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The Eavesdropping Problem 
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Overview 
 

! More people in the United States and, increasingly, key policymakers are 
paying attention to Canadian public debates and commentary to gain a sense of 
Canadian attitudes. Canadians have long eavesdropped on U.S. media and have 
developed a context for interpreting U.S. opinion. Few of the new U.S. audience 
for Canadian views have a comparable contextual knowledge of Canada. 

 
! As a result, since September 11, a series of incidents in which people in the 

United States have reacted to things said by Canadians (thinking, at the time, that 
they were speaking only to other Canadians) have unsettled bilateral relations. 
Each occurrence has thrown Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s government on the 
defensive in its relations with Washington. 

 
! The integration of the public square follows naturally on the integration of the 

market square, and is likely to become a permanent feature of bilateral relations, 
particularly as technologies such as the Internet facilitate greater access for 
Americans to Canadian media. 

 
! In addition to the media, more Americans are turning to Canadian expatriates in 

the United States as well as Canadians they know in Canada as they learn more 
about their neighbors. These groups are unlikely to serve as a lobby for Canadian 
policies; they seem instead to be authenticating many critiques of Ottawa and the 
provinces, a phenomenon compounding the challenge of governing Canada. 

 
! U.S. eavesdropping on Canadians will, however, make many in Canada feel 

smothered by the U.S. presence in Canada’s cultural and media life. A new round 
of trade disputes over Canadian cultural protectionism will be more difficult to 
resolve in this charged atmosphere. 

 
Mixed Messages 
 
The campaign against global terrorism is turning out to be different from previous 
conflicts in which the United States and Canada fought together against a common 
enemy. For the first time, many Americans are eavesdropping on Canada’s public 
debate in English, at least. Occasionally what they have heard has shocked them. 
 



 

 

On September 19, a televised town hall meeting staged by the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation (CBC) in Toronto included anti-Americanism from college students, and 
they-had-it-coming comments from a collection of older Canadians, apparently no wiser. 
Viewers across Canada complained about the forum to the public broadcaster, and on 
November 6, the CBC ombudsman issued a report that upheld the criticism, saying that 
the participants were hastily gathered and unrepresentative of the views of all Canadians. 
Some unintended damage had already been inflicted, however: the U.S. cable network 
that carries congressional debate, CSPAN, had rebroadcast the town hall several times. 
Some Americans wondered, did the town hall signal that Canadians did not really support 
the United States? 
  
Two weeks later, Americans browsing their favorite Web sites for news of the September 
11 tragedy and its aftermath could read about a speech that Sunera Thobani, a British 
Columbian activist and advocate for women’s issues, gave in Ottawa in which she 
vituperated against the United States. At one point, Thobani said, “Today in the world the 
United States is the most dangerous and powerful global force unleashing prolific levels 
of violence all over the world.” Reports of Thobani’s speech mentioned that she was the 
recipient of grants from the government of Canada for her work, and that the Canadian 
government also funded the conference at which she spoke. Was the Canadian 
government officially promoting this point of view? 
 
Even Chrétien ran afoul of eavesdropping by U.S. neighbors. Shortly after September 11, 
Chrétien phoned President George W. Bush to offer his “100 percent support,” only to 
tell Parliament the next day that he would not be “stampeded” into taking action by 
pressure from Washington. What was Chrétien’s real position? 
 
The U.S. ability to listen to Canadian internal debate has complicated no issue more than 
Canadian immigration and refugee policies. Shortly after September 11 criticisms from 
U.S. commentators and even the U.S. Congress of what they claimed were lax Canadian 
immigration and refugee policies that permitted terrorists easy access to the United States 
threw the Chrétien government on the defensive. These charges frustrated Canadian 
officials, who found them not only without foundation, but also so vague that they were 
almost impossible to rebut. Where had these Americans picked up such misinformation?  
 
The likely answer is that these commentators were repeating what they had heard from 
Canadian critics of these policies—statements quoted in the press and easily available on 
Web sites. Repeating these criticisms was not meant as an accusation, but as a plaintive 
sort of query: we hear that there is a problem what is being done to fix it? 
 
This was, in effect, the same question Americans were asking of their own government 
officials at the federal, state and even local levels. With Canada, however, the prospect of 
tightening border controls loomed large in Canadians’ concerns. With more than 85 
percent of Canadian exports sent to the United States, more than 200 million individual 
border crossings per year, and longstanding ties of family and friendship spanning the 
border, any new restrictions on border traffic could be disastrous for Canada. 
Accordingly, even minor criticisms from the United States including criticisms from 



 

 

fringe sources resulted in strong public pressure on the Chrétien government to act 
swiftly to placate U.S. concerns. 
 
