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Message from the CanadaASEAN Business Council
The Canada-ASEAN Business Council (CABC), in partnership with the University of British
Columbia (UBC), is delighted to share the 2019 Canada-ASEAN Business Survey.
The CABC was established in 2012 to deepen the trade relationship between Canada
and the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations and to provide a voice for
companies working in the ASEAN region. The 2019 Canada-ASEAN Business Survey—
representing the detailed feedback of leading firms in the region—defines the opportunities
that will shape the growth of Canada-ASEAN trade and highlights the policies that will
enable all parties to unlock their potential.
2019 is a moment of significant upheaval in the international trade landscape. While at times
caught in the crosshairs of protectionist rhetoric and policies from traditional partners,
both Canada and ASEAN can defy these global trends by embracing their complimentary
economies and charting a prosperous course together.
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Indeed, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership has
already secured greater access between Canada and four ASEAN nations. A potential
Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement could provide even wider access between the
regions.
A desire for a Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement is expressed loudly and clearly by our
respondents, with an overwhelming majority (nearly 90%) supporting the deal as a high
regional and economic priority for Canada. This is a marked increase over the already high
levels of support (72%) in our 2016 survey.
The CABC will continue to work with Canadian and ASEAN governments to accelerate
discussions towards formal free trade negotiations in 2020.
It is against this backdrop of significant growth potential that the 2019 Canada-ASEAN
Business Survey also takes stock of the on-the-ground reality facing the Canadian firms
that are leading the way in ASEAN. Our survey shows doing business in ASEAN might not
always be easy, especially for companies making a foray for the first time. Inconsistent
enforcement of laws and regulations and rising economic nationalism are two of the most
significant concerns.
Despite the challenges, companies see ASEAN as a key engine of global growth – with
92% believing the region offers greater economic opportunity than others and 92% feeling
optimistic about their future profitability.
We are deeply grateful to Dr. Kai Ostwald and his team of researchers – Clare Kim,
Alexandra Martin and Nikki Wirawan – at the University of British Columbia’s Master of
Public Policy and Global Affairs for their hard work bringing this project to fruition and for
the important partnership between the CABC and UBC over the last five years. We look
forward to many more years of collaboration.
We also recognize the International Development Research Centre for their generous
support, without which this project would not be possible. The Asia Pacific Foundation of
Canada, Global Affairs Canada and the Canadian Chambers of Commerce in the ASEAN
region were also instrumental in sharing the survey to the broadest possible audience.
Finally, we thank Scotiabank (CABC’s founding patron member), National Bank of Canada
(founding patron Canada) and Manulife, Export Development Canada, Bank of Montreal
and Sun Life Financial (patron members). Their support has enabled CABC’s small team
of volunteers and staff to achieve many successes in deepening Canada’s trade ties with
ASEAN.
Very best regards,

Wayne C. Farmer
President
Canada-ASEAN Business Council
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Executive Summary
FIRM PROFILES:
• The approximately 150 respondents represent the full spectrum of Canadian or
Canada-linked business interests from Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SME) to
large Multi-National Corporations (MNC) who operate in or with the ASEAN region. A
number of business support organizations also participated.
OPPORTUNITY SENTIMENTS:
• Over nine out of ten respondents see the ASEAN region as offering more economic
opportunity than other regions of the world. This is driven primarily by the strong
fundamental economic growth in the region, as well as the favourable demographics
and rise of the middle-class consumers.
CHALLENGES:
• The ASEAN region also presents some significant obstacles. Chief among these
are inconsistent implementation of policies and regulations in much of the region.
Corruption also remains a concern.
• Despite an increase in economic nationalism rhetoric, respondents report no increase in
protectionist policies or other deterioration in operating conditions over the past three
years, suggesting the region remains open for economic integration.
ECONOMIC INTEGRATION AND TRADE AGREEMENTS:
• In 2016, respondents reported significant optimism about the potential for further
economic integration, both within the region and to other regions. This remains true in
2019.
• Of the multiple integration initiatives, a Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA) was perceived as having the greatest potential positive impact. This was
followed by the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP),
and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).
• A large majority of respondents support a CAFTA being pursued as a high regional and
economic priority for the Canadian government. Support was strongest among SMEs.
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CSR, INTERNSHIPS AND EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES:
• A large majority of respondents report that their firms have some form of Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) program, ranging from local community initiatives to labour
rights.
• The development of educational partnerships with Southeast Asian institutions and
firms remains widely supported. However, challenges associated with immigration
and visa processes between ASEAN and Canada continued to be the most substantial
barrier to deeper partnerships.

