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ABSTRACT 

This research has explored the prospects of enhancing Pakistan-Canada bilateral relations. Given 

Pakistan’s recent shift towards geoeconomics, the country envisages stronger economic ties with all 

international partners. This study, however, argues that economic cooperation is closely tied to cultural 

engagement and people-to-people contacts. Hence, while Pakistan needs to develop effective policy 

measures to enhance economic ties with Canada, it also needs to invest in the cultural dimension to 

promote “brand Pakistan”. The study was divided into three parts: the first part reviewed the literature 

available on Pak-Canada political and economic relationship to identify areas of intervention; the 

second part analyzed statistical data on Pak-Canada trade alongside key informant data to explore the 

potential for strengthening economic and cultural ties; the last part provided policy recommendations 

for enhancing Pak-Canada relations. Drawing on a literature review, a statistical review, interviews, 

and focus-group discussions from a qualitative perspective, the research has argued that while Pakistan 

and Canada have maintained friendly bilateral relations over the last 75 years, there is a huge untapped 

potential in both the economic and cultural domains that can be exploited with effective policy 

measures.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Pakistan-Canada bilateral relations can be traced back to Pakistan’s independence in 1947. Since 

Pakistan’s inception, both countries have enjoyed peaceful and friendly relations and continue to seek 

cooperation in diverse areas including governance and democracy, regional security and defense, 

climate change, trade and investment, education, health, human rights, and people-to-people contacts. 

Canadian diplomatic representation in Pakistan includes a High Commission in Islamabad, a consulate 

and a trade office in Karachi, and a consulate in Lahore. Pakistan has a High Commission in Ottawa 

and three consulates general in Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver each. As members of the United 

Nations, the Commonwealth of Nations, the Heart of Asia-Istanbul Process, and the Malta Process, both 

countries are committed to promoting prosperity, democracy, peace, and equality (Canada, G. A., 

2021). While Pakistan and Canada have enjoyed 75 years of bilateral relations, they also have had over 

60 years of development cooperation in human rights, women’s rights, education, health, and 

humanitarian issues (Canada, G. A., 2018). As for economic ties, Pakistan and Canada have not been 

major trade partners; over the past decade, Canada’s exports to Pakistan were between 0.3-1.6% of 

Pakistan’s imports (Hameed, 2019, p. 59). In 2021, Pakistan’s total exports to Canada stood at $320.52 

million while Canadian imports were $629.53 million (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Finally, as 

for people-to-people contacts, Pakistan was the fifth-largest source of permanent residents in Canada in 

2019 (Canada, G. A., 2021) while as per December 2017 data, the number of overseas Pakistanis in 

Canada was 350,000 (Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis, 2019). However, there is a need for state-level 

initiatives to harness the potential of Pakistani diaspora to strengthen the relations between the two 

countries.  

Experts agree that there is a huge untapped potential for political, economic, and cultural 

cooperation between the two countries. Indeed, this is urgent especially given Pakistan’s shifting focus 

towards geoeconomics as outlined in the National Security Policy of Pakistan (2022-2026) that 

envisages a stronger and more substantive relationship with all international partners based in 
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economic cooperation. This study, therefore, explores the prospects of a mutually beneficial Pakistan-

Canada collaboration. However, the research also argues that while Pakistan needs to develop 

effective policy measures to enhance economic ties with Canada, it also needs to invest in the cultural 

dimensions of both its economic and foreign policies to enhance cultural diplomacy; project brand 

Pakistan; and counter “the negative image of Pakistan” among the Canadian public and business 

community (Ratansi, 2018, para 6). This research is thus divided into three parts: the first part reviews 

the literature available on Pak-Canada economic and cultural ties to identify areas of intervention; the 

second part analyzes statistical data in the context of key informant data to explore the potential for 

Pak-Canada cooperation; and the last part provides policy recommendations. Drawing on a literature 

review, a statistical review, and key informant data from a qualitative perspective, the research argues 

that while Pakistan and Canada have maintained friendly bilateral relations, there is huge untapped 

potential in both the economic and the cultural domains that can be exploited, especially to address 

Pakistan’s economic challenges and project its soft image.  

 

Significance of the Study 

Studies on Pak-Canada relations are not only rare but are also focused exclusively on bilateral trade. 

Indeed, while traditional economic theorists have been “reluctant to rely on culture as a possible 

determinant of economic phenomena,” in recent years, introducing “culture-based explanations” into 

economics are being increasingly recognized (Guiso et al. 2006, p. 23). Therefore, in exploring the 

intersections of economic and cultural relations, this study is unique. It adopts “a comprehensive and 

balanced approach to the study of bilateral relations” that incorporates not only “the diplomatic relations 

between the central governments of two countries”, but also a variety of relationships where “actors 

concerned are not only central governments,” but “also include local governments, enterprises, NGOs, 

academic institutions” and the common people (Takahara, 2021, p.158). In doing so, this research 

foregrounds the interrelationship of culture and economics for effective bilateral cooperation.  

