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Jul 13, 2017 by Daryl Copeland

Gathering Clouds Threaten Trudeau's 
"Sunny Ways" [1]

Hot on the heels of his high-profile visit to China and attendance at the G-20 summit in 
Hangzhou, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau last week successfully hosted the Global Fund 
Replenishment conference in Montreal and will address the UN General Assembly in New 
York today or tomorrow.

Amid this whirlwind of activity, Canada’s peripatetic PM will undoubtedly attract renewed 
domestic and international attention. Not unlike their treatment of fellow celebrities Bill Gates 
and Bono,  an adoring media is almost certain to dole out continued exultation.

While such adulation is not entirely unwarranted, a closer look at the government’s first year in 
office suggests that a more critical assessment of its diplomatic and international policy 
performance may be in order.

Trudeau is fond of emphasizing that “Canada is back” on the world stage. While repeating that 
mantra may represent good communications practice, after a decade of foreign policy 
retrogression the substantive case is proving somewhat more difficult to make. The Canada to 
which the PM refers has been a long time gone. The erstwhile honest broker, helpful fixer, 
compassionate aid donor,  purveyor of creative policy ideas  and provider of good offices 
morphed during the Harper years into the Colossal Fossil, an obstruction to progress, a pariah 
to be avoided.

The ongoing effort to reconnect with a storied internationalist past, while understandable, 
won’t in itself be enough. Moreover, while distinct in tone and content from the warrior nation
wannabe preoccupations of the Harper Conservative years, when it comes to overall strategic 
orientation and attention to the health of the diplomatic ecosystem, some elements of the new 
government’s record suggest demonstrable cause for concern.

A gathering of dark clouds, largely overlooked to date  but the result of deliberate policy 
decisions, may test Trudeau’s ability to credibly project his trademark “sunny ways” into the 
future.

Restoring the country’s place in the world will take more 
than these gestures.

It has been several decades since the last burst of Canadian international activism–Foreign 
Minister Lloyd Axworthy’s Human Security Agenda in 1996 to 2000. During that period, 
Canadian leadership helped bring to fruition the Land Mine Ban Treaty, the International 
Criminal Court, the Kimberly Process to curb trafficking in “blood diamonds”, and efforts to 
regulate the trade in small arms and address the problem of children in conflict.
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The Canadian-convened International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty 
produced its influential Responsibility to Protect report in 2001, but in subsequent years this 
country has been largely absent from the world stage. With the exception of the Harper 
government’s controversial foray into maternal, newborn and child health, and participation in 
ill-starred military interventions in Afghanistan and Libya, Canada’s once-ubiquitous presence 
in the international arena became almost spectral.

To be sure, the Trudeau government has taken some significant steps, both symbolic and 
substantive, to modify the country’s international engagement. On key files such as 
multilateralism, climate change, pipelines, energy, and environmental protection, directions 
have been changed and real progress achieved. So, too, as regards to relations with the USA, 
Mexico, the BRICS, the opening to Iran, and a putative return to peacekeeping operations. 
Diplomats, like scientists, have been unmuzzled, and are once again afforded the confidence, 
trust and respect required to engage in unscripted conversations. The foreign ministry has 
been re-christened Global Affairs Canada, and the curiously conceived “Sovereign’s Wall” in 
the lobby of the Pearson Building decommissioned, with the oversized portrait of the Queen 
removed and the magnificent Pellan canvasses restored.

Still, restoring the country’s place in the world will take more than these gestures, plus a good 
showing at the COP 21 climate change talks in Paris, turning up at various international 
meetings (G20, Commonwealth, APEC, G-7, NATO, NAFTA), hosting the UN Secretary 
General, and resettling several tens of thousands of Syrian refugees. All of that, plus upbeat 
references to Canadian diversity and resourcefulness in Davos and elsewhere, won’t be 
enough to secure election to the UN Security council in 2021.

Remarkably little  been said about the mechanics, retooling, and resources which will be 
essential to support a return to progressive diplomatic activism. Sooner or later, the lack of 
reform and significant reinvestment in international policy institutions, and a faltering 
commitment to human rights, arms control, and non-proliferation are bound to be noticed. So, 
too, with the unnecessary intervention in Syria/Iraq, and the incoherent approach to arms 
exports. The controversial decision to proceed with the $15 billion Saudi arms deal for light 
armored vehicles was badly mishandled, as was the flip-flop on ISIL’s genocidal practices.

The matter of Canadian treatment of Afghan detainees, and the possible commission of war 
crimes and violation of international humanitarian law, remain unfinished business of the first 
order.  Even spending on official development assistance, despite a marginal increase in the 
last budget, remains well below 2011 levels, leaving Canada near the bottom among OECD 
countries, and light years away from Pearson’s commitment of .7% of GDP.

