A number of left-wing web-
sites reposted Norton’s article, I wrote about it and RT International 
invited me on to discuss the memo. But, no other media mentioned 
a memo that would no doubt have embarrassed Freeland and the 
broader foreign policy establishment.

While the blackout was media wide, the lack of reaction by 
one of the most left-wing commentators afforded space in a corpo-
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rate daily was particularly striking. Previously Toronto Star colum-
nist Heather Mallick described Freeland as “likely winner  of Ca-
nadian of the Year, should that prize exist.”38 In other columns she 
called Freeland “Canada’s famously feminist Foreign Minister”, a 
“brilliant and wonderful Liberal candidate” and lauded “a stark, ex-
traordinary speech [Freeland delivered] in Washington on Wednes-
day after receiving a diplomat of the year award at the Foreign Pol-
icy forum.”39

While she praised Freeland, Mallick was hostile to Donald 
Trump. I emailed Mallick to ask if she’d seen the embassy cable, 
whether she planned to write about it and if she considered it ironic 
that US officials thought her “Canadian of the Year” was pursuing an 
‘America First’ policy. She didn’t respond to two emails, but subse-
quently praised Freeland again.

Another revealing foreign policy story ignored by the media 
were the heavily-armed Canadian troops dispatched to the Port-au-
Prince airport.40 On February 15, 2019, the Haiti Information Project 
videoed/photographed Canadian soldiers patrolling the Toussaint 
Louverture airport in the midst of a general strike calling for the 
president to resign.41 I wrote a story about the deployment, won-
dering what they were doing in the country (the Haiti Information 
Project suggested they may have helped family members of Presi-
dent Jovenel Moïse’s unpopular government flee the country). I was 
in contact with reporters at the Ottawa Citizen and National Post 
about the photos, but no media reported the special forces presence 
in Haiti. More generally, the dominant media downplayed the scope 
of anti-government protests in Haiti, which directly targeted Cana-
dian policy.

The dominant media also ignored explosive leaks from the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons showing the 
Organization’s management misled the public about a purported 
chemical attack in Douma, which the Liberals blamed on Bashar 
al-Assad and cited to support US, Britain and France bombing Syria. 
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I wrote a story about it in December 2019 but couldn’t find a single 
major media report about leaks from an organization Canada pro-
moted and heavily funded.

Isolating Canada from world opinion on Palestinian rights 
was another issue the media largely ignored. More than a dozen 
times a year the Liberals voted against UN resolutions upholding 
Palestinian rights backed by most of the world. The dominant media 
basically only covered the subject when the Liberals shifted their 
vote. In an indication of this dynamic, a December 2019 National 
Post story was headlined “Trudeau accused of breaking promise to 
stand by Israel, following vote on UN resolution.”42 The 700-word 
article concluded with the most salient fact: only Israel, Micronesia, 
the US, Marshall Islands and Nauru voted against the motion. While 
the Israel lobby and some Liberal voters in the Jewish community 
backed Canada’s position at the UN, the broader public was uncom-
fortable with Israeli expansionism and Canada isolating itself from 
world opinion.43 But the media’s failure to cover the issue meant the 
overwhelming majority of Canadians had no idea how the Liberals 
voted.

The dominant media all but ignored Liberal support for the 
UAE, Kuwait and other Gulf monarchies as well. Ditto for their sup-
port of unconstitutional Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez.

While the media largely avoided discussing a series of un-
just, embarrassing, international policies, they took a different tact 
with Venezuela. After two decades of attacks against Hugo Chavez 
and Nicolas Maduro the corporate media began to cheerlead the fed-
eral government’s push for regime change in Venezuela. CTV News 
host Don Martin cheerfully began an interview after a February 
2019 Lima Group meeting in Ottawa by stating “the Lima summit 
has wrapped and the object of regime change is staying put for the 
time being” and then he asked Freeland “is Maduro any step closer 
to being kicked out of office as a result of this meeting today?”44 
Later in the interview Martin applauded the US and Canada’s bid 
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“to put the economic pincers around it [Venezuela’s economy] and 
choking it off from international transactions.”

