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Open Memo to the Special 
Committee on Canada-China 
Relations
David Mulroney

Preamble

In early March of this year I was putting the finishing touches on the statement with which I planned to open 
my then-scheduled March 23rd appearance before the House of Commons Special Committee on Canada-China 
Relations in Ottawa. But I put the draft statement aside on March 14th when I was advised that the Committee 
had suspended its meetings because of the pandemic, and that my presentation would be postponed indefinitely.

This came as a major disappointment, because, in its short life, the Committee, which met for the first time on 
January 20th this year, has done valuable work. In addition to hearing from government officials in Ottawa and 
Beijing who are directly responsible for managing the relationship, it has provided a platform for something that 
is both welcome and long overdue. Committee meetings quickly became a place where Canadians could hear 
alternative perspectives on China, something that gets us beyond the familiar and predictably pro-Beijing views 
of government,1 the business community and their supporting choruses in government-supported foundations 
and China-friendly academic outposts.

Through its investigative work, the Committee has offered a public hearing for people who are critical of the 
kind of unthinking, “Comprehensive Engagement” strategy that has until recently dominated what little debate 
we’ve had about China policy. That’s been particularly welcome because the previously dominant pro-China 
narrative gave off more than a whiff of self-interest, dominated as it has been by senior people whose manifold 
connections to China are, shall we say, complicated. 

The author of this document has worked independently and is solely responsible for the views presented here.  
The opinions are not necessarily those of the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, its Directors or Supporters.
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In addition to Committee appearances, we’re now seeing a growing community of China realists use social 
media, opinion pieces and interviews to elbow into what had up until recently been a relatively closed discussion. 
What’s been particularly interesting is that the themes and issues that are important to such refreshingly 
sceptical China watchers in Canada – things like China’s “capture” of local elites and its penchant for foreign 
interference – are also being championed by like-minded counterparts in countries such as Sweden, Australia, 
New Zealand, the Czech Republic, Britain and the United States.

From my perspective, the opportunity to be part of this critical conversation about how we promote and 
defend Canadian interests in the face of an increasingly assertive and, at times adversarial China is something 
not to be missed, nor is the chance to be of some small service on an issue of national importance.

Unfortunately, almost as soon as the Committee had created 
this important new platform for alternative views, the 
pandemic struck, resulting in the suspension of much of 
Parliament’s agenda. Worse still, there is little reason to hope 
that the work of the Special Committee on Canada-China 
Relations, like so much of Parliament’s urgent business, will 
resume any time soon.

So, allow me to submit my statement in an open memorandum 
via the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, another important 
platform for alternative views about Canadian foreign policy. 
I think that my remarks mainly hold up despite all that has 
happened at home and abroad since I downed tools. That said, 
there are at least three significant issues that have already 
evolved beyond my sense of things back then.

First, although the May 27th court decision on “Double 
Criminality” in the Meng Wanzhou extradition process shows 
our judicial system working with fairness and precision, the 
decision will almost certainly prolong the cruel detention 
of Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor, which is China’s 
deplorable method for bringing pressure to bear on us.

Second, if anything, reasonable concerns about China’s suppression of information relating to the outbreak of 
COVID-19 have been deepened by our growing awareness of China’s malign influence within the World Health 
Organization and, indeed, within much of the rest of the multilateral system. This matters greatly to a middle 
power like Canada that has such a stake in a rules-based international order.

Third, although things were bad enough in early March, China has now doubled down on its repression in Hong 
Kong, and by threating to impose national security legislation is completing its demolition of “One Country, 
Two Systems.” This is a tragedy that resonates profoundly in Canada given our many links to Hong Kong.

Responding effectively to each of these examples of China’s assaults on a rules-based international system will 
require significant reserves of Canadian courage and resolve.

There is still a lot still to talk about.

Let me close by expressing my strong support for the Special Committee on Canada-China Relations and my 
profound hope that it will be allowed to continue its important work. 

“ China has now 
doubled down on 
its repression in 
Hong Kong, and 
by threating to 
impose national 
security legislation 
is completing 
its demolition 
of “One Country, 
Two Systems.”
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I would of course be honoured to be invited back, if and when, it resumes its work. Having now shared my March 
statement, I would happily relinquish any further claim on the opening minutes of a future appearance, leaving 
more room for questions and answers with Committee members about Canada’s growing China challenge.
Implicit in that offer is my hope that the work of the Committee, when and if it resumes, will have evolved, 
focussing not on what the past has looked like when it comes to Canada-China relations, but on what we 
will need to say and do to prepare for the future. It is a conversation that is already being taken up, with real 
urgency, by our allies. 