 

METHODOLOGY  

This study primarily drew on qualitative methods to gather data in two phases: (i) a literature and a 

statistical review and (ii) fieldwork consisting of interviews and focus-group discussions. The 

qualitative method was deemed best on three grounds. First, despite the traditional representation of 

qualitative methods “as less accurate, less powerful or less credible than quantitative methods” in 

economics (Jemna, 2016, p. 154; Lenger, 2019), their significance is being increasingly foregrounded 

given a lack of “the human factor” or the “cultural environment” in the quantitative methods that 

compromises the “profoundness in the understanding of the phenomenon under study” (Jemna, 2016, 

p. 159). Secondly, since the primary sources of data collection for this research were “in-depth 

interviews, focus group discussions, observation, content analysis,” qualitative method was considered 

the best option as it helps explore issues from the perspective of the study participants, and it facilitates 

how people’s “experiences and behaviour are shaped by” their “social, economic, cultural or physical 

context” (Hennink et al. 2020, p. 10). Finally, qualitative method is best suited to explore the objectives 

of this study since the conceptual framework of this research ties economic collaboration with cultural 

cooperation (Cunningham & Flew, 2019, p. 61).  

In the first phase, a literature review was conducted that consulted books; research articles; case 

studies; op-eds; policy reports published by public and private organizations such as Pakistan Business 

Council, Asia Foundation, Canadian Branch of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association; and the 

information available on the official websites of the ministries of commerce, the ministries of foreign 

affairs, and the high commissions in each context. Statistical review relied, in addition to the above, on 

data from Pakistan Economic Survey of the Finance Division, Pakistan Bureau of Statistics External 

and Foreign Trade Statistics, United Nations Comtrade, and UNESCO reports. Generally, there is 

limited literature available on Pak-Canada bilateral relations compared to Pakistan’s relations with some 

of the other countries. An analysis of the above data was conducted to identify areas of strengths and 

weaknesses in the current relations of the two countries.  

In the second phase, fieldwork was carried out which consisted of interviews and focus-group 

discussions with diplomatic officials, policy makers, representatives from public and private 

organizations, Islamabad Chamber of Commerce officials, and academic experts on international 

relations especially in the context of Pakistan and Canada. A questionnaire was developed to collect 
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qualitative data on the opportunities available in the domain of Pak-Canada bilateral relations; the 

challenges that pose their avenues of growth; and recommendations for policy measures to tackle those 

challenges. Semi-structured interviews were used as they incorporate “both open-ended and more 

theoretically driven questions, eliciting data grounded on the experience of the participant as well as 

data guided by existing constructs in the particular discipline within which one is conducting research” 

(Galletta, 2013, p. 45). Questions were structured around Pak-Canada political, economic, and cultural 

ties, with a special focus on the current status of the relations; the intersections of cultural and economic 

relations; economic sectors that offer maximum potential for trade and investment; challenges that 

Pakistan faces in establishing cultural and commercial ties with Canada; political barriers in Pak-

Canada cultural and economic relations; possibilities of mutual benefit for the two countries; and 

recommendations for improving both economic and cultural ties between Pakistan and Canada. Focus-

group discussions and seminars further sought feedback on major political, economic, and security 

challenges that Pakistan faces in improving its cultural and economic ties with Canada and 

recommendations for tackling them in order to further Pak-Canada relations.  

A total of 20 key informants were contacted. Due to the limitations posed by the Covid-19 

pandemic, interviews and focus-group discussions primarily took place virtually. However, a couple of 

seminars on the potential to augment Pak-Canada bilateral relations were hosted at Area Study Centre 

in December 2021 in which Canadian High Commissioner to Pakistan and distinguished academic 

experts from across Islamabad participated. A thematic analysis of the data was conducted to identify 

patterns of strengths and weaknesses in the relations of the two countries. These were further reviewed 

to identify opportunities, challenges, and areas of policy intervention in both economic and cultural 

relations. Finally, based on research findings, policy recommendations are provided for strengthening 

Pak-Canada bilateral relations.  

