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Canada’s relevance to Southeast Asia has waned while major powers like the US and China are actively 
courting the region and staking their ground in the next generation of regional institutions.  However, 
change may be coming with Canada’s recent signing of ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation. 
Does the treaty signal meaningful policy change by Ottawa or is it simply a rhetorical gesture? 
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On July 24 Canada acceded to the Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation (TAC), joining with the 10 member states of 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and 
18 others outside the region in affirming their commitments 
to regional peace and stability and involvement in ASEAN 
regional processes.  The event went largely unnoticed in 
Canada.1   The Department of Foreign Affairs mentioned it 
only in a July 23, omnibus news release, “Minister Cannon 
participates in ASEAN meetings”.2   This lack of attention 
demonstrates how Southeast Asia has slipped off the map 
of Canadian foreign policy over the last decade.  In Jakarta, 
Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok, Singapore and other regional capi-
tals, Canada no longer appears on radar screens as an at-
tentive and relevant participant in regional affairs.

Change may be in the air.  Canada, in Foreign Affairs Min-
ister Cannon’s words, signed the TAC “as a demonstration 

of Canada’s engagement in Southeast Asia.”  Mr. Cannon 
invoked Canada’s commitment to the “promotion and pro-
tection of Canadian values of freedom, democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law” and cited Canada and ASEAN’s 
“mutual respect and a shared commitment to fundamental 
freedoms and democratic governance.”3 

The question is whether accession to the treaty signals 
meaningful policy change by Ottawa or is simply a rhetorical 
gesture designed to fend off critics at home and assuage 
governments abroad?  Addressing our interests, promoting 
Canadian values and re-gaining a presence in Southeast 
Asia and the broader Asia Pacific cannot be accomplished 
with minimalist commitments and episodic attention.  Re-
cent steps by Ottawa raise expectations but specific steps 
(along lines set out later) are required to translate rhetoric 
to action.
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Canada, Southeast Asia and ASEAN… a languishing 
legacy

The TAC is replete with references to promotion of “perpet-
ual peace,” “mutual respect for independence, sovereignty, 
equality,” non-interference, and peaceful settlement of dis-
putes.4   But dismissing it on this basis as an anachronism 
and for its lack of substance is misguided.  For ASEAN’s 
members the TAC is a litmus test; for its signatories, the 
TAC is a “ticket” for engagement in the expanding network 
of ASEAN-centred regional institutions.

Minister Cannon at the signing ceremony of the Treaty of Amity and Co-
operation, Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, July 23, 

2010

Canada is a decided latecomer in gaining this ticket.  We 
are the last of ASEAN’s Dialogue Partner states and the last 
member of the region-wide ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
to join.5   Since opening the treaty to non-Southeast Asian 
states in 2003, some 29 states in the region and beyond 
have signed.  China and India were the first to join; the Unit-
ed States signed in 2009.
               
Canada’s foot dragging on the TAC typifies Ottawa’s at-
tention to Southeast Asia over the past decade—a sharp 
contrast to our historically proactive regional involvement 
since the 1950s.  Initially through the Colombo Plan, later 
Commonwealth relationships, and then CIDA and the IDRC, 
Canada was an active bilateral and regional participant.6   
CIDA and the IDRC funding supported a wide range of pro-
gramming, including economic development programs, ac-
ademic linkages, student scholarships, gender entitlement 
initiatives and official and unofficial institution building.  In-
novative programs that advanced cooperative security and 
human security, such as the Southeast Asia Cooperation 
Program, were in tune with regional foreign ministries and 
think tanks as they grappled with the new realities of the 

post-Cold War.7   With consistent funding through the 1980s 
and 1990s, Canadian development overall contributions to-
ward Southeast Asia totaled over $2.5 billion.  Today, how-
ever, Southeast Asia is not a high priority.  Canadian aid is 
at much reduced levels, largely channeled in the areas of 
health (HIV/AIDS and infectious disease), economics (e.g. 
training in WTO procedures), and gender equality.

