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The Next 50 Years: Key Questions in 
Canada-China Relations

By Philip Calvert and John Gruetzner 

Synopsis

To round out this CIC series on Canada-China relations, and set the stage for future work, this article 
presents 10 core questions as a basis for a coherent, constructive and effective China policy. The US 
Senate’s most recent decision to invest $250 billion to boost the country’s ability to compete with Chinese 
technology is but one indication of shifts in global approaches to Xi Jinping’s China. China today, and 
Xi’s vision for its future, have significant implications for Canada’s domestic and global interests. Canada 
therefore needs a major recalibration of its approach to China—one that is strategic, informed, and non-
partisan. It should be guided by Canada’s short-term and long-term interests and values, based on a clear 
understanding of China’s current domestic political, economic and social drivers, and supported by a 
coherent, well-resourced, and detailed action plan. Addressing these questions should help Canada 
formulate a China policy that tackles current challenges and equips us to anticipate and address new ones 
that will inevitably emerge in the decades ahead. 
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has highlighted the need for Canada to a take a more 
realistic approach to Canada-China ties based on the 
realities of Xi Jinping’s China and its impact on Canada’s 
domestic and global interests. Canada’s China 
engagement – both in China and in Canada – must be 
guided by its short-term and long-term interests. It must 
be deliberate, informed and funded properly, and based 
on a better understanding of the political, economic and 
social drivers of policies under Xi Jinping and the 
challenges and opportunities these policies present. It 
must also be part of a coherent and clear-headed global 
foreign policy framework whose goals are supported by 
effective bilateral, regional, and global actions. It should 
be non-partisan to avoid the swings in China policy of the 
last two decades and supported by a coherent, well-
resourced, and detailed action plan. And it should 
position Canada to address not only current challenges 
but new ones that inevitably will appear.

To formulate an enduring China strategy, policy-makers 
should address a number of key questions. These include:
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As Canada entered its 51st year of diplomatic relations 
with China, the Canadian International Council 
published a series of articles examining various aspects of 
the Canada-China relationship. This series, An 
Assessment of 50 years of Canada-China Relations, was 
produced by the China Policy Centre with the support of 
Global Affairs Canada and the China Institute. The series 
presents a diversity of positions and perspectives from 
various experts on the past, present, and future of 
Canada’s relationship with China and, surprisingly, may 
have raised even more questions.  

These articles shared the common view that China’s 
economic, political, diplomatic, and military positions in 
the world today make it impossible to ignore. Despite its 
many challenges, such as GDP-to-debt ratios, 
environmental degradation, an ageing population, food 
security, and the need for political revitalization, China’s 
unprecedented level of economic growth has made it 
more powerful and more prosperous than it has been 
since before the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-19th 
century.

However, the changes that many observers hoped would 
arise from this increased prosperity, such as a more liberal 
and open society with an independent judiciary, have not 
come about. The economic reforms may have brought 
about more economic freedom, better commercial law, 
and a loosening of state control over personal lives, but 
China has remained authoritarian and basic freedoms of 
speech and assembly remain curtailed. Under Xi Jinping, 
in fact, the Chinese government has become more 
repressive, nationalistic,  and dismissive of the global 
rules-based order. At the same time the US-China 
relationship has become more confrontational and at 
times belligerent, which, if it lurches out of control, would 
undermine regional and global stability.

At present, Canada-China political relations are at their 
lowest point in 50 years primarily as a result of the arrests 
of Michael Spavor and Michael Kovrig, which have 
turned public opinion against China. They are unlikely to 
return to the state they were in prior to Meng Wanzhou’s 
arrest, even if the Two Michaels were released tomorrow.

The Chinese government’s behaviour on this issue - and 
on others like Hong Kong and the treatment of Uyghurs -
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1) How do we redefine and update the Canada-China
relationship? People-to-people ties between the two
countries extend back to the 19th century, and stories
of Norman Bethune, wheat sales to China, and early
diplomatic recognition have dominated the
traditional narrative. How much should Canada’s
approach be informed by history and formative
myths? Should we even conceive of ties with China’s
government as a relationship, or approach it more as
a strategically managed collection of actions and
transactions? What forms of new outreach directly to
the Chinese people, government officials, the media,
and business leaders are required to increase
Canada’s influence?

