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No Payoff for Premiers 
in “Buy American” FixT
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Provincial premiers met recently in Regina, Saskatchewan, committing “to 
participating with the federal government in further negotiations towards 
a broad, reciprocal procurement liberalization agreement with the U.S.” The 
following article disputes the “payoff” for the proposed “Buy American” 
fix. Recent reports are that a temporary deal could be signed soon. Council 
of Canadians members and chapter activists are encouraged to voice their 
objections with their provincial politicians, and work with local organi-
zations in their communities, as well as municipal councils, to sign the 
Statement on Public Procurement available at www.canadians.org/trade.

by Stuart Trew and  
Blair Redlin 

Premiers meeting in Regina for the 
Council of the Federation have a lot to try 
to agree on. From employment insurance 
reform to climate change, they may find it 
tough to come to a meaningful consensus.

That is too bad, because a unified call 
for fairer social programs or serious 
greenhouse gas reductions would be 
welcomed by most Canadians. On the 
other hand, there is one glaring issue on 
the federation’s agenda that we hope the 
premiers will not be able to agree on – 
the Harper government’s proposed quick 
fix to the perceived problem of U.S. “Buy 
American” policies.

Harper and International Trade Minister 
Stockwell Day have proposed that prov-
inces voluntarily bind provincial and 
municipal procurement to NAFTA rules 
on non-discrimination. The provinces are 
being asked to promise to treat U.S. com-
panies as if they were Canadian in all 
local tendering. Such a deal would pro-
hibit provinces and municipalities from 
giving preference to local businesses 
when they purchase goods and services.

Premiers will be mulling over the idea 
today in Regina and perhaps announcing 
their collective approval. A growing list of 
unions and civil society groups are asking 
the premiers not to sign on to an agree-
ment that would unreasonably restrict 
their democratic right and duty to spend 
public money on local economies and 
local job creation. This isn’t about fighting 
U.S. protectionism, they argue, it is about 
choice – and it goes well beyond the 
choice to “Buy Canadian” where possible.

doesn’t mean they deliberately exclude 
Canadian companies. Often it simply 
means that local governments buy 
locally, or from the American bidding 
company, even if it costs upwards of 
15 per cent more than an out-of-country 
competitor – a practice that was once 
widespread in Canada. 

States in the U.S. said “no” when free 
trade talks with Canada and Mexico 
threatened to take that choice away from 
them, which is why sub-national govern-
ments are exempt from NAFTA now. 
They will say no again to Harper and 
Day’s proposal. In the end, the provinces 
will have agreed to tie their hands on 
public spending without any guarantee 
of new access to American markets in 
return. 

Ironically, agreeing to the federal pro-
posal could make provincial climate and 
environmental policies more susceptible 
to corporate lawsuits under current inter-
national trading regimes.

Rather than attacking successful and 
popular “Buy American” policies, which 
are here to stay, Canadian governments 
should be increasing and speeding up 
funding for public infrastructure projects 
and even attaching “Buy Canadian” con-
ditions to the funding where appropriate.

It’s about choice, not protectionism.
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What Harper has proposed could abol-
ish the rights of local and provincial 
governments to set minimum local 
content rules for major projects, adopt 
ethical (i.e., anti-sweatshop) and envi-
ronmental purchasing policies, seek 
commitments to hire workers locally, 
or ask companies winning public con-
tracts to reinvest a portion of revenues 
in Canadian communities. 

Not coincidentally, this is exactly what 
the provinces and municipalities will 
be asked to give up during negotiations 
towards a new “free trade” and invest-
ment agreement with the European 
Union, which is why we believe the fed-
eral and some provincial governments 
are using fears about “Buy American” 
as a decoy for making highly unpopular 
changes to procurement rules.

But by far the strongest reason to oppose 
Harper’s plan is that it won’t work.

Many Canadian manufacturers, unions 
and municipalities are legitimately wor-
ried that American states and cities 
will stop buying goods manufactured in 
Canada, because under “Buy American” 
rules those U.S. jurisdictions have the 
ability to exclude out-of-country suppliers, 
including Canadians, when procuring 
goods and services.

But “Buy American” policies have existed 
in the United States for more than 75 
years and most Americans are commit-
ted to keeping them in place. They are 
so popular because they provide to U.S. 
states and cities the freedom to choose 
to spend public tax dollars locally. That 




