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Lessons from CUSMA
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• Many benefits of focused Maple Charm Offensive
⁃ Multi-party, multi-government – and horizontal
⁃ 25 negotiating ’tables’ + sectorial tables + Minister’s Advisory 

Council + Formal Canada Gazette + Labour 
⁃ Communications benefits were largely domestic and took the 

early edge off
⁃ Canadian exposure to US tax and investment climate also driven 

home; drove strategy throughout

• The curve ball of US switching to consecutive bilateral negotiations 
reinforced the vagaries of negotiating with the US under the Trump 
administration 

• The complexity and unpredictability of these negotiations allowed 
victory to be declared in a different way than CETA
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The Macro Narrative on 
CUSMA
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You’re Welcome Canada 

October 5, 2019: Macleans



Rules-Based Trade Context
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• Public acceptance of the net benefits of trade as part of economic 
resilience remains high



Textbook Communications 
Context
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•



The Narrative Framework
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• Many stages that require ‘narrative’ management 
⁃ The decision to seek an agreement and the launch of negotiations
⁃ The ongoing domestic consultations with “Insider” stakeholders
⁃ The final stages of negotiations with the potential treaty 

partner(s)
⁃ The announcement of an agreement in principle
⁃ Drafting of the final text
⁃ Final approval and ratification (including political process)
⁃ Implementation

• Each involves careful consultations and communications 
planning

⁃ With differing “key messaging” or main narrative constructs
⁃ Different information requirements and stakeholder outreach



CETA – Week One 
Headlines
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Framing of CETA from the outset was positive
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Crossing the Threshold
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• Where policy crosses into the public sphere, government no longer has 
control of the narrative

• Politics are relevant  (especially with election dynamics)

• Macro story lines define public space 
⁃ Broader context matters
⁃ Define your narrative before it defines you
⁃ Pace of interest and need for response changes
⁃ Better if pre-positioned to understand underlying issues or trade-

offs

• Third parties become more influential, particularly with social media, 
requires coordination within government

• Scope of the issue and other external factors will define the duration of 
the communications window 



Additional Observations
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• Communications and consultation are core to strategy, not an after-
thought

• CETA offered textbook lessons for a regional deal, pitched throughout 
and at announcement. Won in the first week. 

•
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