The deployment of a battle group, frigate and fighter jets to the Baltics under NATO auspices, 
and a possible defence cooperation agreement with Ukraine will almost certainly be seen as 
provocative; both have a distinctly retro, Cold War-era feel. On these issues, as well as 
matters related to free trade (TPP,CETA), Middle East peace and conventional European 
security, the new boss looks disturbingly like the old. All of this undercuts much of the PM’s 
rhetoric and raises some unsettling questions.

What to do?

By way of concrete ideas for global initiatives–and these are at present notable for their 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.responsibilitytoprotect.org_index.php_about-2Drtop&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=5962_2lPfJS5uhiO2io1wsbpviOmv2acV111gRBdV94&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.thestar.com_news_gta_2014_05_27_critics-5Fslam-5Fstephen-5Fharper-5Fahead-5Fof-5Fmaternal-5Fhealth-5Fsummit.html&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=F6R_OL1pRX0pjY4EK7n9MfoAjDnGTWht0z8D_t_g2Ec&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.opencanada.org_indepth_afghanistan-2Dreview-2Dlooking-2Dback-2Dcanadas-2Dlongest-2Dwar_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=kA0MWL73Fb3XDJ_TGT7sn9xPFmXffwlXul_dqa0w0mM&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__fpif.org_four-2Dyears-2Dafter-2Dgaddafi-2Dlibya-2Dis-2Da-2Dfailed-2Dstate_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=X-fRl-i4nWP5kxcoeuYIKSZqOs6b7Xf3PDTx2b7Srzw&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.embassynews.ca_opinion_2016_03_30_can-2Dcanadian-2Ddiplomatic-2Dleadership-2Dbe-2Drestored_48420&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=d-64MuWmZsDhV-t-FKGNbSuqxIFJcnrIOXntorkvdAk&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.opencanada.org_features_tehran-2Dtest_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=R6l-AyissBYEwZy0MBEAXKQHFQqjOxZPX1m9POCnYeo&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.cbc.ca_news_politics_canada-2Dpeacekeeping-2Dannouncement-2D1.3736593&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=MjKsPwLaJ066pB2GPBBb751tpH7kxmllSswY4dc2wzg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.embassynews.ca_news_2015_11_10_foreign-2Dminister-2Dunmuzzles-2Dcanadian-2Ddiplomats_47852&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=0RZz7ms7m9H6101wsFpgPggtC0jQeFZTOt04Geqjg2g&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.cbc.ca_news_politics_canada-2Dforeign-2Daffairs-2Dart-2Dqueen-2D1.3310633&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=G7Z8JUcJPAVIVEM6hJZUZI8FjYR7xxFGxfpISk2vRHQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.cbc.ca_news_politics_trudeau-2Ddavos-2Dfuture-2Dlook-2Deconomy-2Dharper-2D1.3412182&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=TiMgDSJJduhATyufeak-JYcaj7w1i2bMy-qCAhbZBg0&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.opencanada.org_features_seven-2Dhuman-2Drights-2Dviolators-2Dbuying-2Dcanadian-2Dmilitary-2Dgoods_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=Gudo4fAkouz2ylA2_gMsGLZHnCcqhgD1q01jS3XFuhc&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__ipolitics.ca_2016_09_11_liberals-2Dcriticized-2Dfor-2Dinaction-2Don-2Dcluster-2Dbomb-2Dtreaty-2Dloophole_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=RDLwe5U5BhC780IIXamPt01QYlVAlC6eDr4ez9zFIaQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.hilltimes.com_2016_08_24_trudeau-2Dgovernments-2Dcommitment-2Dto-2Dnuclear-2Ddisarmament-2Dquestioned-2Dafter-2Dun-2Dvote_78187&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=XUdyL-BFeKQ7ywjFMq00cuA8uN2UJPppPHT3tHEtypI&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.thestar.com_opinion_commentary_2015_03_23_five-2Dreasons-2Dottawa-2Dshouldnt-2Dextend-2Diraq-2Dmission.html&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=AwihvpVYhSYdGlW7FBfIjnW7Pe5UxyVLc7mybrM7mxE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.opencanada.org_features_seven-2Dhuman-2Drights-2Dviolators-2Dbuying-2Dcanadian-2Dmilitary-2Dgoods_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=Gudo4fAkouz2ylA2_gMsGLZHnCcqhgD1q01jS3XFuhc&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theglobeandmail.com_news_politics_ottawa-2Drewrites-2Dmandate-2Dfor-2Dscreening-2Darms-2Dexports_article31216740_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=m7fi3Zhy6Ha-DBNq6S7uG0ahmx5rRfWgiRrif_T8Crg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theglobeandmail.com_news_politics_ottawa-2Drewrites-2Dmandate-2Dfor-2Dscreening-2Darms-2Dexports_article31216740_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=m7fi3Zhy6Ha-DBNq6S7uG0ahmx5rRfWgiRrif_T8Crg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theglobeandmail.com_news_politics_the-2Dsaudi-2Darms-2Ddeal-2Dwhat-2Dweve-2Dlearned-2Dso-2Dfar_article28180299_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=PJVIoHV5iD8uOfIbH1-cB4hLfygGWucTD3rMLWdACvQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__news.nationalpost.com_full-2Dcomment_michael-2Dden-2Dtandt-2Dfive-2Dways-2Dthe-2Dliberals-2Dpolicy-2Don-2Dgenocidal-2Disil-2Dis-2Da-2Dbungled-2Dconfusing-2Dmess&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=16COerXvimcaIc3S_wNKOagiAB7T1w3OZxiReI9tyqE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.ceasefire.ca_-3Fp-3D22326&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=XHcoptZMMTjyFUehJU78mIwmC0N1DobB56M0SjpN90c&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__ipolitics.ca_2016_09_15_the-2Dglobal-2Dfunds-2Dpersonal-2Dand-2Dpolitical-2Dfootprint_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=yvsA4qw3tr3KrZk7LfuG9su_OGjac1FGM09FdQWoh3E&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.hilltimes.com_2016_07_08_trudeau-2Din-2Dnatoland_73245&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=_nQiwsGY8n_vtTKvYj1D1_TxDFDeiqNJLRMzaYvg4XE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.ceasefire.ca_-3Fp-3D23958&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=A2RIcr4f96DsS3DJ_NNHxv86bSm0xEDcn4zQtdJcGSY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.cbc.ca_news_business_joseph-2Dstiglitz-2Dtpp-2D1.3515452&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=IIGa-iEokLmJu4L4hwVHaZWzEKB6HiIM5e8h116bJBg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.thestar.com_opinion_commentary_2016_09_01_ceta-2Dwill-2Dundermine-2Dcanadian-2Ddemocracy-2Dmcquaig.html&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=OA4IRqC6G5Ywxwc5Sv3yzMjGI0Ii8a7Ajo3whAa3tT0&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.aljazeera.com_indepth_opinion_2016_07_don-2Dfooled-2Djustin-2Dtrudeau-2Dboy-2Dheart-2Dcanada-2D160713071303349.html&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=g4py0qdDKp4uPfvBCQ2vzIMpHYkXSbh1avjtXqJwpgQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.pm.gc.ca_eng_news_2016_09_13_prime-2Dminister-2Dlead-2Dcanadian-2Ddelegation-2Dunited-2Dnations-2Dgeneral-2Dassembly-2Dnew-2Dyork&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=2p2pOCeTSxbHBNRtvGS8Td61VT-ckCrv7_QmR8mq-pY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__ipolitics.ca_2016_09_11_liberals-2Dcriticized-2Dfor-2Dinaction-2Don-2Dcluster-2Dbomb-2Dtreaty-2Dloophole_&d=DQMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=SNA96Utdhb5oZXpL8oVXTw&m=u83eZavxaes21bDwU5QsSE218t7fsBZ8Y2nPKId8bKY&s=RDLwe5U5BhC780IIXamPt01QYlVAlC6eDr4ez9zFIaQ&e=