The programmatic relationships of prior decades were sanc-
tioned and advanced through official and political attention 
in Ottawa.8 In the early 1990s, Canadian governments came 
to realize that the road to fostering the post-Cold War re-
gional stability needed for sustained economic growth was 
through Asia Pacific institution building.  Accordingly, Cana-
da became an early Dialogue Partner of ASEAN and was an 
enthusiastic member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (as well 
as of APEC).  To extend the oft-repeated slogan, “ASEAN 
was in the driver’s seat … Canada helped to design and 
maintain the vehicle.”  Canadian officials and academics 
worked together to facilitate Track 2 regional dialogues on 
human rights and regional security.  Canada was a char-
ter member of the Council for Security Cooperation in the 
Asia Pacific (CSCAP)—the expert network supporting the 
ARF.9   From 1989-2001, a series of CIDA-sponsored expert 
workshops served an important role as a neutral venue to 
bring together the parties with competing claims in the South 
China Sea.10  
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Canada has enjoyed and benefited from consistently posi-
tive people-to-people ties with Southeast Asia.  Immigration 
has resulted in roughly 800,000 people settling here, just 
under half from the Philippines.  Refugees from Cambodia, 
Laos and Vietnam have been welcomed.  Student popula-
tions from Southeast Asia were once at levels that rivaled 
their counterpart numbers in the United States.11   Moving 
in the other direction, Canadians have flocked to South-
east Asian destinations as tourists, their numbers now ap-
proaching half a million a year.

Philippines, ASEAN Vietnam 2010

Canada’s official relations with, and presence in, Southeast 
Asia have declined since the late 1990s.  Deep financial 
cuts to federal spending by the Liberal and then the Con-
servative government have taken their toll on programs and 
institutional support.  Canada’s participation in Track 2 ac-
tivities, other than on an ad hoc and individual basis, has 
largely ended.  Ottawa’s attention, when it has turned to 
Asia, (i.e., beyond Afghanistan) has been fixated on China, 
to a lesser extent Japan, and most recently India.  As a 
recent survey of Canadian-Southeast Asian relations con-
cluded, “Canada … lacked a consistent and sustained pol-
icy” toward Southeast Asia and has failed to regain focus 
toward a region that once again demands attention in light 
of our economic, social, and political interests.12

Reconnection and revitalization?

There may be, however, indications of change.  Joining the 
TAC is one of a series of steps Ottawa has taken during 
the past two years regarding Southeast Asia.  The trade 
and commercial potential of the region has caught the gov-
ernment’s attention in the post-2008 financial crisis inter-
national economy.  Officials cite the region’s market base 
(620 million population, US$1.5 trillion GDP) with its rising 
middle class consumers, the healthy economic growth of 

Southeast Asian countries (an ADB projected growth rate 
of 6.7% this year), and the increase in bilateral trade with 
Canada of some 20% between 2005 and 2009.  With the 
intent of increasing both its “commercial and political pres-
ence,” at the 2009 APEC meetings, Ministers Cannon and 
then-International Trade Minister Stockwell Day announced 
the creation of the Canada-ASEAN Network—an initiative 
aimed to coordinate linkages among Canadian missions in 
Southeast Asia.

As second step in 2009, Canada, along with many other 
states, appointed an Ambassador to ASEAN.  This was ne-
cessitated by ASEAN promulgating its Charter in 2008, thus 
transforming it into a separate international entity that could 
enter into negotiation and agreements with other states.13 

At the same ASEAN Post Ministerial Conference meetings 
last month that saw the TAC signing, came an announce-
ment of adoption of a Plan of Action to implement the ASEAN-
Canada Enhanced Partnership (2010-2015).14   This docu-
ment highlights the complementarity of Canadian-Southeast 
Asian political, security, economic and social interests.  It 
sets out an agenda, which if acted upon would yield prac-
tical results.  This is, however, an important “if”, because 
without additional finances and personnel commitments, 
including to the ASEAN Network, as well as to the plan’s 
intended educational exchanges, and workshops, seminars, 
dialogues concerning human rights, judicial systems, good 
governance, engagement of civil society, democracy, hu-
man rights, trade and business, environmental sustainability, 
combating transnational crime and new technologies cannot 
be accomplished.15  

Vietnam, ASEAN Vietnam 2010

Concerning “Human Rights, Good Governance, Democracy 
and Rule of Law”—the Canadian values agenda cited by 
government officials—the plan is quite brief (section 1.3) 
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noting “collaborating with ASEAN on human rights through 
regional dialogues,” “exchanges of best practices” and “ca-
pacity building initiatives,” including through the ASEAN In-
tergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR).  
However, while civil society is referred to in general terms, 
there is no mention of NGOs either generally or specifically, 
nor is there any reference to the Track 2 networks and dia-
logue processes that parallel and support official (Track 1) 
agendas.16 

Taken at face value, this plan and other announcements 
point to an effort to revitalize the Canadian-Southeast Asian 
relationship.  Yet for the moment there is little evidence of 
follow-up on the rhetoric of these announcements and ap-
pointments.  Language concerning democracy and hu-
man rights on the one hand, coupled with anticipation of 
increased economic benefits resonates with domestic and 
political audiences at home and abroad.  However, it is 
unclear if Ottawa is prepared to implement programs that 
involve longer-term financial and human resource commit-
ments designed with sufficient nuance to gain support from 
Southeast Asian governments, think-tanks, NGOs and civil 
society players.  Based on the previous track record and an-
nounced government intentions to cut budgets further, there 
is room for considerable skepticism.

