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Other than Donald Trump, no one likes trade wars. And to Canada’s credit, this country has never advocated that kind of policy, supporting 

instead the attributes of open markets and the rules of the world trading order created after World War II, staunchly foreswearing the 

protectionism and unilateral action relished by the current White House. 

But like it or not, we’re four-square in a trade war with China. Canadians should wake up to that fact and put aside our typical naïve hope 

that things can be worked out with patience and good faith. Good faith has to work both ways – and there’s little evidence of that from the 

Chinese side. This means the Trudeau government needs to take a tough response and fight back with steely-eyed determination. 

China is retaliating against Canada for the arrest of Meng Wanzhou in the Huawei affair. Having first arrested two Canadians and 

incarcerated them under appalling conditions, showing little regard for human rights, China then has used cynically specious reasons to block 

Canadian canola shipments worth $2.7 billion annually alleging some kind of contamination. Exporters of Canadian pork, soybeans and peas are 

also facing new import obstacles. This isn’t simply coincidence. It’s China using its muscle to force Canada into submission. 

Sitting down and talking this through politely won’t work. We need to put aside our gullibility and noble notions about fair trade. We need 

to take a tough, self-interested stance against the increasingly aggressive Chinese government and its Communist Party dictatorship. 

This means Canada needs to use its own trade weapons to respond with a clear-eyed notion of our national interest in countering egregious 

Chinese bullying. What are these tools? 

Little noticed until recently, Canada has laws that are even more potent in the Canadian context than the national security laws recently used 

by Mr. Trump to impose import surcharges against Chinese products. While US law requires detailed procedures and a time-frame before the 

president can invoke national security, Canadian law is much more open-ended and virtually unconstrained. 

Under the Customs Tariff A c t, the Canadian government has authority to apply whole series of trade-restrictive measures to counter the 

actions, policies or practices of any foreign government that “adversely affect, or lead directly or indirectly to adverse effects on, trade in goods or 

services of Canada.” 

The act is unlimited in the kinds of measures that can be deployed, including any level of import surcharges that the federal cabinet deems 

appropriate. In this regard, it allows the suspending of trade privileges given to China under the WTO Agreement. And it goes beyond applying 

restrictions to imports to include things such as investments and intellectual property. 

The statute also allows these countermeasures to be applied immediately on the recommendation of the ministers of finance and foreign 

affairs. So there is no time constraint here, in contrast to the US law that Mr. Trump has used to apply import surcharges on China that first 

requires an investigation and report by the Commerce Department, which takes months. 

Canadian law thus is a very potent weapon. All it takes is leadership and determination to use it in the current Canada-China standoff. 

This is the same law the Trudeau government used last year to apply its countermeasures to the US after Trump’s (just-lifted) tariffs on steel 

and aluminum. If Canada used it against the United States, why would we not use it in the case of China? 

The only question is what Chinese products and investments or other subjects should be covered to make our retaliation as commercially 

painful as possible. That is a matter for discussion, but looking at the nature of China’s largest exports to Canada, which include goods exported by 

Huawei – computers and wireless equipment, including software – devising a retaliatory list will be relatively straightforward. The Trudeau 

government should start that process now. 
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