Feedback Loop 
 
The Chrétien government rarely faces such pressure from its domestic critics. In 
Parliament, it faces a divided and weak opposition that poses no electoral threat now, or 
in the near future. On most issues, Chrétien has a free hand to act as he chooses. 
However, Canada is so reliant on the United States for its economic prosperity that the 
government’s stewardship of U.S. relations is the one issue that can mobilize public 
opinion against the government. Even a secure and popular leader like Chrétien must 
react to U.S. pressure. 
 
This situation leads some in the Canadian media to give special prominence to U.S. 
criticisms in an attempt to hold the Chrétien government accountable. Criticisms of the 
Canadian government and its policies made in the United States generally receive more 
media attention than the same criticisms made in Canada. 
 
This dynamic did not begin on September 11, but the events of that day have made it 
more intense. In January 2000, in the wake of the arrest of Ahmed Ressam (see the 
October 2001 issue of Canada Focus for more on that case), I was invited to testify 
before the Subcommittee on Immigration and Claims of the House Judiciary Committee 
in Congress about the U.S.-Canada border. To my surprise, when I arrived, I found that 
half of the witnesses called before the subcommittee for the hearing were Canadians—all 
critics of the Canadian government’s security policies. Why were they in Washington, 
bad-mouthing their own government? It was not a surprise: each of them had made 
similar public criticisms of Canadian policy at home, garnering little coverage or reaction 
from the government. They had called on opposition parties to raise their concerns in 
Parliament. They never received so much media attention for their critiques in Canada, 
however, as they did by testifying on that snowy day in Washington. 
 
Not just Canadians carom messages across the border. In the wake of the September 11 
attacks on the United States, the U.S. media have often reported on foreign criticism of 
the U.S. efforts to combat terrorism, its foreign policy in general, and its strategy in 
Afghanistan. In the aftermath of such a tragedy, few would risk a public backlash by 
criticizing the U.S. government’s response directly. Yet airing the public comments of a 
Canadian like Sunera Thobani, or the hesitations of a major allied leader like Chrétien, 
allows the U.S. media to inject a critical viewpoint into the U.S. debate without becoming 
the focus of a negative reaction from readers of viewers. 
 
It seems that the U.S. and Canadian media are using the same tactic, for different reasons. 
The effects of such proxy critiques differ, however. 
 



 

 

Whatever Do You Mean? 
 
Canadians have listened to U.S. media for decades, and some have become sophisticated 
consumers of U.S. reporting. Many exaggerate their understanding of the United States 
after years of watching U.S. televisions shows and CNN coverage, but most Canadians 
know enough about U.S. politics to judge the views of someone like former television 
host Patrick J. Buchanan or university professor Noam Chomsky as perhaps interesting 
but not as representative of the views of most Americans.  
 
No more than a few thousand U.S. citizens can claim the same level of familiarity with 
Canada, and many of those live close enough to the Canadian border to receive Canadian 
broadcasts, or visit regularly. It is often said that 90 percent of Canadians live within 100 
miles of the U.S. border. Yet more than 90 percent of Americans live farther than 100 
miles from the Canadian border. 
 
Consequently, most Americans lack any significant context for interpreting Canadian 
opinions, and may therefore mistake fringe views for the Canadian mainstream. Not only 
that, people in the United States may overreact to the Canadian debate; for example, by 
interpreting the need for Canadian support for the United States in the war against global 
terrorism to be debated at all as a sign that Canada is an unreliable ally. This in turn 
places Ottawa on the defensive, and fosters an atmosphere of tension and suspicion in the 
relationship between the two governments. 
 
If more Americans understood that the political culture of Canada is different from their 
own, relations between the two countries would be simpler. In the U.S. political culture, 
people frequently view important issues in stark terms, as good versus evil, or black or 
white. As Bush has said, other countries must choose to be either with the United States, 
or with the terrorists. Despite a U.S. culture in which the first amendment of the U.S. 
Constitution protects dissent, Americans rally around their leaders at moments of crisis, 
and criticism is generally muted, at least for a time.  
 
In Canada, the political culture encourages elite accommodation and consensus, reflected 
in Canada’s long debates over national unity and the concerns of Quebec nationalists. 
The separatist Bloc Quebecois party was recognized as the “loyal” opposition to the 
Chrétien government in Parliament from 1993 to 1997, despite its members’ devotion to 
the destruction of the country itself, demonstrating Canadians’ strong respect and 
tolerance for diverse views. Of course, Canadians also value their right to decide on a 
course of action for themselves. At the beginning of the Second World War, the Canadian 
government waited six days after Britain had declared war on Germany before following 
suit. Canadian participation on Britain’s side was never in serious doubt, but the delay 
was symbolic of Canadian autonomy from its former colonial power, and struck a chord 
with many Canadians who remember it with pride even today. Is the early posture of the 
Chrétien government after September 11 very different? Perhaps not, but not many 
Americans appreciate the symbolism of such a gesture. 
 