The media largely relied on government statements/offi-
cials when covering Canada’s role in Venezuela. Even when they 
sought out nongovernmental voices they were generally individu-
als connected to the government. Former ambassador in Caracas, 
Ben Rowswell, was far and away the most cited non-governmental 
voice on Canada’s role in Venezuela. Rowswell put a liberal gloss on 
naked imperialism and, despite repeatedly claiming the Venezuelan 
president’s violation of the constitution two years earlier provoked 
Ottawa’s campaign, Rowswell had been involved in efforts to oust 
Maduro since 2014.45

Irwin Cotler, a lawyer for hard-line opposition leader Leo-
poldo Lopez, was also quoted on multiple occasions. The former 
Liberal minister had been criticizing the Chavez government since at 
least 2009 when Venezuela broke off diplomatic relations with Israel 
in response to its killings in Gaza.46 At a May 2018 press conference 
promoting a report seeking to have the  International Criminal Court 
investigate Maduro’s government, Cotler claimed the Venezuelan 
“government itself was responsible for the worst ever humanitarian 
crisis in the region.”47 (Worse than the extermination of the Taíno 
and Arawak by the Spanish? Or the enslavement of five million Af-
ricans in Brazil? Or the 200,000 Mayans killed in Guatemala? Or 
the thousands of state-murdered “subversives” in Chile, Argentina, 
Uruguay, Brazil, Peru? Worse than the tens of thousands killed in 
Colombia, Honduras and Mexico in recent years?)

The Venezuelan NGOs most quoted in the Canadian media 
— Foro Penal, Provea, CODEVIDA, Observatorio Venezolano de la 
Conflictividad, Observatorio Venezolano de Prisiones, etc. — backed 
the opposition and had ties to the Canadian embassy in Caracas.

The only obviously immoral foreign policy decision exten-
sively covered from a critical lens was the LAV sale to Saudi Arabia. 
But, the dominant media still relayed government claims that arm 
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sales were frozen despite Canada transferring over two billion dollars 
of weapons to the monarchy in 2019. They also minimized the extent 
to which Canadian weapons were used in the devastation of Yemen.

In addition to distortions, omissions and pandering to power, 
some in the dominant media seemed to be acting more like fawning 
sycophants than serious journalists. Their portrayal of Freeland was 
often downright embarrassing. The Walrus headlined a March 2018 
article “Chrystia Freeland Wants to Fix the Twenty-first Century” 
while a November 2019 Hill Times story noted, “Freeland has been 
an ardent defender and champion of international liberalism and a 
rules-based international order.”48 The proof? Well, she said so.

A long Globe and Mail profile just before the October 2019 
election was maybe the most shameful. Written by the paper’s five 
senior international correspondents, the two-page spread headlined 
“For Chrystia Freeland, the political is personal” began: “There are 
two reactions you get when you ask around the globe about Chrystia 
Freeland and Canadian foreign policy under her leadership. She’s 
either one of the last, best hopes of the liberal world order — or she’s 
an out-of-touch idealist who is risking trade by starting diplomatic 
fights that Canada can’t hope to win.” Presumably, the Globe’s top-
flight international investigative team failed to find anyone who be-
lieved Freeland promoted pro-US, corporate and militarist policies.

With such a compliant media perhaps it is no surprise that the 
NDP demonstrated little interest in challenging the dominant media’s 
depiction of international affairs. Nor did Green leader Elizabeth May 
stray far from the liberal establishment worldview. To slightly vary-
ing degrees they supported the Liberals on NATO deployments and 
militarism, as well as the thrust of Ottawa’s policy towards Ukraine, 
Syria, Rwanda, Nicaragua, Haiti and Venezuela. As I detailed in Left, 
Right: Marching to the Beat of Imperial Canada, NDP MPs have 
long been absorbed into the Ottawa foreign policy swamp.