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

That culture and economic activity cannot be separated has become “common sense”; however, there 

is little work on the “specific way[s] economic activity serve[s] as bedrock of culture and how culture 

exists on the basis of economic activity”. (Sun, 2017, p. 3). Jones (1995) classifies into three streams 

“the ways in which the relationship of culture to the economy is treated in economics”: (i) Cultural 

Nullity, (ii) Cultural Fixity, (iii) and Cultural Reciprocity. Cultural Nullity “either ignores culture or 

assumes that cultural phenomena adjust to economic imperatives”. Cultural Fixity “regard[s] the 

economy as a subset of culture and to depict culture as changing autonomously”. Cultural Reciprocity, 

however, “recognizes that culture and the economy interact” (Jones 1995, p. 269). This article is 

situated within the broader framework of Cultural Reciprocity whereby economics is seen as tied to the 

cultural context and culture is seen as influenced by economic factors. While this research is focused 

on exploring the possibility of enhancing Pak-Canada relations with a special focus on bilateral trade, 

its framework of Cultural Reciprocity views economic development as closely tied to cultural factors. 

Therefore, while the research provides recommendations for improving economic ties between the two 

countries, it also incorporates culture into the discussion in three ways: culture as a source of diplomacy; 

culture as an economic asset; and culture as shaped by economic activity.  

 

Cultural Diplomacy 

Until recently, the study of foreign policy focused on security and economic concerns to the detriment 

of the “soft issues”. However, the “constructivist turn” in international relations has foregrounded the 

significance of “the study of norms, ideas and identities” (Martens 2005, p. 1). While, historically, 

policymakers as well as the public considered culture as an “ineffective” aspect of foreign policy, the 

cultural dimension has increasingly been recognized over the past few decades as “an essential element 

in the conduct of foreign relations” globally (Pendergast, 1973, p. 682). Indeed, cultural policy is now 

deemed the “third pillar” besides economic and security dimensions of foreign policy, “enabling it to 

reach its goals” (Martens, 2005, p. 2). Furthermore, in so far as the cultural framework of a society 

informs the foreign policy establishment, which, in turn, provides insight into political, economic and 

security issues, culture can be seen “as the foundation of foreign policy” (Liland, 1993, p. 7). Cultural 

diplomacy is a central component of cultural policy that not only allows countries to better equip 

themselves with the challenges of an increasingly changing globalized world, it also helps them project 

a positive image of their nations abroad.  
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Culture as an Economic Asset  

Culture has many benefits backed by significant data. It has intrinsic value in creating a “positive impact 

on personal wellbeing”; it has social value in improving educational achievement, physical and mental 

health, social relationships, crime reduction, and community cohesion; and it has economic value in 

creating employment and growth (Trembath & Fielding, 2021, p. 15-17). This is evident in the 

contribution of cultural and creative industries to the national economies of both developed and 

developing countries across the world. Besides, the global soft power index consistently ranks the US 

and the Central European countries at the top while Japan, China, Russia, Australia, New Zealand, 

India, South Korea etc. are increasingly gaining value given their consistent investment in cultural 

endeavors generally and the creative economy specifically. However, in order to exploit the diplomatic, 

political, and economic potential of culture, effective policymaking at both national and international 

levels is a prerequisite. Therefore, this research explores the challenges and opportunities vis-à-vis Pak-

Canada relations from both the economic and cultural perspectives. It hopes to argue that enhanced 

economic collaboration between the two countries must incorporate cultural perspective into the 

conversation.  

 

Culture as Shaped by Economic Activity 

Extensive studies have underscored the “importance of the socio-cultural dimension for understanding 

regional development” (Danielzyk & Wood, 2010). In understanding questions about people’s financial 

behaviors and the factors that shape them, economists are now increasingly focusing on culture 

(Gifford, 2020). Guiso, Sapienza, and Zingales (2005) have explored the relationship between “culture, 

values, individual preferences and the economy, focusing on the unidirectional impact of culture on the 

economy” (Olivier, 2015, para 3). Their work shows that the extent of people’s trust in institutions and 

fellow citizens, impacts various aspects of economic activity, particularly international trade. Verdier 

and Bisin (2010) have developed models that link “the transmission and inheritance of cultural traits” 

to people’s “preferences and resources”. Maystre et al. (2009) used this model of cultural transmission 

to show “the dynamic that links globalization and individual cultural preferences and values”. 

International trade produces goods for a “global consumer” that have a greater impact on a younger 

generation who “adopt the cultural attributes symbolized by traded goods” (Olivier, 2015, para 5). The 

sustained cycle of demand and supply that this generates gradually bridges distance between cultures. 

Maystre et al.’s empirical study that used the World Values Survey between 1989 and 2004 confirmed 

this model’s projections: “when two countries open up to international trade, it results in a steeper 

reduction in the cultural distance between them than between countries which did not experience an 

increase in the level of their bilateral trade” (Olivier, 2015, para 7). Thus, cultural context is both 

impacted by and in turn shapes the economic context; hence, its significance for this research.  