2019 Survey Findings
1 Sample overview

The 2019 Canada-ASEAN Business Survey targets Canadian businesses and supporting
organizations that operate within the ASEAN region. It also includes ASEAN-based firms
with strong Canadian connections, including those with senior Canadian executives or
other comparably significant ties. A total of 180 participants, including 143 who gave
comprehensive responses, took the online survey between July and August 2019.
• Respondents represent the full spectrum from small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) to large multinational corporations (MNCs). A number of business support
organizations also participated.
• Most respondents (55%) are based in the relatively developed ASEAN-6 countries
of Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines and Brunei. About 33%
are Canada-based, while 12% are based in the emerging markets of Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar and Vietnam.
• Singapore and Thailand remain the most popular places for regional headquarters. For
Canada-headquartered companies, about 70% are based in the Greater Toronto Area,
British Columbia or Quebec.
• To aid interpretation, countries were clustered for many of the analyses:
• Cluster One includes all respondents
• Cluster Two is the ASEAN-6 countries of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand
• Cluster Three is Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam (CLMV)
• Cluster Four is Canada and other countries
• Since the 2016 survey, there has been a notable increase in the number of firms
identifying themselves as working in technology and information and communications
technology activities.
• The number of surveyed firms operating in seven or more of the region’s countries
doubled to 20% from 10% over the past three years, suggesting successful execution
of plans to expand ASEAN-based operations.
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Table 1.1 Number of Respondents (by Country Cluster)
Country Cluster

Respondents

All Responses

143

100%

ASEAN-6

78

55%

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam

18

13%

Canada and Other

46

33%

Table 1.2 Profile of respondents (by Firm Type)
Respondent

Sector

Total percentage
of respondents

Tertiary

Secondary

Primary

Other

MNC

26%

67%

7%

12%

14%

SME: Business
primarily in SE Asia

34%

79%

11%

5%

5%

SME: Business
primarily in Trade
between SE Asia
and other Regions

15%

50%

25%

16%

9%

Other

25%

69%

0%

6%

25%

Firm Type
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2 Opportunity sentiments

While the ASEAN market is overshadowed in size by Asia’s two giants—China and India—
the survey shows that respondents see substantial opportunity for Canadian companies that
operate in Southeast Asia.
In 2018, the ASEAN economy grew by 5.1%, which is significantly above global GDP growth
of just over 3%. This trajectory has been stable since the year 2000, with the annual average
growth rate of ASEAN countries at 5.3% versus a global
average of 3.8%.
“ASEAN is a huge
Favourable demographics are one of the ASEAN region’s
market for Canada’s
core advantages. An ADB report estimates that the middle
economic growth.
class population is expected to increase from 170 million
Its 600 million plus
in 2010 to approximately 454 million by 2030. This growth
population provides
in the middle class is complemented by a median age of
incredible potential
29, with about half of the population in the economically
revenue growth to
productive age bracket between 20 and 54 years old.
Canadian business.”

A) Growth in Southeast Asia
• 92% of respondents believe the ASEAN region offers more economic opportunity than
other regions. Within ASEAN, the sense of opportunity is particularly pronounced in
Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam.
• The main factors behind this sense of opportunity are “Fundamental Economic
Growth in the ASEAN region” and “Rise of Middle-Class Consumers/favourable
demographics in the ASEAN region.”

[ASEAN] is the world’s fastest growing region
with positive demographic indicators. It is
important that Canada stays in tune with the
global economic trends and captures the
opportunities in them.
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Figure 2.1 Opportunities in the ASEAN region vs Other Regions (n=111)
100%

I cannot make an
assessment

Percentage of Respondents

90%

ASEAN has fewer
opportunities than other
regions

80%
70%

ASEAN is roughly similar
to other regions in terms
of opportunities

60%
50%

ASEAN has slightly more
opportunities than other
regions

40%
30%
20%

ASEAN has a significantly
more opportunities than
other regions

10%
0%

All

ASEAN-6

CLMV

Canada
and Others

Figure 2.2 Perceived ASEAN region’s advantages (n=111)

Fundamental economic growth in ASEAN region

23%

Rise of middle class consumers in Southeast
Asia with favourable demographics

22%

Commitment to infrastructure development

12%

Increasing regional integration in ASEAN

11%

Competitive cost structures

10%

Strong and improving human capital

9%

Limited growth opportunities in other regions

6%

Low barriers to trade

6%

Others

2%
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B) Business-friendly environment and profitability
• 92% of respondents are optimistic about their organization’s future profitability
in the ASEAN region, although there is variation across countries. This sense of
optimism is consistent with the 2016 findings.

“Way more opportunity for a small business here than in Canada,
and skilled labour is considerably more affordable.”

Figure 2.2 Perceived Future Profitability in the ASEAN region (n=127)
100%

Very optimistic

Percentage of Respondents

90%

Somewhat optimistic

80%
Somewhat pessimistic

70%

Very Pessimistic

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

All

ASEAN-6

CLMV

Canada
and Others
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3 Challenges

Operating in the ASEAN region, as with other parts of the developing world, entails
significant challenges of many types. Especially prominent are issues of inconsistent
enforcement of laws and regulation, tariffs, cost inefficiencies, and the preferential
treatment of local firms.
Canadian businesses contend with some or all of these issues, although the Canada-ASEAN
Business Outlook Survey 2016 indicated considerable variation in the challenges across
countries in the region.
The 2019 survey clustered potential challenges into four broader categories: Political
and Structural, Economic, Human Resources and Policies and Regulations. It also asked
questions about Economic Nationalism, specifically protectionist rhetoric and policies
designed to benefit domestic firms, as well as about Trade Tensions that arise from
geopolitical disputes, most prominently between the United States and China.
• Among the four major categories, Policies and Regulations are identified by
respondents as the most significant, while Economic obstacles are least concerning.
• Specifically, Inconsistent enforcement of laws and regulations is identified as most
problematic, as was the case in 2016. This is most pronounced in the CLMV countries.
By contrast, Negative sentiments towards Canada are almost never a concern.
• Nearly half of respondents believe that Economic Nationalism rhetoric has increased
over the last two years. But a significant majority said that it has not had negative
effects on their operations, largely because there has not been a concurrent increase in
policies related to economic nationalism.
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Perceived Political and Structural Obstacles

