
Abstract
Canadian-Mexican energy relations are at an impasse. 
Maintaining a narrow focus on the possibilities of bilateral 
interaction leaves out relevant options. The transition to a 
low-carbon economy presents challenges but offers op-
portunities to develop a transformative bilateral agenda 
on energy issues. Both countries share the dilemmas of 
each being a producer, consumer and exporter of fossil 
fuels that has to mitigate emissions. Under this lens, new 
and dynamic alternatives arise in the area of clean energy 
bilateral or, when appropriate, trilateral co-operation. 
Moving in this direction is a precondition to furthering the 
competitiveness of the countries of North America. 

The first stage of democracy promotion in the •	
Americas sealed a consensus on the value of 
democracy over authoritarian rule, as enshrined 
in the Inter-American Democratic Charter.

The 2009 Honduran military coup revealed a •	
significant blind spot in the Charter: the armed 
forces’ power to act as guarantors of the consti-
tutional order to the detriment of democracy.

The next stage of democracy promotion could •	
focus on reforming the undemocratic aspects of 
many countries’ constitutions, especially regard-
ing the powers of the armed forces, to safeguard 
stability in the region.

Since democracy promotion is at the centre •	
of Canada’s interests in the Americas, it could 
play a leading role in creating a forum to foster 
dialogue on making the region’s constitutions 
more democratic.
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A new Canada-Mexico energy agenda could •	
focus on energy efficiency, renewable energy, 
transportation, and human resources develop-
ment to trace an initial roadmap contributing 
to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
in the region. As concrete results are achieved in 
these areas, additional areas could be explored 
based on priorities. 

An energy champion with proven expertise •	
and commitment, based in its country of origin, 
could be assigned to each area. In time, the two 
experts representing Canada and Mexico would 
agree on and present recommendations to the 
Canada-Mexico Partnership with clear short- 
and medium-term objectives.

In relevant cases, a dialogue could be estab-•	
lished with U.S. counterparts to ensure a North 
American approach. 

Canada and Mexico could implement the Trilat-•	
eral Agreement for Co-operation in Energy Sci-
ence and Technology to promote co-operation 
in this domain.
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Introduction
Canadian-Mexican energy relations 
are at an impasse, or so it seems. 
The perception in Mexico is that 
Canadian Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper’s administration has relegated 
the bilateral energy relation to a low 
priority, while systematically block-
ing any attempt to address issues at 
the trilateral level, redefining North 
America as Canada and the United 
States. At the provincial level, the 
interaction shows traditional pace 
and scope; officials and companies 
continue to exchange information 
with their Mexican counterparts in a 
search for potential opportunities in 
Mexico’s oil and gas sector. The 2009 
financial crisis has done little to trans-
form this outlook. Among the many 
possibilities of bilateral interaction on 
energy issues, the narrow and short-
term focus on hydrocarbons provides 
little room for a broader vision.

Since 2005, climate change concerns 
have transformed the manner in 
which energy issues, in particular 
energy policy, are approached. 
Given the contribution of energy 
production and energy use to climate 
change, a paradigm shift is underway 
to bring about a “low-carbon energy 
revolution.” Canada and Mexico share 
the significant challenge of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, in compli-
ance with their pledges under the 
Copenhagen Accord and other inter-
national commitments, while relying 
heavily on hydrocarbons, both as 
sources of primary energy and export 
revenues. 

The transition to a low-carbon 
economy offers the opportunity of 
furthering energy security and sustain-
able development in North America. 
This policy brief argues that Canada 
and Mexico could benefit greatly from 
considering their energy relations 
within this emerging framework, an 
approach that could open up an ar-
ray of options to strengthen, beyond 
rhetoric, bilateral energy integration 
and co-operation. After assessing the 
evolution of the relationship over the 
past decade, specific proposals in the 
areas of energy efficiency, renewable 
energy, transportation, and human re-
sources development are put forward 
to bolster mutually beneficial energy 
co-operation. Certainly, Canada and 
Mexico will need to rebuild trust as 
a pre-condition to develop a new 
agenda. 

The significance of 
improving mutual 
understanding
Perceptions can shape bilateral af-
fairs. Over the past few years, there 
has been a growing sense in Mexico 
that Canada is no longer interested in 
close energy relations with its North 
American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) partner. The fact that no 
bilateral encounter has yet taken 
place between the current Canadian 
minister of natural resources and the 
Mexican secretary of energy illustrates 
this disinterest. 

In the past, there has been an appre-
ciation of the distinctiveness of each 

country on energy: Canadians shared 
an understanding of sovereignty 
issues with Mexico, while Mexicans 
learned the ropes of dealing with the 
complexities of Canadian-specific fed-
eral-provincial relations on energy. In 
addition, both countries appreciated 
each other’s support in advancing or 
protecting individual energy interests 
in a North American context. Today, 
the strategic value of the bilateral 
energy relationship seems to be lost. 