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Diplomatic and Economic Ties 

Pakistan’s relations with Canada date back to the country’s independence from the British Colonial 

Rule in 1947. While there have been ebbs and flows in the history of Pak-Canada relations, generally 

both countries have maintained friendly terms. Indeed, in the Indo-Pak War (1947-8), Canada was part 

of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Kashmir region to observe the ceasefire line between 

India and Pakistan (Wood, 2015). Later in 1948, Canada’s UN representative and president of the 

Security Council, Andrew McNaughton, led “the passage of Resolution 47, which provided for a 

plebiscite on self-determination for all Kashmiris” (Rodman, 2021, para 27). Also, during the East 

Pakistan Crisis in 1971, Canada had a sympathetic stance towards Pakistan (Ali, 1974). Indeed, over 

the years, Canada has expressed “serious concerns with the human rights situation in Kashmir, and has 

stated these concerns to India on a bilateral basis and before the UN General Assembly and the UN 

Commission on Human Rights on various occasions”. The country has also stressed the need for 

“sustained bilateral dialogue” to resolve the Kashmir issue (Foreign Affairs, 1998, p. 30). In 2019, after 

India revoked Article 370 that granted Kashmir a special status, Canadian Foreign Minister showed 

concerns for “the risk of escalation, infringements on civil rights and reports of detention”. However, 

Kashmiri-Canadians have urged Canada to “lend a stronger voice” to the human rights violations in the 

region (Abedi, 2019).  
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Nevertheless, visits between Canadian and Pakistani officials and heads of state have been few 

and far between. On January 8, 1971, Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau visited Pakistan 

on his way to Singapore to attend the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ conference. Later in 1998, the 

Canadian Governor-General Roméo LeBlanc visited Pakistan on the 50th anniversary of the country’s 

independence. During his visit, LeBlanc emphasized the need to “promote increased trade and 

investment” as well as “the human, cultural and academic ties” between the two countries (Foreign 

Affairs, 1998, p. 3). The visit underscored Canada’s “renewed and growing partnership with Pakistan” 

focused on “strong government-to-government ties”; “increased trade relations”; and “greater 

cooperation at the bilateral and multilateral levels” via “Canada’s vibrant Pakistani-Canadian 

community” (p. 43). The visit reviewed the development projects administered by Canada’s 

International Development Assistance Program in Pakistan and expressed its commitment to support 

Pakistan in the development and human rights challenges faced by the country.  

Diplomatic relations, however, came to a halt with Pakistan’s nuclear tests in 1998 following 

which Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien imposed sanctions on Pakistan, which included 

“withdrawal of $23 million in non-humanitarian assistance”; “a ban on military exports”; and recalling 

of the high commissioner to Islamabad (“Pakistan slapped with sanctions,” 1998, para. 3). However, in 

the aftermath of the September 11 attacks on the US and Pakistan’s decision to become an ally in the 

US-led campaign against terrorism, Canadian government decided to remove the sanctions in 2001. 

Moreover, Ottawa promised “to convert Pakistan's $282 million unpaid loans into aid for social 

development” (“Canada lifts Sanctions”, 2001, para 4). Indeed, as a member of the NATO since 1949, 

Canada has recognized Pakistan's important role as a major non-NATO ally with respect to fighting 

terrorism both regionally and globally, especially in the context of the Afghan conflict. Both countries 

have been consistently working together to augment shared regional security interests.  

However, despite the resumption of friendly bilateral relations, diplomatic and state visits to 

Pakistan had been rare over the succeeding couple of decades, owing mainly to the volatile security 

situation in Pakistan. For instance, a conference on Canada-Pakistan “Common Challenges; Shared 

Opportunities” was scheduled to be held from March 13-15, 2009, in Bhurban, Pakistan, organized by 

Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada; however, it was cancelled due to the prevailing security situation 

(Parasram, 2009). The last few years, however, have seen repeated calls from both sides to strengthen 

bilateral relations. In 2017, the Canadian High Commissioner to Pakistan, Perry Calderwood, met the 

then Finance Minister to discuss the state of bilateral ties especially economic cooperation between the 

two countries. He emphasized that the “robust economic growth and a visible improvement in the 

security situation” in Pakistan allowed for an opportunity to strengthen “business linkages” between the 

two countries. He also urged Canadian companies and investors to explore business opportunities in 

Pakistan especially in the solar energy and the information technology sectors (Haider, 2017, para 3). 

The same year, the Canadian High Commissioner also met the Sialkot Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry’s Acting President Mr. Abdul Waheed to share Canada’s desire to form “strong business-to-

business contacts and people-to-people linkages” and to enhance “trade, investment and economic 

partnership in areas of mutual interest”. He also pledged “full support and technical assistance” to 

facilitate Pakistani business community’s access to the Canadian markets (“Pakistan, Canada can boost 

trade” 2017, para 3).  