Figure 3.1 Perceived Political and Structural Obstacles in the ASEAN region (n=116)
Major 3
obstacle

Moderate 2
obstacle

No obstacle 1
All
Corruption

ASEAN-6
Inconsistent
enforcement of
laws and
regulations

CLMV

Canada and Others

Political
change and
instability

Sentiments
towards
Canada

Figure 3.2 Perceived Economic Obstacles in the ASEAN region (n=116)

Perceived Economic Obstacles

Major 3
obstacle

Moderate 2
obstacle

No obstacle 1
All
Office lease
costs

ASEAN-6
Obtaining
financing or
capital

CLMV

Canada and Others

Burdensome
local tax
structure

Tariffs
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Perceived Policy and Regulations Obstacles

Figure 3.3 Perceived Policy and Regulations Obstacles in the ASEAN region (n=116)
Major 3
obstacle

Moderate 2
obstacle

No obstacle 1
All

ASEAN-6

Preferential
treatment of
local firms

CLMV

Non-tariff barriers
(licences, regulations,
permits) in Host
country

Canada and Others
Restrictions on
foreign investment
and ownership

Figure 3.4 Perceived HR Obstacles in the ASEAN region (n=116)

Perceived HR Obstacles

Major 3
obstacle

Moderate 2
obstacle

No obstacle 1
All

ASEAN-6

Cost efficient and
reliable labour
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CLMV

Personal security

Canada and Others
Hiring and retaining
local management

Figure 3.5 Perceived Economic Nationalism Rhetoric in the ASEAN region (n=112)

Percentage of Respondents

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Increase

No change

Decrease

Figure 3.6 How Economic Nationalism Affects Company’s Operation
in the ASEAN region (n=110)

Percentage of Respondents

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
More difficult

No change

Easier

2019 Survey Findings | 17

4 Economic integration and trade agreements

Consistent with the 2016 survey, respondents indicate positive sentiments about
economic integration both within the ASEAN region and across regions. There is, however,
considerable variation in individual understanding of how the various integration initiatives
could impact businesses.
Only 20% of respondents indicate their operations have been harmed by the trade
tensions with China. Remarkably, about 30% indicate that the trade tensions have helped
their operations in the ASEAN region, underscoring the region’s value in the pursuit of
diversification for Canada.

Figure 4.1 The Impact of the U.S. and China Trade Tensions on Operation
in the ASEAN region (n=112)

Percentage of Respondents

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Positive
impact
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No clear
impact

Negative
impact

A) Regional integration through the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC)
Established in 2016, the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) is the culmination of ASEAN’s
regional economic integration efforts. The 2019 survey explored the extent to which
Canadian businesses are taking advantage of the opportunities created by the AEC.
KEY POINTS:
• Understanding of the AEC remains limited: nearly half of the respondents indicated
having little or no knowledge of its details and implications for their businesses.
• Even among those who have awareness of the AEC, relatively few attempt to leverage
it: 82% of respondents say their organization does not have a specific strategy for
taking advantage of the opportunities created by the AEC.
• Perhaps the AEC’s strongest effect has been to increase the visibility and awareness
of economic opportunities in the region, as suggested by roughly a quarter of
respondents.

Figure 4.2 Understanding of the AEC (n=109)
I am fully informed

I know almost nothing
about the AEC

19%

I have little
understanding

27%

11%

43%

I have a moderate
understanding
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B) Economic and trade agreements (RCEP, CAFTA, CPTPP)
Respondents were asked how the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and a
potential Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) would impact their business. All
three agreements were generally perceived as having a strong potential to positively impact
business operations and are thus widely supported.
KEY POINTS:
• A Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement was perceived as having the greatest
potential positive impact (33%). This was followed by the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (28%) and the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (12%).
• Canada’s absence from RCEP may explain why the proportion of respondents who
answered it would have “neutral or no impact” (31%) is considerably higher than that
for the CPTPP (18%) and CAFTA (17%).

Figure 4.3 Perceived and Expected Impact on Business by Agreement (n=106)*

100%

Negative Impact

Percentage of Respondents

90%

Neutral/No Impact

80%
Minor Positive Impact

70%

Significant
Positive Impact

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
CAFTA

* “Don’t know” responses excluded
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CPTPP

RCEP

C) Value of a potential Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement
One of the most notable trade developments since 2016 is Canada’s ratification of the
CPTPP in 2018. In the 2019 survey, respondents were asked about the potential of a CanadaASEAN Free Trade Agreement in relation to the CPTPP, which already partially covers
the region. Overall, while most respondents recognize a positive impact from the CPTPP,
support for a CAFTA remains high and continues to rise.
KEY POINTS:
• At nearly 90%, an overwhelming majority support a CAFTA as a high regional and
economic priority for the Canadian government.
• Of the respondents who support a CAFTA, 62% say Canada should pursue it now, with
26% supporting pursuit at some point in the future.
• Support for a CAFTA is consistent across the spectrum of sampled organizations. SMEs
were especially enthusiastic about immediate pursuit of a CAFTA.