An explanation can be found in the 
disappointing nature of Mexico’s 
energy reform of 2008, or more 
importantly in the slow pace of 
response to Canadian proposals from 
the mid-2000s. Yet, one could argue 
that Canadian distancing has more to 
do with domestic concerns over the 
significant challenge of developing 
its vast unconventional resources in 
a sustainable manner while facing 
potential trade barriers in the United 
States. Canadian commercial energy 
stakes are high. Trying to address 
pressing issues, such as the approval 
of a pipeline in the United States, in a 
trilateral manner would not be effect-
ive. Canadians would need to clarify 
this matter to Mexicans. There is much 
to gain from increasing understanding 
of the dilemmas each country faces 
as the world moves toward a low-
carbon economy. This dialogue on 
challenges and opportunities could 
open up unforeseen alternatives to 
renew Canada-Mexico relations and 
reinforce the commitment required 
to implement an innovative energy 
agenda. 
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Bilateral energy 
relations over the 
past decade
Canada-Mexico energy relations 
cannot be judged solely on recent de-
velopments at the federal level. There 
is a wealth of information, proposals 
and shared experiences to build upon 
at the bilateral and trilateral levels. 

It is possible to distinguish two major 
phases in energy politics over the past 
decade. The first one spans from 2001 
to 2004 with the creation of the North-
American Energy Working Group 
(NAEWG), mostly a Mexican-Canadian 
initiative, a group that later on was ab-
sorbed by the Security and Prosperity 
Partnership of North America. The 
second phase runs from 2004 to the 
present day with the establishment of 

Type Name	of	the	instrument Date

Bilateral The Canada-Mexico Partnership 
Energy Working Group 

October 
2004

North American Leaders' Declaration on Climate Change 
and Clean Energy

August 
2009

Declaration on Co-operation in the Field of Energy between 
the Ministry of Energy of the Province of Alberta, Canada and 
the Secretariat of Energy of the United Mexican States  

March 
2007

Agreement between the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commis-
sion and the Mexican Nuclear Security and Safeguards Com-
mission for Imports and Exports of Radioactive Sources

March 
2009

Agreement between the Government of Canada and the 
Government of the United Mexican States for Co-operation 
in the Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy

January 
1995

Trilateral 
(Canada, 
Mexico, U.S.)

North American Energy Working Group

Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America 
Energy Working Group

March 
2001
March 
2005

Trilateral Agreement for Co-operation in Energy Science and 
Technology

July 2007

Table	1	
Canada-Mexico	energy	instruments	and	dates	of	creation

the Canada-Mexico Partnership (CMP). 

Bilateral co-operation under the 
original NAEWG proved to be 
constructive, as Canada and Mexico 
worked closely, at the technical level, 
to balance out U.S. interests and 
demands. There were achievements 
made in the areas of energy efficiency 
and the mapping of energy resources 
and infrastructure. But, in order to 
enhance the strategic relationship, 
the CMP provided an innovative 
mechanism to convene key actors 
and decision-makers from the private 
and public sectors of both countries. 

Currently the Energy Working Group 
of the CMP has been restructured 
to include an Oil and Gas Technical 
Committee and an Electricity 
Committee. The 2008-2009 CMP 
report indicates that areas of 

opportunity were identified, mostly in 
the oil sector. Yet, as a 2010 ProMéxico 
report notes, thus far many approved 
projects have not been carried out 
and others have not been followed 
up to determine results. 

The CMP has the merit of providing 
a framework to foster the bilateral 
agenda. Mexico has benefited greatly 
from its interaction and co-operation 
with specific provinces, given their 
expertise on distinct energy issues. 
For instance, Mexico’s state-owned 
oil company PEMEX has cultivated 
a long-term relation with Alberta. 
However, current arrangements nar-
row the nature of the relationship; 
Mexico becomes the demander of 
co-operation while Canada plays the 
provider role. This approach, perhaps 
acceptable in the short-term, hinders 
the possibility of kindling a more 
dynamic and mutually beneficial rela-
tionship, which is a precondition for 
moving North America forward in its 
transition to a low-carbon economy. 

Since 2007, the North American 
Competitiveness Council has stressed 
that greater energy integration 
would enhance energy security in 
the region and improve the inter-
national competitiveness of North 
American countries. A shared vision 
and joint efforts are needed to untap 
the enormous potential for clean 
energies that exists in the region and 
transform environmental challenges 
into opportunities to become lead-
ers in the transition to a low-carbon 
economy.

Source: Prepared by the author based on SENER data.
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Deepening 
Canadian-Mexican 
energy relations
Canada and Mexico share the chal-
lenge of reducing their CO2 emissions 
while transforming their economies, 
which are heavily reliant on fossil fuels 
as a source of energy and revenues. 
The impending need to transform 
political statements into concrete ac-
tion provides the incentive to develop 
a roadmap for bilateral co-operation. 
Areas of opportunity include: 
energy efficiency, renewable ener-
gies, transportation, human resource 
development, policy and technical 
dialogues on carbon capture and stor-
age (CCS), nuclear energy, smart-grids, 
and oil and gas regulation. 