Between 31 March and 8 April 2018, a delegation of the Canadian Branch of the 

Commonwealth Parliamentary Association led by the Chair of the Association, Yasmin Ratansi, 

Member of Parliament, made a bilateral visit to Pakistan. This was the first high profile visit to Pakistan 

since the 1998 visit of the Canadian Governor-General. As per the CPA, the visit’s purpose was three-

fold: “firstly, to engage with parliamentarians from Pakistan and to strengthen Canada and Pakistan’s 

relationship, by visiting Islamabad, the political capital. Secondly to visit the commercial capital 

Karachi and gauge the prospect of enhancing trade with Pakistan. Thirdly to visit the cultural capital 

Lahore to see how Canada and Pakistan could enhance their cultural landscape” (Ratansi, 2018, para 

3). Due to security concerns, however, the visit was limited to Islamabad. In 2019, Canada Pakistan 

Business Council’s delegation comprising 15 members, including a senior trade commissioner, visited 

Pakistan Stock Exchange to open the trading session with the gong ceremony. The delegation expressed 

the wish to increase trade and investment relationship between the two countries (Pakistan Stock 

Exchange Limited, 2019). In early 2020, Special Assistant to the Prime Minister on Petroleum, Nadeem 

Babar, in a meeting with Wendy Gilmour, Canadian High Commissioner to Pakistan, invited Canadian 
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investors to bid for the oil and gas exploration blocks in Pakistan. Later that year, Wendy Gilmour also 

met Chairman Senate Muhammad Sadiq Sanjrani who appreciated the decision of the Canadian Prime 

Minister to appoint a Special Representative on Islamophobia. Gilmour, in turn, acknowledged 

Pakistan's role in Afghanistan and the regional security situation (Senate of Pakistan, 2020).  

In 2021, Pakistan and Canada held 4th round of bilateral political consultations. Pakistani 

delegation was led by Foreign Secretary Sohail Mahmood while Deputy Foreign Minister Marta 

Morgan led the Canadian delegation. Various bilateral, multilateral, and regional issues were discussed. 

Both sides also underscored the need to strengthen the “longstanding, friendly and cordial relationship” 

between the two countries and further “develop a broader and multifaceted partnership” focused 

particularly on trade and investment. Mahmood shared Pakistan’s shifting focus on geoeconomics and 

continued commitment to “promote peace, development partnerships, and regional connectivity”. He 

also invited Canadian companies to explore investment avenues in Pakistan and “seek dividends from 

a large consumer market”. The Canadian Deputy Foreign Minister “reaffirmed Canada’s desire to build 

a multifaceted relationship with Pakistan with increased people-to-people exchanges.” She also 

appreciated Pakistan’s role in the evacuation of Canadian nationals from Afghanistan and admired 

Pakistan’s commitment to bringing “peace and stability in Afghanistan” (“Pakistan and Canada hold”, 

2021, para 1). On February 1, 2022, Canadian High Commissioner also called upon the COAS General 

Qamar Javed Bajwa to discuss bilateral cooperation in various domains as well as the evolving peace 

and security situation in the region. 

  

Development Reform 

Alongside this 75-year history of diplomatic ties, Pakistan and Canada have also had a parallel history 

of over 60 years of cooperation in socio-economic development initiatives. The Canadian International 

Development Agency’s (CIDA) program in Pakistan has, over the years, provided assistance in 

“poverty reduction and sustainable development through support for democratic local governance, 

social development and equality between women and men” (CIDA, 2006, p. 2). CIDA’s Pakistan 

Program (2001-2008) was worth approximately $20 million per year and included 36 bilateral projects 

with a total value of $253.4 million. The following tabular information provides the breakdown of 

program objectives, number of projects, and their monetary value: 

Table 1 

CIDA Pakistan Program Objectives  

 

 
Canada has also responded positively to various humanitarian crises that Pakistan has faced 

over the years. Significant examples include Canada’s aid in response to the devastating earthquake of 

October 2005 in Pakistan’s northern areas that killed more than 80,000 people and rendered over 4 

million homeless. Canadian government earmarked $20 million for humanitarian assistance and relief 

efforts in the affected areas (Graham, 2005). Likewise, in response to the 2010 flood in Pakistan, 

Canadian government allocated $79.8 million for emergency relief; of this, CIDA provided $71.8 for 

humanitarian assistance and immediate aid and the Department of Foreign Affairs and International 

Trade added $8 million. In response to the 2011 flood, Canadian government funded 8 new projects 

worth $8 million that provided emergency food assistance; shelters; essential non-food relief items; 
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health care; and education. Besides, individual Canadians donated $46.8 million to registered Canadian 

charities in support of flood relief (“Response to Floods in Pakistan”, 2012). In 2016, Canada pledged 

CD$40 million to support the eradication of polio in Pakistan over the next three years (“Canada extends 

support”, 2016).  