Assuming that our commitments extend beyond aspiration, 
then more critically, how does the rhetoric of Canadian pri-
orities accord with the realities of Southeast Asia?  A brief 
look at the challenges involved in advancing Canada’s eco-
nomic interests and human rights values highlights these 
concerns.

Regarding trade and investment:  As noted above, Canada’s 
trade volumes with ASEAN states have been increasing—
the 2008 financial crisis having had little impact.  A closer 
look, however, points to the uphill battle involved in achiev-
ing significant change in our trade and investment relation-
ship.  Canada continues to run a trade deficit with Southeast 
Asia (Canada’s imports are double its exports, $8.86 billion 
vs $4.19 billion in 2009).  Our share of regional trade re-
mains at less than 2.0%.  Service exports to ASEAN coun-
tries are increasing but growing modestly; Canadian direct 
investment to ASEAN states has fallen since 1997 in real 
dollar terms.  Altering these patterns will be hard to accom-
plish.  Motivating Canadian business to take on the tough, 
longer-term challenges of Asian markets has proved notori-
ously difficult.

           
              Malaysia, ASEAN Vietnam 2010

Southeast Asia’s booming overall trade is increasingly facili-
tated through the channels of free trade agreements, nota-
bly through the ASEAN-China FTA.  Australia/New Zealand, 
India, and South Korea already operate within FTAs and the 
US and ASEAN have laid the groundwork for negotiating an 
agreement.  Canada, on the other hand, is a significant lag-
gard in this regard, with no FTA arrangements with any Asian 
country and a record of frustrated attempts to date. Nego-
tiations with Singapore (since 2001) and with Korea (since 
2005) have failed to yield any agreement; discussions be-
gan with India in 2009.

Regarding promotion of human rights and democracy:  Sig-
nificant challenges loom.  Ottawa has become fixated on 
Burma.  Canada’s condemnation of the deplorable human 
rights and human security situation in Burma/Myanmar is 
long-standing. Ottawa has supported all international efforts 
to criticize and sanction its military regime, imposing, in its 
own words, the “toughest [unilateral] sanctions of any coun-
try”.17   Sadly, the line-in-the-sand policies of Ottawa, the US 
and most other Western countries have achieved little.  The 
Burmese regime, bolstered by its relationships with India 
and China, remains entrenched.  ASEAN’s policy of “con-
structive engagement” of Burma continues to be an embar-
rassment; its members limiting themselves to frustrated vo-
cal criticism of their recalcitrant colleague.18  

Democracy’s trials in Southeast Asia are not limited to Bur-
ma.  Thailand persists with what many of its citizens regard 
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as an unrepresentative governments following a military 
coup in 2006.  With a deadlocked political process, further 
civil violence is feared.19   Groups such as Human Rights 
Watch and the International Crisis Group point to the vio-
lations of human rights in minority populations in several 
Southeast Asian states.  Thus, there is ample scope for 
Canada’s values promotion agenda—the challenge for Ot-
tawa is to advance programs attuned to these distinctive re-
gional contexts.  One possible institutional avenue for doing 
so is through the recently established ASEAN Intergovern-
mental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) -- the first 
intergovernmental human rights institution in Asia.  As has 
been acknowledged by Ottawa, working to bolster the ca-
pacity of this fledgling institution could be an effective route 
to advance both Canadian and Southeast Asian interests.20 

Keeping a Seat at the Table … “Half of diplomacy is 
showing up”

For Canada to regain a role in regional affairs, a sea change 
is required.  Canada’s absence from the scene over the past 
decade has meant that it is in danger of being shut out of the 
next generation of Asia Pacific regional institutions, in effect 
not being at the tables of the region that has become the 
centre of gravity of the global system.  In part, this situation 
has come about by our not “showing up.”  While the Prime 
Minister has attended the annual APEC Leaders’ Meetings, 
and there have been ad hoc ministerial visits to the region, 
Canada has been a passive participant in regional institu-
tions.  Delegations tend to arrive with limited policy direction 
from Ottawa and very thin files for commitment.  A telling 
example is Canada’s apparent indifference regarding the 
Shangri-la Dialogue—only once in nine years has the Ca-
nadian Minister of Defence joined his counterparts in what 
has become the region’s most prominent track 1.5 security 
forum.