Figure 4.4 Support for Canada to Pursue a CAFTA (n=106)
100%

Yes, now

Percentage of Respondents

90%
80%

Yes, at some point
in the future

70%

No

60%

Don’t know

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Multinational
Corporation (MNC)

SME with business
that primarily
involves exchange
between Southeast Asia and
another region

SME with
business
primarily in
Southeast Asia

Other
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Text responses to open-ended questions on economic and trade agreements reveal the
specific benefits anticipated from a potential CAFTA, even in the presence of the existing
CPTPP. Three key points are highlighted:

1.

As a dedicated Canada-ASEAN agreement, CAFTA presents a unique opportunity to
address specific Canadian business interests—especially for the SMEs—relative to the
CPTPP and RCEP. Below are a series of insightful quotes:
• “From an optics perspective, a CAFTA will green-light Canadian companies that
SE Asia is an economic region with a lot of opportunities. The CPTPP will be great.
But Canadian companies won’t likely have a focus on ASEAN countries within that
agreement.”
• A CAFTA will create “better understanding of ASEAN opportunities for Canadian
exporters. The CPTPP is very Japan-focused for Canadian exporters.”
• “CAFTA [is] very important. ASEAN through AEC is a bloc rivaling China and India in
size, with a growing middle class, and Canada is not giving it the attention it deserves.
We need to move NOW before we are in the “me-too” position we so often take waiting until we see everyone else taking advantage of the opportunities before we
move.”
• “Since my perspective is higher education, a trade agreement that improves two-way
mobility and research/infrastructure sharing would have a positive impact on attracting
talented researchers to Canada.”
• A CAFTA would elevate Canada as a player in the region. Currently there is very little
presence. I’ve lived and worked here for 19 years and rarely come across Canadians
corporations to do business with.”

2. As a CAFTA could cover the whole ASEAN region, it would provide access to major
markets that are excluded from the CPTPP, in particular Indonesia, Thailand, and the
Philippines:
• “CPTPP only includes Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam and Brunei. [A Canada-ASEAN
FTA] would enable Canada to have an FTA with other ASEAN countries, especially the
bigger markets of Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand.”
• “A Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement would be far more important than any bilateral trade. We view the region as a whole economic block, not as single countries.”
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3. A potential CAFTA would increase the overall Canadian presence and visibility in the
region, which is crucial to maintaining competitiveness of Canadian goods and services.
In short, it would give Canada credibility in the region.
• “It [CAFTA] basically improves the overall reputation of Canadian investment in the
region”
• “Chinese investments are dominant in the ASEAN region. To play a role in the region,
Canada has to work together with all the Canadians who are already conducting
business in the region and build a virtual Canadian society to develop brand awareness
and influence.”
• “A CAFTA would put Canada on the radar as a top choice for North American
expansion of our ASEAN-based company.”
• “I see a Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement as a critical next step for Canada.
Canada’s economic identity and future is in a state of flux and needs to find an anchor
market in the Asia Pacific to facilitate continued growth in the next 50 years. ASEAN
presents a very strong, but also open and committed partner in the region, with many
complementary aspects between both economic regions.”
• “I think it is crucial at the moment for Canada to use the potential free trade
agreements as a way to get us back on the radar as being an important country to
want and need to deal with on world trade. We have completely lost our influence to
the detriment of doing business in ASEAN”
• Several other respondents had some variant of the following: “Canada needs to up its
game in the ASEAN region.”
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D) Business sentiments towards Canada’s progressive trade
agenda
One of the most significant foreign policy developments from the Canadian government
since 2016 is the implementation of the Feminist Foreign Policy across major government
initiatives, including trade agreements. The policy shift entails a progressive trade agenda
that aims to promote inclusiveness and modernization in areas such as transparency, labour
rights, the environment, SMEs, and gender. The 2019 survey asked respondents about their
sentiments towards Canada’s shift in trade policy priorities.
KEY POINTS:
• Out of all major areas of the progressive trade agenda, supporting SMEs is viewed as
the most important.
• Respondents also value environmental impact, and financial inclusiveness and poverty
alleviation. Just 8% see gender equality and diversity as areas to be prioritized within
the progressive trade agenda.
• A considerable portion of respondents support the issues in the progressive trade
agenda, but feel they should be dealt with outside of trade agreements.

Table 5.0 Most Prioritized Aspects of the Progressive Trade Agenda Items

Agenda

Percentage of
respondents

Supporting micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs)

25%

Environment impact and sustainability

19%

Financial inclusiveness & poverty alleviation

16%

These issues are important, but should be dealt with outside of
trade negotiations

15%

Labour rights and standards

12%

Gender equality & diversity

8%

None are a major priority for us

6%
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5 CSR, internships and educational opportunities

This section includes areas not covered elsewhere, focusing on public-private cooperation
across the ASEAN region and opportunities for Canadian policy makers to support
educational and internship opportunities.
• A large majority of respondents say their
firms have some form of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) program.
• The most common CSR initiatives involve
local community initiatives, environment and
sustainability, and labour rights/employee
health and safety.
• Of those who say they do not have some form
of CSR program, 10% plan to introduce one in
the near term, while 45% are considering it.