 

 

Reliable Sources 
 
Never before have Canadians been confronted with so many people in the United States 
listening in on their national debates. The Internet permits U.S. browsers to read 
Canadian newspapers online, and to participate in chat room conversations with their 
northern neighbors, without leaving their bedrooms. Services that clip news items and 
distribute headlines and Web site links by email have become common, as have Web 
sites like the Drudge Report that feature breaking headlines from around the world. 
Satellite television services deliver Canadian channels to more than a million U.S. homes. 
In this new media environment, rumors abound and negative stories get more play than 
subsequent retractions and corrections. 
 
To defend Canadian interests, the Canadian government needs to develop the capacity to 
respond to inaccurate information and false rumors within the 24-hour news cycle just 
as presidential candidates and other U.S. politicians have been forced to do. Failure to 
correct errors immediately allows misinformation to enter the public record where it 
rapidly becomes part of the conventional wisdom, repeated by new reporters in each 
news cycle until it is no longer questioned but stated as fact. One recent episode in late 
September, when some in the media reported that the FBI had asked Canadian law 
enforcement officials to investigate old leads from the Ressam investigation for any 
connection to the perpetrators of the September 11 attacks, indicates what can happen if 
Ottawa fails to respond to false information in a timely way. Some reporters read into this 
request the possibility that U.S. officials suspected a link to Canada, and the story quickly 
fueled a rumor that one or more of the perpetrators had entered the United States through 
Canada.  
 
Then the news cycle turned again and Canadian reporters began a mea culpa round, 
recounting a litany of past security lapses and terrorist connections to Canada. Three days 
passed before the Chrétien government officially denied that the suicide hijackers had 
any connection to Canada, but by then it was too late. As recently as early December, 
U.S. newspapers were running stories that mentioned weak Canadian border and 
immigration policies as a threat to U.S. national security, including the false rumor that 
one or more of the hijackers had come through Canada a smoking gun anecdote 
repeatedly used to indict Canada for lax security; yet the smoke was an illusion and the 
gun never existed. 
 
I Heard It Through the Grapevine 
 
Americans can be sophisticated consumers of the news media, and skeptical of media 
reports. Suggesting that what they hear from Canadian media merely confuses them 
would be wrong. In another important aspect of their attentiveness to Canada, people in 
the United States have begun to tap into their networks of Canadian contacts for 
verification of what they are hearing from north of the border. Ottawa would not always 
approve of what Americans are hearing from such sources. Considering the networks of 
relationships between Americans and Canadians, it is necessary to distinguish between 



 

 

two types of Canadians: those who have taken up residence in the United States, and 
those in Canada.  
 
Like expatriate communities everywhere, Canadians in the United States may or may not 
be better informed of day-to-day developments back home. Some do not keep up with 
Canadian news, and react to it based on their memories and personal views of the country 
that they left. Others remain alienated from their host society, and become more 
nationalist in reaction to all things American surrounding them. Expatriate Canadians are 
a large and growing group in the United States, but they are not (and likely cannot be) 
organized as a lobby that supports Canadian government policy. Instead, their influence 
among Americans can be seen in the way that they have raised the profile of Canada and 
Canadian contributions to the larger North American society. They have made great 
strides in this regard. At the peak of their popularity, relatively few Americans knew that 
actress Mary Pickford, pianist Oscar Peterson, or singer Paul Anka, were all Canadians. 
Today, the Canadian origins of anchorman Peter Jennings, comedian Jim Carey, and 
singer Céline Dion are all part of their public personas.  
 
Expatriate Canadians are unlikely to become a political lobby because they are widely 
dispersed, and may be unaware of, or feel little attachment to specific policies adopted in 
Ottawa. (The same can be said for Mexican-Americans, whose potential as a lobbying 
force on behalf of the Mexican government is frequently overstated). Some are hostile to 
Ottawa’s high tax rates and parochial politics, which they count among the reasons for 
their move to the United States. Others feel a greater attachment to Canada than to 
Ottawa a posture familiar to Americans, who generally embrace their own country 
while viewing Washington and its "inside the beltway” debates with scorn.   
 