Inattention has been reinforced by an attitude in Ottawa 
that only bilateral relationships, especially economic ones, 
count.  Multilateral institutions are viewed with skepticism 
as redolent of outdated liberal thinking -- inefficient and inef-
fective.  Admittedly, this criticism does resonate in the Asia 
Pacific context.  The ARF, for instance, has shown little en-
thusiasm to address traditional regional security issues or 
intrastate conflicts.  On the economic side, APEC is increas-
ingly regarded as having run its course with FTAs becom-
ing the economic instrument of choice.  The dilemma for 
Canada is that our only seats at the table in the Asia Pacific 
are at these two static, if not declining, institutions.

US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton’s comment about 
“showing up” is therefore germane.  It highlights the real-

ization of the current US administration (in contrast to its 
predecessor) that regional dynamics are changing, that mo-
mentum is building toward a new regional architecture, and 
that in order to have a voice in shaping this architecture, 
being an engaged participant comes first.  Washington now 
understands that even it cannot take its role for granted in 
the Asia Pacific environment of emerging regional powers.  
Ottawa certainly must take notice and act accordingly.

Ministerial Group Photo at the 17th ASEAN Regional Forum in Hanoi, 
ASEAN Vietnam, July 23, 2010

It is here that TAC membership constitutes a “ticket” for 
Canada.  Our accession to the treaty fulfills the last of the 
three minimum conditions for invitation to the East Asia 
Summit (EAS), the institution that many observers see be-
coming Asia Pacific’s key economic and political dialogue 
mechanism.21   Established in 2005 as an extension of the 
ASEAN Plus Three (ASEAN states plus China, South Korea 
and Japan), the EAS, now including Australia, New Zealand 
and India, has 16 members and significantly, based on the 
recent meeting in Hanoi, is about to invite Russia and the 
US to join.  Both have indicated the likelihood of accepting.  
While the practical accomplishments of the EAS remain to 
be determined, it is likely the table around which the param-
eters of regional economic and political architectures will be 
determined.  US analysts, in particular, envisage the pros-
pect of the EAS annual summit meeting eclipsing the APEC 
leaders’ forum.22   At this moment, it is highly problematic as 
to whether or not Canada is invited to join the EAS.  Indeed, 
without Canada ever being mentioned, senior officials such 
as Singapore’s foreign minister are already looking to limit 
EAS membership to what are seen as all the relevant play-
ers.23 

Equally uncertain is Canada’s being seated at the table of 
two other potentially important regional institutions.  One 
concerns security, the ADMM+8 -- the ASEAN Defence Min-
isters’ Meeting plus China, South Korea, Japan, Australia, 
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New Zealand, India, Russia and the US.  Canada has never 
been mentioned as a participant—its record at the Shangri-
la Dialogue very probably being taken as a signal of disinter-
est.

Second is the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), a coalition 
of Asia Pacific states looking toward establishing a broader 
free trade area.  Spearheaded by the rather unlikely initial 
subset of New Zealand, Chile, Singapore and Brunei, the 
TPP has gained momentum with Australia, Peru, Vietnam, 
and most significantly, the United States is now looking to 
join.  With a growing sense of the obsolescence of APEC, 
the TPP is seen as a regional successor within the Asia Pa-
cific economy.  In this instance, Canada was invited as an 
initial participant but declined to take up the offer, presum-
ably because of its protectionist stance on agricultural sup-
ply management.  Subsequently, upon noting Washington’s 
overtures to negotiate entry, Ottawa’s apparent renewed 
interest has been rebuffed, its presumed insistence on pre-
conditions seen as a non-starter.24 

In sum, signing the TAC is a small, positive step toward Can-
ada’s renewed Asia Pacific engagement.  Building upon this 
and sustaining momentum will require at minimum:  articula-
tion of a proactive foreign policy toward Asia, commitment of 
additional resources and personnel, reengagement of civil 
society groups, and taking advantage of opportunities where 
Canada’s expertise and reputation can be leveraged effec-
tively, including concerning human rights (e.g. the AICHR), 
and positive participation in multilateral security institutions 
(e.g. the ARF, the Shangri-la Dialogue) and economic insti-
tutions (e.g. looking to join the EAS).

We are latecomers; it would be disastrous to leave early 
again.  Already viewed by regional players as disinterested 
and minimally committed, if we find ourselves relegated to 
observer status in the next generation of Asia Pacific institu-
tions, the promotion of Canadian interests and values will 
have little, if any, chance of success.
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