“By bringing Canadians to
ASEAN through our internship
program we have found many
have returned to work in our
organization, which benefits
our organization, Canada, and
ASEAN”.

• The development of educational partnerships with Southeast Asian institutions and
firms remains widely supported.
• Although only 13% of respondents say they now have internship programs that bring
Canadian students into the ASEAN region, 56% are interested in pursuing one.
• Of the respondents who have internship programs, 86% say their organization has
benefited from them.
• Challenges around immigration and visa processes between ASEAN and Canada
continue to be the most substantial barrier to deeper educational and internship
partnerships.
• 23% of respondents highlight lack of funding as one of the two most significant
barriers to initiating educational and internship programs.
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Table 6.0 Most significant barriers to deepening educational partnership

Barrier/Obstacle Type

Percentage of
Respondents

Immigration/Visa issues in the ASEAN region or Canada

29%

Lack of adequate funding from governments and universities

23%

Lack of interest/awareness from the universities

12%

Lack of interest/awareness from the students in Canada

11%

Lack of interest/awareness from the students in ASEAN

9%

Don’t know

11%

Other

4%

Canada can have a major influence in the growth and
direction that ASEAN will take vis-a-vis trade, labour,
human rights, and social responsibility. Canada was
once regarded as a country that everyone wanted
to live in and emulate. That reputation is gone and
we need to work hard to recover it. With a solid
reputation we have the ability to influence ASEAN.
There are huge economic opportunities but we need
to be respected as a major world player, not an
inconsequential one.
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Current Status of CanadaASEAN Trade Relations
Introduction
With the world’s economic centre of gravity increasingly shifting to Asia, Canada is seeking
to strengthen its trade ties with the region, especially the 10 members of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).
Recent pacts such as the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP), the EU-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement and the ASEAN-Hong Kong,
China Free Trade Area demonstrate that the rest of the world is also seizing the ASEAN
opportunity.
In addition to Canada’s trade relations with the ASEAN states, we explore the progress of
the recently signed CPTPP and key potential agreements—a Canada-ASEAN Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA) and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).
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Current trade relations between Canada and
ASEAN
Canada’s two-way trade with ASEAN countries totalled $25.1 billion in 2018, making the
region its sixth-largest trading partner1.

Canadian trading
partners2

Trade volume

Trade categories

Brunei

In 2017, Canada’s exports to
Brunei were $3.2 million and
Brunei’s exports to Canada
were $5.4 million.

Canadian exports were mainly
machinery and imports were
essential oils, perfumery and
cosmetics.

Cambodia

In 2017, bilateral merchandise
trade was more than $1.3 billion.
Canadian exports to Cambodia
have risen nearly 10-fold since
2013.

Canada’s exports were valued
at $51.5 million with key sectors
being fur skins and artificial
fur, vehicles and industrial
machinery.

Indonesia

In 2018, bilateral trade reached
new heights at $3.9 billion.
Canada’s exports were valued
at $2.14 billion (versus $1.72
billion in 2017).

Growing exports of cereals,
wood pulp and fertilizers.

Laos

Laos joined the WTO in 2013,
the last Southeast Asian country
to officially take part. Several
Canadian firms are active in
Laos.

Opportunities exist for Canadian
companies in hydro power,
mining, infrastructure and clean
technology.

Malaysia

As of 2016, Malaysia was
Canada’s third-largest trading
partner in ASEAN with two-way
traffic valued at $3.3 billion.

Top Canadian exports to
Malaysia include fertilizers,
soybeans, canola oil, electrical
machinery and equipment, and
wheat.

Myanmar

In 2018, bilateral merchandise
trade was $165.9 million.
Canadian exports to Myanmar
were $34.7 million and its
imports were $131.2 million.

Major Canadian exports are
vegetable products and paper
products, while the main
imports are textiles.

1 “Canada and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).” Global Affairs Canada, 13 Aug. 2019, www.
international.gc.ca/world-monde/international_relations-relations_internationales/asean/index.aspx?lang=eng.
2 Bi-lateral trade information taken from individual country fact sheets at https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca
and https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-acc/cptppptpgp/index.aspx?lang=eng
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Canadian trading
partners2

Trade volume

Trade categories

Philippines

In 2018, Canadian exports to the
Philippines were $979.9 million
and imports were $1.45 billion.

Major Canadian exports are
vehicles and equipment, wood
products and animal products.

Singapore

In 2018, Canadian exports to
Singapore were $1.2 billion and
imports were $1.26 billion.

The majority of Canadian
exports were electrical and
electronic machinery and
equipment.

Thailand

In 2018, Canada’s exports to
Thailand were $780 million and
imports were $3.56 billion.

The main Canadian exports
are machinery, mechanical and
electric products and paper
products.