As a first step, Canada and Mexico 
need to develop a shared vision of 
North America moving toward a low- 
carbon economy. Traditional areas of 
co-operation should be maintained, 
as oil and gas will continue to play a 
significant role in both countries over 
the next decade. Yet, an initial trans-
formative agenda should include the 
following four areas of opportunity.

Energy efficiency
Canada is a leader in energy efficiency 
programs and in the development 
and analysis of indicators. It has pro-
duced vast regulation for buildings, 
appliances and equipment, lighting 
technology, transportation and 
energy utilities, at the federal and the 
provincial levels. Given its national 
commitment to achieving a 20 per 

Figure	1
Canada:	Total	production	2008*

cent increase in energy efficiency by 
2020, it aims to maximize opportun-
ities for energy savings particularly 
in buildings and road transportation, 
two areas of relevance to Mexico. 

Since the 1990s, Mexico has had 
positive experiences in working with 
Canada on energy efficiency pro-
grams, regulation, and standards and 
labelling. Unfortunately,  some of the 
programs for harmonization within 
North America were not completed by 
Mexico, despite the potential benefits 

of a regional label. Currently, joint work 
is underway in green buildings and 
zero-energy homes. Mexico can gain 
much from Canadian expertise in this 
area, and can be the bridge to transfer 
Canadian know-how to Latin America. 
A successful program was undertaken 
a few years ago, with the “tropicaliza-
tion” of Canadian energy efficiency best 
practices in the transportation sector. 
New and continuing opportunities for 
co-operation could be reassessed.

*Provisional data

Source: Energy Policies of IEA Countries. Canada, 2009; International Energy Agency (IEA).
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Figure	2
Mexico:	Total	production	2008

Source: Sistema de Información Energética.
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Renewable 
energies
Excluding hydropower, Canada has a 
small installed generation capacity in 
wind, solid biomass and photovoltaic 
energy. Mexico has a similar profile 
with an even smaller percentage of 
wind generation, but greater installed 
capacity in biomass and geother-
mal energy. Both countries could 
further develop their renewable 
energy capacities. With the exception 
of hydro and ocean energy, provincial 
governments have jurisdiction over re-
newable resources in Canada. Notably, 
Mexico could launch a program of 
co-operation in wind power gen-
eration with Alberta, Ontario, Quebec 
and Manitoba. The Oaxaca-based 
Centro Regional de Tecnología Eólica 
has expertise in testing and improv-
ing wind energy equipment. An area 
of opportunity could be explored in 
research and development between 
this centre and CanmetENERGY.

In terms of other renewable energies, 

Canada Mexico

Energy 542.6
(99% of National Contribution)

421
(95% of National Contribution)

Electricity & Heat 179.2 181.1

Manufacturing & 
Construction

99.2 60.5

Transportation 159.6 139.8

Other fuel combustion 100.8 34.9

Fugitive emissions 3.8 4.7

Industrial processes 7.2 20.2

Agriculture - -

Waste - -

Total 549.7 (1.93% of World Total) 441.2 (1.55% of World Total)

further co-operation could be under-
taken in biomass and biogas, in which 
both countries have proven experience. 
A Canadian company is currently de-
veloping a biogas plant in Ciudad Juárez. 

Transportation
According to the World Energy 
Outlook 2010, by 2035 China will 
be the most advanced country in 
electric car technology, posing a 
major challenge to the automobile 
industry in other regions. In North 
America, the auto industry is highly 
integrated. Efforts have been under-
taken to develop fuel and efficiency 
standards. For more than a decade, 
research and development has been 
conducted to develop hybrid and 
electric cars. Some prototypes have 
been tested but no massive solution 
is yet in sight. Given the weight of 
the automobile industry in the North 
American economy, developing a 
greener auto industry could become 
a priority for bilateral and trilateral co-
operation. As a first step, a workshop 

could be organized to bring together 
key players in the industry in the 
three countries, including research 
and development engineers and 
regulators, to agree on a short- and 
medium-term strategy.

Human resource 
development

There have been limited results in estab-
lishing a human resource development 
program that would enable the work-
force to tackle the serious challenge 
North America faces with the rapid 
decline in qualified professionals and 
technicians in the energy sector. Setting 
up such a program could become a top 
priority considering that both countries 
have much to gain from it. These would 
be more effective if they went beyond 
short-term visits to include training op-
portunities of several months to acquire 
the much-needed skills. 

The complexities of implementing an ef-
fective program are significant. Different 
agencies and stakeholders could collab-
orate in the design and implementation 
of this long-term training program. A real 
transformation of the region’s energy 
sector can only be sustained with the 
appropriate human resource capital. 

Lourdes Melgar is Director of the Center for 
Sustainability at EGADE Business School. 
She has a master’s degree and a PhD in 
Political Science from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT). The author 
would like to acknowledge the support 
of the Woodrow Wilson International 
Center for Scholars-COMEXI Scholarship 
in conducting research for this paper.

Table	2
GHG	emissions	by	sector,	2006;	CO2	(MtCO2e)

Source: Climate Analysis Indicators Tool (CAIT) Version 7.0. (Washington, DC: World Resources Institute, 2010).
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