It’s time for the Special Committee on Canada-China Relations to get back to work!

Presentation to the Special Committee on Canada-China Relations 
Ottawa, Monday, March 23, 2020

There is a saying that truth is the first casualty of war. I have been increasingly concerned that truth is also a 
casualty in much of what passes for our Canadian conversation about China. 

That’s both a tragedy and a puzzle, because the opportunity to think more clearly about China – what it is, 
where it’s going, and what its rise means for us as Canadians – should have been the silver lining of this extra-
long year, which began with the arrest of Meng Wanzhou, in which China has dominated our news cycles.

We have witnessed China’s cruel, retaliatory detentions of two Canadians, Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor, 
and the arbitrary death sentences imposed on fellow Canadians Robert Schellenberg and Fan Wei. This should 
have reminded us of the recent and very similar ordeal faced by Kevin and Julia Garrett, of the ongoing 
detention of our fellow Canadian Huseyin Celil, and, ultimately, of the extent to which China disrespects all 
other citizenships and passports, even reaching across borders to snatch people at will. 

Unfortunately, powerful and influential Canadians, people who should know better, have described China’s 
hostage diplomacy as a reasonable quid pro quo for Ms. Meng’s lawful arrest, and have even suggested that the 
crisis can be resolved through what they describe as a “prisoner exchange.”

Throughout this long year, we have had all too many reminders of China’s long-standing and persistent efforts 
to undermine democracy and democratic institutions in Hong Kong. We appear to have forgotten our pledge 
in 1997, when both Britain and China were seeking such expressions of support, to do our utmost to promote 
the continuing rule of law in Hong Kong and the autonomy of its institutions. But in the last year we have been 
reduced to expressing the hope that some of those same institutions, now thoroughly infiltrated and corrupted, 
will simply agree to stop brutalizing the people of Hong Kong.

Canadians have also had regular reminders of the degree to which China has imposed its illiberal views and 
policies, and its very selective choice of language, on multilateral institutions, on corporations ranging from 
clothing manufacturers to airlines, and on purveyors of popular culture, entertainment and sports. 

Among the objectives of this campaign is the effort to erase any mention of Taiwan, and with it, Taiwan’s 
courageous embrace of democracy. 

Words matter. I still cringe when I hear the term “Greater China Division” used by my old department to 
describe a unit whose responsibilities include our relationship with democratic Taiwan. Such deliberately 
misleading language only reinforces bureaucratic passivity and confusion.



COMMENTARY:  Open Memo to the Special Committee on Canada-China Relations4

Most alarming from my perspective has been our tendency over the last year to ignore, and by ignoring 
normalize, China’s brutal assault on the Uighur people, its calculated effort to turn a vast region into a prison 
camp, to erase an entire faith and culture, using the immense power of a surveillance state to disrupt and 
destroy institutions right down to the level of the family itself. This is unprecedented, and says even more about 
China’s future intentions than it does about its current disregard for human rights.

Throughout this long year, we’ve also been presented with examples of the degree to which China is engaged 
in clandestine efforts to influence and interfere in states like New Zealand, Australia, Sweden, the United States 
and, as the National Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliamentarians has warned us, Canada. Despite 
this, we have yet to require greater transparency of Canadians, including former holders of high office, who 
could reasonably be judged to be acting on behalf of the Chinese state.

The recent global explosion of the novel coronavirus should 
remind us of a great weakness at the heart of China’s 
Communist Party, the impulse to hide, suppress and distort 
unpleasant facts, the reality that in a brutally top-down system, 
nobody wants to give the boss bad news. This is not a new 
phenomenon. It exacerbated the state-created famine of the so-
called Great Leap Forward of the 1950s, and enabled the spread 
of SARS and the tainted milk scandal in the first decade of this 
century. As figures like the artist Ai Weiwei have testified, this 
impulse to conceal is also present in the public safety lapses 
and adulterated food scandals that regularly sweep through a 
now globalized China.

As we are learning to our cost, China’s response to COVID-19 
has been anything but “commendable.”

The steady, almost daily accumulation of fact and evidence 
about a more powerful, influential and increasingly adversarial 
China should have encouraged us to pause and think more carefully about our own future. 

I had hoped that, instead of the truth being the first casualty of this period of enforced reflection, we would 
instead consign to history the policy that has for too long prevailed in our bilateral relationship with China: 
“Comprehensive Engagement.” This is the idea that any proposal for partnership with China is worth signing 
on to. 