Furthermore, Canada has facilitated the Kashf Foundation Pakistan to implement the “Financial 

Literacy and Business Development Services for Women” project in Pakistan that was focused on 

training approximately 1.5 million Pakistani women in business and finance (Canada, G. A., 2018). 

Another project titled “Increasing Women’s Participation in the Dairy Sector” was implemented in 

Southern Punjab by Plan International Canada. Running between 2014 and 2018, the project was worth 

$11,015,625; involved a group of 19,675 women; and focused on facilitating women’s market access 

and income generation (Increasing Women’s Participation, 2022). In addition, Canada is a partner in 

the United Nations’ World Food Programme and several other initiatives to provide for the “needs of 

the most vulnerable in Pakistan, particularly women and girls” (Canada, G. A., 2018, para 8).  

In terms of academic or policy research on Pakistan-Canada relations, there is very limited data 

available. Ali (1974) published an article in Pakistan Horizon on Pakistan-Canada relations in 1974 

emphasizing continued partnership. Area Study Centre (QAU) published a book (Azmi, 1983) on 

Pakistan-Canada relations followed by another (Qureshi, 1998) on the twenty-first century perspective 

on Pak-Canada relations. In recent years, the only significant policy work available on Pak-Canada 

economic ties is The Pakistan’s Business Council’s Report Potential for a Pakistan–Canada Free Trade 

Agreement (2009). The report provides comprehensive data to make a convincing case for a Pakistan-

Canada free trade agreement. Generally, as evident in the literature review above, despite repeated calls 

from both sides to enhance political, economic, and people-to-people ties, concrete steps to materialize 

these aspirations are thin on the ground. This research, therefore, addresses two gaps in the field: first, 

it contributes to the limited literature on Pak-Canada relations; second, it underscores the need to take 

tangible steps towards strengthening both economic and cultural ties that are mutually beneficial for 

both sides. 

 

ANALYSIS  

Country Profiles 

Pakistan is a lower-middle-income country that is the thirty-third largest and the fifth most populous 

country in the world with a population of over 220 million. Two-thirds of the country’s population 

(64%) consists of young people below the age of 29 and one-third (30%) between the ages of 15 and 

29 (UNODC). While Pakistan is the second largest Muslim country in the world, it is highly diverse in 

its ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious composition. A semi-industrialized, agri-based economy, 

Pakistan is among the largest producers of natural commodities and has the tenth-largest labor market 

in the world (Hameed, 2019). Pakistan’s economy relies mainly on the agricultural sector that accounted 

for 19.2% of the GDP and provided 38.5% jobs in 2021. (Pakistan Economic Survey, 2021). In 2017, 

the World Bank declared Pakistan one of Asia's five fastest emerging economies, with a growth rate of 

5.6%, which further increased to 5.8% in 2018; however, it plummeted to 1.45% in 2019 and was further 

exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 coming down to -5% (Pakistan Development Update, 

2017. While FY2021 has seen growth rebound to 3.9% given high foreign remittances, “an 

accommodative monetary policy, private consumption and investment” (Overview, 2021), Pakistani 

economy continues to face a myriad of challenges ranging from rising inflation and poverty to 

unemployment, devaluation of the currency, hefty external and domestic debts, high fiscal deficit, and 

low investment. Indeed, in FY2021, exports contracted, and imports nearly doubled that of exports, thus 

widening the trade deficit (Overview, 2021). Given Pakistan’s sizeable young population, rich and 

diverse cultural heritage, its plentiful mineral resources, inexpensive labor force, and an expanding tech 

ecosystem coupled with the opportunities provided by CPEC, its economy has huge untapped potential 

for growth; however, only if it is harnessed by effective political, economic, and cultural policies in an 

international framework.  