2) How does Canada engage China on global
governance and the rules-based system?Revitalizing
the international rules-based system and
organizations is a Canadian foreign policy priority.
While taking a leadership position in some
international bodies, China is also trying to reshape
the international order to better reflect its own
interests, creating organizations like the Asia
Infrastructure Investment Bank when it was not
granted more influence in the World Bank. At the



international norms and standards? On human 
rights, what balance should the Canadian 
government strike between public statements and 
private engagement, and what is the best way to 
frame discussions on human rights so that Chinese 
officials actually listen to core Canadian concerns?

What role should national security play in Canada’s 
overall approach to China? There are public calls for 
Canada to respond more vigorously to reports of 
cyberattacks and of China’s state security organs 
attempting to unduly pressure and influence 
Canadian citizens, especially those born in the 
People’s Republic of China. There are also strong 
research ties between Canadian and Chinese 
institutions. How does Canada engage on innovation 
and research while preserving Canada’s national 
security and protecting economic interests? What 
programs does Canada need to deploy to protect its 
own sovereignty? 

How does Canada navigate the power imbalance 
between itself and China? China’s increased global 
influence has made it more willing and able to inflict 
punishment on other countries for political 
purposes. Where are Canada’s strengths, and what 
levers does it have to respond more forcefully to 
egregious actions by the Chinese government? 
Should it consider such actions as retaliatory trade 
responses to any non–WTO-compliant trade 
sanction taken against Canadian exporters? When 
should Canada be part of broader alliances, and how 
should they be managed in such a way as to not 
further inflame Chinese nationalistic sentiments? 

What are Canada’s risks in supporting Taiwan’s 
desire to expand its international position and what 
are the potential benefits of doing so? What are the 
risks and long-term impacts of not doing so? What 
level of blowback is Canada prepared to accept for 
raising the level of engagement with this liberal 
democratic government? 

What political, economic, and human capital is 
needed for Canada to improve its government-to-
government, commercial, educational, people-to-
people, and civil society engagement with China? 
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same time, China has not hesitated to flout 
international agreements and decisions by 
international bodies that challenge its goals. If the 
rules-based order is shifting, how should Canada 
position itself with respect to revitalizing existing 
institutions and participating in new ones?

What is the best form of engagement to ensure that 
China actually meets its international obligations 
and stated goals to become an important 
environmental actor? China’s environmental impact 
reaches beyond its borders and is central to 
addressing key challenges such as climate change, 
plastic pollution abatement, sustainable ocean 
fishing, and illegal trade in timber and wildlife. What 
are the most effective pathways to this goal and what 
balance should be struck between global pressure 
and technical cooperation? 

What is the best way for Canada to engage 
commercially with China and preserve or improve 
Canada’s economic security? Xi’s China is shifting 
away from the market-driven policies that propelled 
its economic growth and toward a more state-
centered and state-protected model market. The 
China market still does not offer a level playing field 
for foreign companies. Where should China fit in to 
a more diversified approach to global markets, and 
what policy changes and retooling are needed to 
support Canadian business abroad? How should 
major Chinese investment projects – especially in the 
resource sector – be assessed? What does the 
Canadian private sector need to do to become more 
competitive in China?

What role should liberal democratic values and 
global agreements signed by China play in Canada’s 
engagement with China? There has been a tendency 
to separate values-related issues like human rights 
and governance from other aspects of Canadian 
interests in China. Yet there are many areas where 
these issues overlap, such as the use of forced labour 
in Xinjiang and restrictions on information flow. 
Should these considerations be given more weight in 
other areas of Canadian activity in China, and what 
role can and should various Canadian actors in 
China, such as the Canadian business community 
and civil society organizations, play in protecting
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None of these questions are easy, but they need to be 
addressed because the next 50 years of Canada-China ties 
will be more crucial for Canada’s interests – both bilateral 
and global – than the first 50. China under Xi Jinping is 
more nationalistic, state-centred, and increasingly 
jingoistic, and faces a more uncertain leadership 
transition than it has in the past 30 years. Canada must 
understand the nature of Xi’s China but also be prepared 
to react to further policy shifts, as has happened often 
with the Chinese Communist Party over the last 100 
years. Canada must have a realistic assessment of its own 
strengths, abandon the mentality that we have no bilateral 
or global influence, and make key decisions and 
investments that ensure that we are able to exercise 
influence to preserve and promote our interests and our 
values. This will require creative and constructive 
approaches to resolve issues it currently faces and nimbly 
and proactively address future challenges. With the global 
order reshaping and global power structures shifting, 
Canada must find the right approach to China to protect 
the interests and prosperity of Canadians in the 21st 
century. 
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How should Canada navigate the increasingly 
confrontational relationship between the United 
States and China? If we are at the beginning of a new 
Cold War, what should Canada’s role and approach 
be?
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