Potentially more influential than expatriates are the Canadians in Canada with regular 
contact with U.S. friends and colleagues. Their interpretations of news and events in 
Canada writ large can have some resonance, but they are at their most persuasive when 
they speak from personal experience. Why did so many people in the U.S. law 
enforcement community feel that Canada was not dedicating enough resources to counter 
terrorist groups? Because many heard this from their peers in Canadian law enforcement 
who blamed government for their relative lack of technology and manpower when 
speaking to their better staffed and equipped U.S. counterparts. Why do so many people 
in the United States perceive Canadians as overtaxed? Because they have heard their 
Canadian friends’ and business partners’ horror stories of high rates and declining public 
services. Why do U.S. politicians rarely invoke Canada’s health care system as a model 
anymore? Because too many Americans have heard from their Canadian friends the 
anecdotal evidence of its deterioration. 
 
The growing incidence of Canadians communicating with Americans on such subjects is 
not a coordinated or uniform phenomenon. Some Canadians are quick to regale their 
American friends with positive stories about life in Canada. Yet there is a cynical side to 
Americans, who generally find negative anecdotes more believable. Governments in 
Ottawa and in the provinces can do little to affect this informal communication, other 
than win over its own constituents with its policies, a tough standard for any government 



 

 

to meet, one made all the more dismaying for Canadian politicians because the 
consequences of domestic policy weakness are quickly transmitted into the country’s 
most important international relationship. 
 
Do You Hear What I Hear? 
 
It is not surprising that the public squares of Canada and the United States are beginning 
to overlap, since their market squares have overlapped for some time. Growth in trade 
and advances in communications technology have accelerated the process of economic 
integration that began tying the two countries closer together more than a century ago. 
However, just as fierce political resistance and vigorous debate accompanied the 
integration of our markets , the integration of our public spaces has already prompted a 
backlash among Canadians that is felt most strongly where the two intersect: Canada-
U.S. trade in cultural products. 
 
U.S. products permeate Canadian cultural markets in all media—from paintings to films, 
television shows to books, poems to recipes. Canadian governments have frequently 
invoked protectionist policies to preserve outlets for Canadians to express themselves to 
one another regardless of the degree to which Canadians chose to listen to or consume 
the products of their compatriots. In this sense, such policies are deliberately anti-market, 
not in the sense that they hope to replace the free cultural marketplace, but that they hope 
to create a place for Canadians in that marketplace. 
 
This rationale resonates deeply with Canadians, whose attitude toward their own culture 
is ambivalent and emotional at the same time. They draw comfort from the knowledge 
that Canadian culture exists and may be available for them to pass on to their children 
They can be provoked to defend their cultural protectionism as an unfortunate but 
necessary response to what they misinterpret as U.S. pressure to silence Canadians 
voices a strange distortion of the U.S. position in such disputes, which favors consumer 
choice and liberalization of trade, both of which are traditional Canadian values. This 
mixture of strong sentiments makes such disputes extraordinarily difficult for the U.S. 
and Canadian governments to resolve. 
 
The growing U.S. eavesdropping on Canadian debates, and the corresponding U.S. 
reactions that swiftly lead to pressure on Ottawa, may place a chill on Canadian public 
discourse at exactly the same time that several cultural trade disputes hover on the 
horizon. It is a combustible atmosphere that could explode if Canadians come to feel that 
their ability to discuss the war and its implications among themselves is connected to 
challenges to Canadian cultural institutions. A dispute on the horizon over so-called 
“runaway” film production by U.S. studios filming in Canada may be the first conflict to 
test the new mood. 
 
The Eavesdropping Problem 
 
Many Canadians felt slighted when Canada  was not been mentioned in Bush’s address to 
Congress on September 20. Bush responded by calling Canada the “brother” country of 



 

 

the United States, suggesting that thanking a brother publicly for his support in a crisis is 
unnecessary. A more apt metaphor, however, is that Canada and the United States have 
chosen to become roommates in North America, with all of the trials and tribulations of 
cohabitation now unfolding in the bilateral relationship including difficulties stemming 
from poor communication.  
 
Misunderstandings that result from increased U.S. attention to Canadian public debates 
are a new feature of North American integration and like eavesdropping on a 
roommate, this habit is likely to lead to episodes of melodrama. The only way to cure 
eavesdropping is with direct communication and a commitment to listen to one another. 
Facts are more satisfying than rumors, if the former are available.  
 
Will people in the United States attempt to learn enough about their Canadian neighbors 
to be able to interpret what they hear about policies and public opinion north of the 
border? Will Canadians surrender their comforting shibboleth about being invisible and 
inaudible in Washington, and begin to insist that their governments develop 
communications strategies to accurately portray (or professionally spin, as the case may 
be) Canadian policies to U.S. audiences? Will culturally insecure Canadians eventually 
recognize that the United States does not want them to lose their distinctiveness?  
 
It is too soon to offer any reliable answers to these questions. Yet if we could manage to 
survive with our roommates in our college days, should we expect less from Washington 
and Ottawa? 
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