Canada is the second largest country in the world with a population of 38.5 million. Canada’s 

official languages are English and French; however, as per the 2016 census, the country hosts 250 

different ethnic origins with Asia contributing the highest number of immigrants at 48.1% (Brosseau & 

Dewing, 2009). In 2020, Canada’s GDP stood at US$1.64 trillion making it the world's ninth-largest 

economy. The largest component of Canada’s economy is international trade that makes up nearly one-
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third of the GDP. Largest industries by GDP and employment contribution are Real Estate, Rental, and 

Leasing that contribute $256 billion and employ 0.25 million; Manufacturing with $178 billion GDP 

contribution and 1.50 million jobs; and Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction with $144 GDP 

and 0.19 million jobs (Johnston, 2021). Canada has world’s 4th largest oil reserves; it produces 10% of 

the global GMO harvests; and is among the largest exporters of agricultural products across the world 

(RBC Global Connect, 2022). Canada has 15 preferential trade agreements in implementation with 

various countries. Its “market-oriented policies, facilitated by a sound and transparent investment 

framework, have attracted significant foreign investment” (Canada, 2022). While Covid-19 impacted 

Canada's economy adversely, it nevertheless rebounded in 2021 with an estimated GDP growth of 5.7%. 

Pakistan Trade Overview 

Given a combination of problems ranging from ineffective economic policies to internal and external 

debts, energy crisis, political instability, and security concerns, Pakistan’s teetering economy has 

consistently posted a trade deficit for over a decade. As Figure 1 below shows, Pakistan’s imports have 

been on the rise since 2010 whereas exports have shown a rather flat trajectory, resulting in a 

consistently negative balance of trade, which was $-31.076 million in 2020-2021. 

Figure 1 

Pakistan’s Trade Statistics 2011-2021 

 

 
Overall, however, the economy has rebounded after the Covid-19 crisis with a 3.94% growth 

in FY2020-2021. Exports totaled $25,304 million compared to $21,394 million in the previous year, 

registering an increase of 18.28%. Imports, on the other hand, totaled $56,380 million compared to 

$44,553 million the previous year, posting an increase of 26.55%. Main destinations for Pakistani 

exports are the US, China, the UK, Germany, and Afghanistan while the major import countries are 

China, UAE, Indonesia, the US, and Saudi Arabia. Pakistan’s main export commodities are cotton, 

textile goods, leather and sports goods, chemicals, carpets, rice, sugar, fish, fruits, and vegetables. The 

country’s imports mainly include mineral fuels, machinery and electrical equipment, oil seeds, and 

grains. 

In FY2021, Food Group exports showed a recovery with a 0.7% increase compared to negative 

growth of 5.30% in FY2020. Likewise, textiles that make up 60.86% of the total exports registered a 

remarkable increase of 22.93% during FY2021 against a negative growth of 6.01% in FY2020. This 

has been due to a number of initiatives that supported exporters to mee the Covid-19 challenges as well 

as the government’s decision to enforce smart lockdowns. Besides, while Petroleum Group posted a 

negative growth of 33.28%, Other Manufacturers Group registered a positive growth of 14.18% 

(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). During FY2021, imports registered a massive increase (26.55%) 
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standing at $56.38 million compared to $44.55 million during FY2020. The main contributor to this 

was non-energy imports, mainly food group, which may be accounted for by the rise in demand of 

goods after a resumption of economic activities, supply shocks in agricultural products, and government 

measures such as loans and customs exemptions. Food group posted a 53.91% increase with main 

categories of wheat, sugar, and palm oil, while milk, dry fruits, tea, spices, and pulses followed. 

Machinery Group posted a 15.47% increase with the highest share of the telecom sector at 25.36$; the 

Transport Group increased by 93.24%; Textile Group posted an increase of 52.84%; agriculture and 

chemicals group increased by 16.49%; and Metals Group by 20.69%. The Petroleum Group, however, 

showed a negative growth of 8.26% (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). 

Pakistan-Canada Bilateral Trade 

In 2018, Canada was the 21st largest export destination for Pakistani goods and the 20th largest source 

of imports. As the figure below shows, Pakistan-Canada bilateral trade from 2010 to 2018 reflects an 

increase reaching $336.5 million in 2018; however, because imports were $470.4 million, the trade 

deficit was $133.8 million. Although the trade balance peaked in 2013 at $127.6 million, it consistently 

fell after that until it reached $536.8 million in 2016; however, 2017 and 2018 saw a recovery (Hameed, 

2019).  

Figure 2 

Pakistan-Canada Bilateral Trade 2010-2018 

 

 
As per 2020-21figures, however, Canada is the 14th largest export destination of Pakistan and 

the 17th largest source of imports. In FY2020 Pakistan’s total exports to Canada stood at $273.41 

million, however, FY2021 posted an increase in Pakistani exports to Canada totaling $320.52 million. 

As for Canadian imports, they registered an increase from $503.20 million in FY2020 to 629.53 million 

in FY2021 (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The trade of import and export of Pakistan with Canada 

is graphically denoted below. 