Vietnam

Vietnam has been Canada’s
largest trading partner in
ASEAN since 2015. In 2018, twoway merchandise trade was
$6.44 billion, including Canadian
exports of $1.05 billion.

Canada’s top exports are
agricultural products and fish
and seafood products. Canada’s
top imports are electrical and
electronic machinery and
equipment.
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The Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement
for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP)
Status: In effect for ratifying members as of December 30, 2018

CPTPP Timeline
The original Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) was signed in 2016. But the United States,
under the Trump administration, unilaterally withdrew—which meant the free trade
agreement never came into force. The rest of the original TPP members then negotiated
a free trade agreement without the United States, which later became the Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).
• January 23, 2018: CPTPP negotiations concluded in Tokyo, Japan.
• March 8, 2018: CPTPP was signed in Santiago, Chile between 11 countries: Australia,
Brunei, Canada, Japan, Chile, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Singapore, Peru and
Vietnam.
• December 30, 2018: Seven of the 11 signatories ratified the agreement—Mexico, Japan,
Singapore, New Zealand, Canada and Australia—and it entered into force. Canadian
exporters were immediately able to benefit from the agreement.
• January 14, 2019: Vietnam ratified the agreement.
• As of August 2019, Brunei has indicated it aims to ratify the CPTPP by early 2020.
• As of August 2019, Malaysia has indicated it will not rush into ratifying the CPTPP. The
Prime Minister of Malaysia has previously explained that many officials from different
ministries were “not quite happy” about the potential of CPTPP.

What does CPTPP mean for Canada?
With the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, the EU-Canada Comprehensive
Economic and Trade Agreement and now the CPTPP, 1.5 billion consumers are in Canada’s
free trade zone.
The CPTPP provides significant market access gains for Canadian exporters, notably in
Japan and Vietnam where Canadian businesses previously faced high tariffs. With the new
agreement, the estimated savings on tariffs alone is more than $428 million a year.
The agreement went into effect for ratifying members in late December 2018, meaning that
Canadian exporters and consumers could benefit right away.
Potential future members who have expressed interest in joining the CPTPP include the
United Kingdom, Taiwan, Colombia, Indonesia, South Korea, Thailand and even the United
States.
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Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA)
Status: In exploratory discussions since 2017
A Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) would be comprised of Canada and the
10 ASEAN members – Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.
While Canada now has (or will, following ratification from Brunei and Malaysia) free trade
access with ASEAN’s CPTPP members, a CAFTA would allow Canadian companies access
to non-CPTPP members while also deepening economic ties with existing free trade
partners.

Timeline
• Since 1977 when Canada became an ASEAN Dialogue Partner, the bilateral relationship
between Canada and ASEAN has grown steadily3.
• In August 2016, at the 5th ASEAN Economic Ministers (AEM)-Canada Consultations,
ASEAN and Canada’s economic ministers agreed to co-develop a feasibility study to
explore the potential for a CAFTA4.
• On September 8, 2017, during the 6th AEM-Canada Consultation in Manila, Canada
and ASEAN agreed to launch exploratory discussions to examine the potential for a
Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement5.
• The first exploratory discussions took place in Singapore on July 11-12, 2018 and were
followed by a second set of exploratory talks on April 7-8, 2019 in Vientiane, Laos6.
• From September 1 to October 16, 2018, the Government of Canada conducted public
consultations to seek the views of Canadians on the potential free trade pact with
ASEAN, with the summary published in February 20197.

3 “Canada and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).” Global Affairs Canada, 13 Aug. 2019, www.
international.gc.ca/world-monde/international_relations-relations_internationales/asean/index.aspx?lang=eng.
4 “Joint Statement of The Fifth AEM-Canada Consultations - ASEAN: ONE VISION ONE IDENTITY ONE
COMMUNITY.” ASEAN, 25 Sept. 2018, asean.org/joint-statement-of-the-fifth-aem-canada-consultations/.
5 “THE SIXTH AEM-CANADA CONSULTATIONS.” Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 8 Sept. 2017, asean.org/
storage/2017/09/FINAL-JMS-AEM-Canada-6_.pdf.
6 “Exploratory Discussions for a Possible Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement.” Global Affairs Canada, 9 May
2019, www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-acc/asean-anase/
fta-ale/background-contexte.aspx?lang=eng.
7 Ibid.
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Potential benefits of a Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement
In parallel to ongoing exploratory discussions, an in-depth Joint Feasibility Study8 was
conducted by Canada and ASEAN, with an executive summary publicly released in February
2019. Canada’s contributions to the study focused on the impact of liberalizing trade in
goods, services and investment in the context of a CAFTA, while ASEAN focused on the
impact of liberalizing trade in goods, reducing non-tariff measures and improving trade
facilitation.
The study determined that benefits would be gained through deeper integration in an age
of global commerce characterized by sophisticated global value chains. According to the
study, a potential comprehensive CAFTA including goods and services would increase
ASEAN’s GDP by US$39.4 billion (1.6 percent) and Canada’s GDP by US$5.1 billion (0.3
percent).
Currently, only four of the 10 ASEAN members—Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia and Brunei—
are CPTPP signatories. However, as shown in the timeline, only Singapore and Vietnam have
ratified the agreement as of September 2019. Tariffs cuts in non-CPTPP nations through a
CAFTA represent huge potential savings for Canadian exports. For example, Philippines is
already a significant market for Canadian pork, wheat and animal feed and feed ingredients
exports.
Finally, a CAFTA would also provide new and significant benefits to ASEAN’s current CPTPP
members as expanded rules of origin for trade with Canada would mean greater cost
savings and increased shared production across ASEAN.