absence–a resumption of international peacekeeping training and an intensification of efforts 
to reach out to the countries of the Asia Pacific, possibly including a resumption of Track II 
activities related to the South China Sea dispute under ASEAN auspices, would reinforce the 
steps already taken. The Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada has produced some useful new 
thinking on future Canadian strategy, and Trudeau’s recent visit to China and decision to join 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank should help to anchor a larger reset in this crucial 
region. Another possibility would be for Canada to lead in negotiating an international 
convention on the management and stewardship of the world’s freshwater resources.

If the PM is translate his considerable celebrity and charisma into actual international 
influence–the ability to achieve specified outcomes–and in so doing avoid the risk of plunging 
into the perilous “say-do gap”, deliberate action will be required.  He will need clear priorities 
and an agenda, a strategy and a plan. Moreover, while defense and development reviews 
have been launched, all elements of the diplomatic ecosystem–the foreign ministry, foreign 
service, and diplomatic business model–remain under severe stress. The energetic pursuit of 
full spectrum diplomacy–traditional, public, digital, guerrilla–would generate efficiency and 
effectiveness gains far beyond those which have been realized to date.

The government’s thinking about the crucial diplomatic dimension, and about international 
policy and grand strategy more generally, remains ambiguous. The UN speech would be a 
good place to address these shortcomings and begin to set out the way ahead.

CPD Editor's Note: This blog originally appeared in iPolitics on 18 September 2016.
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