A vice-chair of the anti-Palestinian Canada Israel Interpar-
liamentary Group, NDP defence critic Randall Garrison “is a pas-
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sionate advocate for the Canadian military”, according to the Ca-
nadian Defence Review.49 Representing a riding that includes the 
Esquimalt naval base, Garrison held his 2015 election night party 
and other events at the Esquimalt Legion.50 Part of the Canadian 
NATO Parliamentary Association, Garrison criticized the Liberals’ 
2017 announcement that they would increase military spending by 
70 per cent over the next decade on the grounds more money wasn’t 
invested immediately. Garrison bemoaned that “all we have is prom-
ises for future [military spending] increases” and in another inter-
view said “the money you’re proposing will not keep pace with the 
rate of inflation.”51 A proponent of Canada leading a NATO battle 
group to Latvia, Garrison also criticized the Liberals for failing to 
immediately follow its defence policy’s recommendation to upgrade 
a multi-billion dollar early-warning radar system used by the North 
American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), which is a mil-
itary alliance that has drawn Canadian personnel into supporting US 
belligerence.52

For her part, the NDP foreign critic through the Liberals first 
term in office, Hélène Laverdière, was a Canadian diplomat for more 
than 15 years, even winning the Foreign Minister’s Award for her 
contribution to Canadian foreign policy.53 In 2016 she spoke to the 
notorious anti-Palestinian American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) lobby organization and participated in a ceremony put on 
by the head of the explicitly racist Jewish National Fund during a 
visit to Israel.54

It’s not just in Israel where Laverdière aligned with the US 
Empire’s machinations. Laverdière supported deploying troops to 
the Russian border and repeatedly called for more sanctions on that 
country.55 She demanded Canada take tougher action against the As-
sad regime and released a June 2018 statement — with NDP Crit-
ic for International Human Rights Cheryl Hardcastle — “un-
equivocally condemning the ‘shoot-to-kill’ policy of President 
Ortega’s government … Nicaraguan authorities continue to 
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use a policy of state repression, including the use of excessive 
force, extrajudicial killings, pro-government armed squads, 
and control of the media in order to stop protests.”56 On a num-
ber of occasions, the NDP foreign critic demanded Ottawa do more 
to undermine Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro. After the Lib-
erals went all in to overthrow Maduro she agreed with the Liberals’ 
recognition of Juan Guaidó as president of Venezuela.57

The leader of the Greens was close to Trudeau’s long-stand-
ing foreign-policy adviser Irwin Cotler. In May 2019 Elizabeth May 
attended a press conference organized by Cotler calling on Canada 
to impose sanctions on 19 Iranian officials and to follow the Trump 
administration in listing the country’s Revolutionary Guard as a ter-
rorist organization.58 May’s support for ramping up Canadian hostil-
ity towards Tehran took place amidst increasingly bellicose moves 
by Washington. May also participated in at least three press con-
ferences organized by Cotler to call for the release of the leader of 
Venezuela’s hardline Voluntad Popular party Leopoldo López.59 The 
Harvard-educated Lopez endorsed the military’s 2002 coup against 
President Hugo Chavez and was convicted of inciting violence 
during the 2014 “guarimbas” protests that sought to oust President 
Nicolas Maduro (Cotler joined López’ legal team). According to a 
series of reports, Lopez was the key Venezuelan organizer of the 
plan to anoint his protégé Juan Guaidó interim president of Venezu-
ela and on April 30, 2019, he escaped house arrest to join Guaidó in 
a failed coup bid.

Extra-parliamentary opposition to Liberal foreign policy was 
largely confined to small international solidarity and peace groups. 
With the exception of Trudeau’s climate and mining policies, labour 
unions, NGOs and other more influential progressive organizations 
provided limited pushback. Canada’s largest private sector union 
offers a stark example of indifference to the Liberal pro corporate 
and empire foreign policy. Unifor invited Freeland to address their 
August 2019 convention. Inviting the foreign minister to their con-
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vention was part of the union’s controversial embrace of the Liberal 
Party (Trudeau also spoke). But, it also reflected a coldness to the 
injustices Canada contributed to abroad. In a search at the time of 
the convention I couldn’t find a single Unifor statement that direct-
ly criticized Freeland or Canadian foreign policy (the union was a 
member of Common Frontiers, which did criticize Canadian policy 
in Venezuela and Honduras).