According to this theory:

If China, a state not known for its good corporate governance or its respect for the free flow of information, 
decides to create a regional investment bank, it is in our interest to invest without reservation. 

If China seeks to gain greater access and influence in the Arctic, the appropriate Canadian response 
should be an enthusiastic welcome. 

And if China detains innocent Canadians, we should  describe it as a simple misunderstanding, saying 
misleading things like “friends get mad at each other,” and by making it abundantly clear that we’re 
willing to look past anything if only to get back to the status quo of comprehensive engagement, 
diplomacy on autopilot.

“ The recent global 
explosion of the 
novel coronavirus 
should remind us of 
a great weakness at 
the heart of China’s 
Communist Party.”
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The justification for Comprehensive Engagement used to be that it supported China’s steady evolution into a 
country that was becoming more like us. Now the justification is more defensive, containing the warning that 
we will be left behind or, worse, punished if we jump off the bandwagon, or if we speak too frankly.

We also see efforts to compartmentalize China, the argument that we can push back at or ignore those elements 
of Chinese behaviour that now even the most persistent China boosters cannot ignore, while continuing to 
embrace what are described as the many unreservedly good things that China offers.

This ignores the extent to which the Communist Party presides over all aspects of China’s engagement of the 
world, including the economic dimension. As we have seen, it is not afraid to weaponize trade, and, as recent 
incidents at Canadian universities have shown, there is good reason to be concerned about its influence over 
education.

I am very worried that although what we need is a root 
and branch review of our China policy, what we will get, 
and indeed, are getting, is a more subtle elaboration of 
Comprehensive Engagement. 

We don’t need to insult or provoke China, but we do urgently 
need a China policy that is smarter, much more selective, 
more honest and, frankly, more courageous. Let me leave you 
with four suggestions.

First, we need to remember that effective diplomacy should 
reveal the truth, not obscure it, and that the people most 
influenced and misdirected by the substitution of flattery for 
facts are Canadians, including well-meaning Canadian public 
servants, who take such statements as a licence to stay the 
course. 

Second, the aim of any truly significant review is not just policy 
clarity, but also coherence and coordination in its delivery. 
This is an enormous task in an ordinarily disconnected 
bureaucracy. 

Let me add that the player whose words and deeds must be most clearly and carefully aligned with changing 
government policy is the ambassador. Frankly, I am worried on this score.

Third, no profound change in policy has any chance of success if it is not owned and led by the Prime Minister. 
It is a matter of record that the Prime Minister has struggled to see China as it is. Unless and until he does, there 
is simply no chance of getting to the kind of purposeful and intelligent China policy we so desperately need.

Fourth and finally, there is no risk-free or cost-free option available to us. Protecting our interests, values and 
autonomy will come at a cost. But failing to do this will be more costly still. We were once a country that was 
willing to face up to such challenges. We need to find that courage again.

Thank you!

“ We don’t need to 
insult or provoke 
China, but we do 
urgently need a 
China policy that is 
smarter, much more 
selective, more 
honest and, frankly, 
more courageous.”
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Endnotes
1	 Let me distinguish here between the Liberal Government which seems to have, to borrow Ambassador Bar-

ton’s  phrase about his own past, “drunk the Kool-Aid” on China, and the professional Public Service, whose 
private advice to their political masters shows no evidence of Kool-Aid consumption. See: Chase, Steven. 
2020. “Global Affairs warns Trudeau government about perils of deepening ties with China.” Globe and 
Mail, February 26. Available at https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-canadian-diplomats-warn-
trudeau-government-about-perils-of-deepening/.
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Critically Acclaimed, 
Award-Winning Institute
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute fills a gap in 
Canada’s democratic infrastructure by focusing 
our work on the full range of issues that fall 
under Ottawa’s jurisdiction.

•  One of the top five think tanks in Canada and 
No. 1 in Ottawa according to the University of 
Pennsylvania.

•  Cited by five present and former Canadian Prime 
Ministers, as well as by David Cameron, the 
British Prime Minister.

•  First book, The Canadian Century: Moving out 
of America’s Shadow, won the Sir Antony Fisher 
International Memorial Award in 2011.

•  Hill Times says Brian Lee Crowley is one of the 
100 most influential people in Ottawa.