8 “Joint Feasibility Study on a Potential Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement.” Global Affairs Canada, 6 Feb.
2019, www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-acc/asean-anase/
joint_feasibility-faisabilite_conjointe.aspx?lang=eng.
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Existing investment agreements between Canada and ASEAN members
Canada has Foreign Investment Promotion and Protection Agreements with the Philippines
(1996) and Thailand (1998). In 2011, Canada and ASEAN became party to the CanadaASEAN Joint Declaration on Trade and Investment, which serves as a platform for Canada
and ASEAN countries to exchange information on trade and investment opportunities and
to deepen commercial engagement.

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP)
Status: In negotiations since 2012
The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations were launched by
the 10 ASEAN members during the East Asia Summit in 2012. ASEAN is now negotiating
RCEP to broaden and deepen ASEAN’s engagement with its free trade partners including
Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea and New Zealand.
The 16 RCEP countries make up almost half of the world’s population while contributing
about 30% of global GDP and more than a quarter of world exports9.
Despite delays with the RCEP negotiations as of August 2019, China’s increasing desire to
formalize the agreement may accelerate the process. The latest RCEP meeting concluded
with countries agreeing to intensify engagement for the rest of the year, saying that RCEP
is of “collective interest” and it is of the “highest priority” to conclude the trade pact within
201910.
A Canada-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement may also be a path for eventual Canadian
participation in RCEP.

9 “Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership A Coherent Approach towards Economic Integration.”
Association of Southeast Asian Nations, October 2015, www.asean.org/storage/images/2015/October/outreachdocument/Edited%20RCEP.pdf.
10 “The 8th Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) Intersessional Ministerial Meeting” [Joint
Media Statement], August 2019, Beijing, China, https://asean.org/storage/2019/08/RCEPISSLMM8-05-Draft-JMSFINAL_cln.pdf
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Methodology
The survey was done online between June and August 2019. In total, 180 respondents took
the survey, with 143 providing comprehensive responses. In 2016, the survey was based on a
total of 175 participants with roughly 135 comprehensive responses.
The survey was voluntary and self-administered through an online platform. The survey
was comprised of 22 multiple choice questions with an additional number of open-ended
questions.
Some quotes were edited for grammar and clarity.
The sample consists of Canadian companies, Canadian business interests and Canadian
support organizations active in the ASEAN region. Members of the ASEAN-based Canadian
Chambers of Commerce were contacted through their respective chambers. In addition,
members of the Canada-ASEAN Business Council and the Asia Pacific Foundation of
Canada were invited to take the survey.
While the sample is not representative, we believe the survey provides a reliable and
insightful overview of Canadian business interests in the ASEAN region. The percentages in
the report may not add to 100% due to respondents selecting multiple answers, answering
“not sure”, rounding errors, or submitting incomplete responses.
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Appendix
We include here a series of quotes organized along thematic lines, as some offer insights or
suggestions beyond what the main report provides.

Quotes: On the Canada-ASEAN Business Council and Canadian
Chamber of Commerce
On providing better support for organizations:
• “Coordination of speed meeting events introducing buyers with Canadian suppliers are
very helpful. Vetting of ASEAN participants to those that can make decisions would be
beneficial. Having buyers that have a clear directive for what their immediate, mid and
long-term requirements are.”
• “The Chamber of Commerce should speak more to other countries. The Canadian
Chamber should come and speak in Vietnam, and the Canadian Vietnam Chamber
should visit various Canadian Chambers in Canada. Business people like to speak to
people who have their feet on the ground and are doing the work, so listening to
another business person speak about their experience is motivating and builds trust.
This works for expanding a business, setting up partnerships, importing or exporting,
etc.”
• “We would like to see consolidation of doing business in [COUNTRY] guides from
around Asia. From a tech company perspective, it would be useful to understand what
must be done from local, experienced experts - this would alleviate the need to hire
consultants/ lawyers and would also highlight issues that could be addressed in future
trade-enablement agreements.”
• “CABC are doing good work promoting the Canada-ASEAN opportunity and related
policy discussions. Currently doing a great job showcasing and engaging Canadian
firms in ASEAN. Next, it will be good to identify the major importers from Canada
and exporters to Canada, and to showcase them as an important part of the CanadaASEAN story at events across the region. More sector-specific events making Canada
feel accessible to these companies will be good”
• “CanChams and other organisations need clearer mission statements and coordination
between bodies, and better funding from government/business to execute those aims.”