As for supposed “non-governmental organizations” that are 
supposed to be independent of government? An umbrella group rep-
resenting dozens of major development NGOs, the Canadian Coun-
cil for International Co-operation (CCIC) often cheered Liberal for-
eign policy. In September 2018 the CCIC co-organized a conference 
titled “Is Canada Back: Delivering on Good Intentions?” Publicity 
for the event with the Canadian Association for the Study of Interna-
tional Development noted: “Inspired by Justin Trudeau’s 2015 proc-
lamation ‘Canada is Back’, we are presenting panels that illustrate 
or challenge Canada’s role in global leadership. Are we doing all 
that we could be doing in the world?”60 Formulating the question 
this way ignored the government’s arms sales to Saudi Arabia, back-
ing for brutal mining companies, NATO deployments, antagonism 
towards Palestinian rights, efforts to topple the Venezuelan govern-
ment, failure to end Canada’s ‘low level war’ on Iran, backing for 
an unpopular Haitian president, refusal to support nuclear weapons 
controls, promotion of military spending, etc.

In November 2019 CCIC co-organized a Summit on Can-
ada’s Global Leadership. The event included Chief of the Defence 
Staff Jonathan Vance, minister for international development Kari-
na Gould, Trudeau advisor Bob Rae, former CSIS director Richard 
Fadden, former head of the Canadian International Development 
Agency Margaret Biggs and others.61 Describing himself as a lob-
byist for greater aid, CCIC CEO Nicolas Moyer said in an interview 
before the Summit on Canada’s Global Leadership that it was im-
portant to bring together different sectors of Canadian foreign poli-
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cy because “there is no path which leads towards increased federal 
commitments to ODA [overseas development assistance] which can 
exist without a strong ambition for Canada’s role in the world. We 
need champions in other sectors that also want an ambitious and 
impactful foreign policy.”62 Willing to include the military as part 
of his grand foreign policy coalition, Moyer added, “it’s why I am 
looking forward to discussions at the summit, for example between 
Chief of the Defence Staff Jonathan Vance and Canada’s Ambassa-
dor for Women Peace and Security Jacqueline O’Neill.” Instead of 
challenging unjust Liberal policies, the CCIC largely shilled for the 
liberal (aid) arm of Canadian foreign policy.

So, unfortunately the scope of opposition to Trudeau foreign 
policy has been limited. But a few groups I engaged with offer a 
glimmer of hope and an indication of the sort of campaigning re-
quired to change foreign policy culture.

Through bold activism Solidarité Québec-Haiti pushed back 
against Liberal party imperialism. In Summer 2019 members of the 
group interrupted two press conferences (and a barbecue) by Min-
ister of La Francophonie and Tourism Mélanie Joly to call on the 
Liberals to stop propping up a repressive, corrupt and illegitimate 
president in Haiti. Solidarité Québec-Haiti also directly questioned 
Liberal MP Emmanuel Dubourg, Minister Jean-Yves Duclos and 
former International Development Minister Marie-Claude Bibeau 
over the government’s policy in Haiti.

On August 18 a member of Solidarité Québec-Haiti inter-
rupted Trudeau at a press conference to ask why Canada supported a 
corrupt, repressive and illegitimate president in Haiti. On September 
30, 2019, 15 Haitian community members and allies occupied 
Trudeau’s election office for a little over three hours. The Solidarité 
Québec-Haiti activists called on the PM to stop backing Moïse and 
withdraw from the so-called Core Group. The Montréal Gazette 
published a good article on the sit in, which was picked up by a half 
dozen outlets. Part of it was translated into French and published by 
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La Presse. Journal Métro, Ricochet and Telesur all ran their own 
articles on the office occupation. A few days later Le Devoir pub-
lished a good article promoting our demand titled “Le Canada ap-
pelé à lâcher le président haïtien Jovenel Moïse.” A slew of Haitian 
news sites and community radio programs covered the occupation. 
As with previous Solidarité Québec-Haiti actions, the occupation re-
ceived substantial attention on social media.