•  The Wall Street Journal, the Economist, the 
Globe and Mail, the National Post and many 
other leading national and international 
publications have quoted the Institute’s work.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where You’ve Seen Us

Ideas Change the World

Independent and non-partisan, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute is increasingly 
recognized as the thought leader on national 
issues in Canada, prodding governments, 
opinion leaders and the general public to 
accept nothing but the very best public policy 
solutions for the challenges Canada faces.

“The study by Brian Lee Crowley and Ken Coates is a 
‘home run’. The analysis by Douglas Bland will make many 
uncomfortable but it is a wake up call that must be read.” 
FORMER CANADIAN PRIME MINISTER PAUL MARTIN ON 
MLI’S PROJECT ON ABORIGINAL PEOPLE AND THE NATURAL 
RESOURCE ECONOMY.



What Do We Do?
When you change how people think, you change 
what they want and how they act. That is why thought 
leadership is essential in every field. At MLI, we strip away 
the complexity that makes policy issues unintelligible 
and present them in a way that leads to action, to better 
quality policy decisions, to more effective government, 
and to a more focused pursuit of the national interest of 
all Canadians. MLI is the only non-partisan, independent 
national public policy think tank based in Ottawa that 
focuses on the full range of issues that fall under the 
jurisdiction of the federal government.

What Is in a Name?
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute exists not merely to 
burnish the splendid legacy of two towering figures 
in Canadian history – Sir John A. Macdonald and Sir 
Wilfrid Laurier – but to renew that legacy. A Tory and 
a Grit, an English speaker and a French speaker – these 
two men represent the very best of Canada’s fine political 
tradition. As prime minister, each championed the values 
that led to Canada assuming her place as one of the world’s 
leading democracies. We will continue to vigorously uphold 
these values, the cornerstones of our nation. 

Working for a Better Canada 
Good policy doesn’t just happen; it requires good 
ideas, hard work, and being in the right place 
at the right time. In other words, it requires MLI. 
We pride ourselves on independence, and accept no 
funding from the government for our research. If you 
value our work and if you believe in the possibility 
of a better Canada, consider making a tax-deductible 
donation. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is a 
registered charity.

For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

Our Issues

The Institute undertakes 
an impressive program of 
thought leadership on public 
policy. Some of the issues we 
have tackled recently include:

•  Aboriginal people and the 
management of our natural 
resources;

•  Making Canada’s justice  
system more fair and efficient;

•  Defending Canada’s  
innovators and creators;

•  Controlling government debt  
at all levels;

•  Advancing Canada’s interests 
abroad;

•  Ottawa’s regulation of foreign 
investment; and

•  How to fix Canadian health 
care.

About the Macdonald-Laurier Institute



Oldest Profession or Oldest Oppression? 

CONTACT US:   Macdonald-Laurier Institute 
323 Chapel Street, Suite #300 

 Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
 K1N 7Z2

TELEPHONE:  (613) 482-8327

WEBSITE:  www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

CONNECT  
WITH US: @MLInstitute

www.facebook.com/ 
MacdonaldLaurierInstitute

www.youtube.com/ 
MLInstitute

What people are saying 
about the Macdonald-
Laurier Institute

In five short years, the institute has 
established itself as a steady source of 
high-quality research and thoughtful 
policy analysis here in our nation’s 
capital. Inspired by Canada’s deep-
rooted intellectual tradition of ordered 
liberty – as exemplified by Macdonald 
and Laurier – the institute is making 
unique contributions to federal public 
policy and discourse. Please accept my 
best wishes for a memorable anniversary 
celebration and continued success.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE STEPHEN HARPER

The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is an 
important source of fact and opinion for 
so many, including me. Everything they 
tackle is accomplished in great depth 
and furthers the public policy debate in 
Canada. Happy Anniversary, this is but 
the beginning.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE PAUL MARTIN

In its mere five years of existence, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute, under 
the erudite Brian Lee Crowley’s vibrant 
leadership, has, through its various 
publications and public events, forged a 
reputation for brilliance and originality 
in areas of vital concern to Canadians: 
from all aspects of the economy to health 
care reform, aboriginal affairs, justice, 
and national security.

BARBARA KAY, NATIONAL POST COLUMNIST

Intelligent and informed debate 
contributes to a stronger, healthier and 
more competitive Canadian society. In 
five short years the Macdonald-Laurier 
Institute has emerged as a significant 
and respected voice in the shaping of 
public policy. On a wide range of issues 
important to our country’s future, 
Brian Lee Crowley and his team are 
making a difference. 

JOHN MANLEY, CEO COUNCIL