On a Canada-ASEAN free trade agreement:
• “CPTPP doesn’t cover Thailand. If CAFTA goes through, I’ll expect a boom in Canadians
& their businesses requiring consultancy and advisory services.”
• “We are still uncompetitive with other countries/regions who have FTAs with ASEAN.
A CAFTA would level the playing field and make Canada more competitive. We would
like to see pan-ASEAN agreement negotiated, as opposed to bilaterals with select
countries.”
• “The ASEAN region is a key future pillar in a multipolar world. Singapore is the de facto
commercial capital and efforts should be focused here as a gateway.”
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Quotes: Government activities and programming
On providing better support for organizations:
• “Canada should provide Canadian technologies instead of handing out cash to
countries to combat climate change. It would be a win-win solution. It would cut out
the red tape and corruption generally imposed upon NGOs to operate in countries.
It is a means of providing a service like the “Casques Bleus” which Hon. L.B. Pearson
introduced to the world and for which we got admission to the UN Security Council.
Handing out a solution is far more effective than handing out money.”
• “The Canadian government needs to get back to understanding what would cause
Canadian SMEs to expand out of Canada. Also, do not just speak to Canadians in the
ASEAN region to get opinions and feedback, because that is a skewed perspective.
Instead, ask Asians in these countries who are associated with Canadian organizations
like CABC for their feedback and opinions.”
• “Organize monthly business breakfasts or luncheons (with no fee for attendance) that
bring together Canadian Government and Canadian companies or active Canadians
working in local business environments to network and learn about success stories
and plans and ideas from all involved parties. An excellent example is the Swedish
Embassy in Vietnam’s regular business breakfasts, which include a summary of
recent happenings in Sweden, some visits/tours at Swedish companies (which often
host the event; otherwise the Swedish Embassy and/or Swedish companies provide
sponsorship).”

On obstacles to conducting business in Southeast Asia or Canada:
• “Companies are too reliant on trade agreements to establish their ASEAN business. The
government is more focused on developing high level trade linkages, for example in oil
and gas, agriculture, big pharma. SMEs are missing a huge opportunity to expand, but
need financial assistance to help with marketing and consulting services.”
• “CFIA (Canadian Food Inspection Agency) does not know what is allowed to be
exported to many of these countries. The processor needs to jump through hoops
to get what we know is allowed. Consequently, there is too much wasted time when
getting projects started.”
• “The process for getting a visa for Malaysians to go to Canada is not only expensive,
but also very difficult. The website does not have clear instructions on it and you can’t
reach a human being at the High Commission for clarification.”
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About the Canada-ASEAN Business Council
Established in 2012, the Canada-ASEAN Business Council (CABC) is known as the voice of
the Canadian private sector in ASEAN.
The CABC’s mission is to educate and guide its members toward concrete commercial
opportunities and to facilitate the creation of a sustainable and prosperous Canada-ASEAN
business corridor.
The Council has three primary offerings for its members:
• Serve as an advocacy engine to the Canadian and ASEAN governments to provide a
platform to enact change
• Facilitate high-level networking opportunities between Canadian and ASEAN
companies, using our extensive network to help members make key connections in the
region
• Produce and provide region-specific policy-shaping materials in partnership with
leading universities and think tanks
The CABC hosts major conferences, including the Canada-ASEAN Business Forum, and
sector-specific events.
Headquartered in Singapore, the CABC is also incorporated as a federal not-for-profit in
Canada. To learn more about our activities or the benefits of membership, visit us at
www.canasean.com.
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About UBC and the Research Team
The UBC Canada-ASEAN Business Survey Team is comprised of both faculty and students.
Kai Ostwald is Director of UBC’s Centre for Southeast Asia Research and an Assistant
Professor with dual appointments in the School of Public Policy & Global Affairs and the
Department of Political Science. Alexandra Martin and Nyoman Nikki Wirawan Sugitha are
second year students in the Master of Public Policy and Global Affairs (MPPGA) program.
Clare Min Jeong Kim is a recent graduate of the MPPGA and is currently appointed as an
external researcher for UBC’s Centre for Southeast Asia Research.
UBC’s School of Public Policy and Global Affairs (SPPGA), which houses the MPPGA
program, is an interdisciplinary hub for innovation and learning. It seeks to develop practical
policy and governance solutions through research, knowledge, and practice. In carrying out
this mandate, the school engages a broad community of stakeholders including students,
community, government, business leaders, and civil society.
The MPPGA program is a two-year professional global public policy program with particular
expertise in the Asia Pacific and sustainability policies. The program provides policy makers
and future leaders with multidisciplinary policy analysis and design skills, and subjectspecific expertise in development, sustainability, and global governance.
Opened in 1915, the University of British Columbia is one of the largest and most respected
universities in Canada, with over 59,000 students across two campuses.

About the International Development
Research Centre
This research was enabled by a grant from the International Development Research Centre
(IDRC). IDRC was established by an act of Canada’s parliament in 1970 with a mandate “to
initiate, encourage, support, and conduct research into the problems of the developing
regions of the world and into the means for applying and adapting scientific, technical, and
other knowledge to the economic and social advancement of those regions.” Its head office
is located in Ottawa, Canada.
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Thank you to the International Development Research Centre

International Development Research Centre
Centre de recherches pour le développement international

Thank you to the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada

Thank you to the Canadian Chambers of Commerce in ASEAN

Thank you to the CABC Patron Members
CABC Founding
Patron Member

CABC Patron Members

CABC Founding Patron
Member - Canada