As a follow-up to the occupation of his office two days later, 
we organized a last-minute rally outside a community boxing ring 
where Trudeau put on his gloves for a photo-op. Ten of us chant-
ed loudly “Jovenel repressif, Trudeau complice”. The PM’s large 
RCMP detail called the Montréal police, which dispatched a dozen 
officers who arrested organizer Marie Dimanche. The arrest gener-
ated some corporate media attention and significant buzz within the 
Haitian community. A week later Solidarité Québec-Haïti organized 
a 40-person rally outside Trudeau’s electoral office, which was cov-
ered by Global, TVA and other news outlets. We also attempted to 
disrupt Trudeau’s final election rally, which prompted Radio Canada 
to describe 10 of us chanting “Canada out of Haiti”.

Alongside these efforts, Solidarité Québec-Haïti organized 
an “open letter calling on the Canadian government to stop backing 
a corrupt, repressive and illegitimate Haitian president.” About 150 
writers, musicians, professors and activists signed, including David 
Suzuki, Roger Waters, Linda McQuaig, Amir Khadir, Will Prosper, 
Tariq Ali, Michele Landsberg and Yann Martel. It was published by 
many media outlets and referenced in a number of stories.

A month after the election Solidarité Québec-Haïti orga-
nized a demonstration. Two hundred marched on a cold November 
day chanting “solidarity with the Haitian people” and “no to Canadi-
an imperialism in Haiti.”

Disruption Network Canada was another initiative that chal-
lenged Liberal foreign policy. It sought to mobilize activists to con-
front politicians through peaceful, direct action. In 2019 members 
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of Disruption Network Canada and Mouvement Québécois pour 
la Paix interrupted a dozen speeches/press conferences by Liberal 
ministers/prime minister to question their militarism, anti-Palestin-
ian positions, climate policies, efforts to topple Venezuela’s govern-
ment, etc. We interrupted:

•	 a Université de Montréal talk by foreign minister Chrystia 
Freeland to criticize Canada’s effort to overthrow Venezu-
ela’s government;

•	 a corporate luncheon with defence minister Harjit Sajjan to 
condemn increased military spending, arms sales to Saudi 
Arabia and NATO deployments;

•	 a press conference by Justice Minister David Lametti to 
challenge his promotion of a Bombardier surveillance plane 
sale to the UAE and Canada fueling the war on Yemen;

•	 an event by Environment Minister Catherine McKenna to 
criticize spending tens of billions of dollars on heavy car-
bon emitting fighter jets and naval vessels amidst the cli-
mate crisis;

•	 press events by Transportation Minister Marc Garneau and 
Prime Minister Trudeau on their anti-Palestinian positions.

A number of these actions garnered corporate media atten-
tion. Clips of almost all of them were widely viewed on social media.

In order to show politicians, the media and even many pro-
gressives that some of us are hostile to Canadian foreign policy we 
need to raise our voices and be disruptive in the cause of internation-
al solidarity. People are often reluctant to demonstrate their interna-
tional solidarity because they think their voices will not be heard. In 
my experience these people crave signs of resistance. And acts of 
resistance generally beget more such acts.

With the dominant media refusing to cover critical perspec-
tives on important international issues, we need to find other ways 
to put forward our message and push back against government pol-
icies. We also need to give the decision-makers a bit of a headache 
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***
The overall lesson to be learned from this book should be 

that people must look past the rhetoric offered by politicians to 
describe what Canada is doing around the world. Just because the 
Liberals say more progressive things than the Conservatives doesn’t 
mean their governments are, in fact, more progressive. Grassroots 
organizations that speak truth to power are essential to inform Ca-
nadians about what is being done in our name across the planet. 
We can’t only rely on corporate media outlets for information about 
international affairs. And when we know our government is doing 
something wrong we must speak up, make noise, disrupt — that 
is the only way our voices will be heard above the demands of en-
trenched power.
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