Figure 3 

Pakistan-Canada Bilateral Trade 2010-2020 
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Canada’s Share in Pakistan’s Trade 

The graph below shows Canada’s share in Pakistan’s exports and imports. Between 2010 and 2018, 

Canada’s exports to Pakistan were between 0.3-1.6 percent of Pakistan’s imports, which shows that it 

was not a major trade partner. Moreover, Canada’s imports from Pakistan are not as significant as its 

exports to Pakistan. 

Figure 4 

Canada’s Share in Pakistan’s Global Trade 

 

  
As per the latest figures, in 2020 Pakistani exports to Canada were 1.28% while in 2021 

Canada’s share of Pakistani exports was 1.27% despite posting an increase in the export value from 

$273.41 to $320.52 million. The total share of Canadian imports was 1.13% in 2020, which remained 

almost consistent in 2021 at 1.12% despite an increase in imports from $503.20 to 629.53 million 

(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Hence, despite a small increase in share, the implications are the 

same for the past decade or so. Key informants cited lack of innovative practices and policies on part 

of manufacturers and policymakers respectively, for the status quo in this bilateral trade.  

 

Top Export and Import Products and Potential  

As of 2020, Pakistan’s major exports to Canada were rice, textile products, cotton, jewelry, leather 

products, etc. Pakistani imports from Canada included rapeseed, grain, seed, machinery, iron, and steel 
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(UN Comtrade, 2020; PBS, 2020). Out of 25 top commodities that Pakistan exports to Canada, 15 are 

represented by textiles making up 40% of the total exports in 2018. Leather industry is the next highest 

export sector; leather gloves and mittens represented a 24.5% share which shows the demand for this 

in the Canadian market. The import giant from Canada is rapeseed or canola, which accounted for 

45.6% of the total imports in 2018. Pakistan imported canola from various destinations in the world 

worth $399.3 million over half of which came from Canada  ($214.7 million). In 2021, Pakistan’s export 

of canola from Canada increased to $282.9 million (Canada’s top canola markets, 2022). Besides, iron 

and steel products are among top 25 imports; however, their share has declined over the years (Hameed, 

2019). Table 2 below provides an overview of the top commodity trade values between Pakistan and 

Canada over the past ten years.   

Table 2 

Pakistan-Canada Top Commodity Trade  

 

 
Pakistan’s total exports to Canada in 2021 were $320.52 million; however, the actual potential 

for Pakistan-Canada trade is over $2.9 billion. Hameed (2019) identifies 20 commodities for highest 

export potential out of which 12 belong to the textiles sector. Indeed, textiles is Pakistan’s largest 

manufacturing sector that contributes one-fourth of industrial value added and represents over 40% of 

industrial employment. Textile items with highest export potential include a variety of women, men, 

and children’s clothing and toilet, kitchen, and bed linen, among others. Another potential item of 

growth is rice, whose export in 2018 was rather low at $10.1 million; however, it offers an export 

potential of over $289.2 million. Pakistan’s export competitors for Canada in the textiles sector are the 

US and Bangladesh both of whom have signed trade agreements with Canada that provides them tariff 

advantages. Likewise, Canada’s export potential for Pakistan is estimated to be over $6.1 billion as per 

2018, with greatest potential in iron, steel, machinery, motor vehicles, and mechanical appliances. 

Therefore, trade agreements that can mutually benefit both countries are in order (Hameed, 2019). 

Besides, Canada is among the most high-tech agricultural sectors globally and is the fifth-

largest exporter of agricultural products. Both key informant data and literature review suggest that 

trade agreements with a “balanced approach” whereby access to agricultural market is given to Canada 

for selected products e.g., canola, soybeans, chickpeas, and other grains that Pakistan imports and access 

to Pakistan given in rice, fruits and vegetables, sugar and confectionary items, will be mutually 

beneficial for both. Of Pakistan’s total global exports, over 60% come from the textiles industry of 

which apparel and home textile make 40%. On the other hand, Canada is the 13th largest importer of 

textile products with its total import value surpassing $14.4 billion in 2018 and its apparel and textile 

import exceeding $11.0 billion. This makes Canada an attractive market for Pakistan’s textiles exports 

that have consistently posted a positive growth over the last 8 years with the exception of 2019-2020. 

In 2021 again, Pakistan posted a massive increase of 22.93% in textiles exports (Hameed, 2019; 

Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021).  

However, despite this increase, there is a huge potential in textiles exports that is being lost. 

There are several reasons for that. As world trade figures in textiles show, there is a growing demand 



Siddiqa, & Ahsan  

944 
 

for synthetic fibers; however, Pakistani textiles are still cotton based that may eventually lose their 

market. (Hameed, 2019; Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Besides, key informants recommended 

diversifying textile export products to accommodate modern trends in the international market. They 

emphasized the need for manufacturers in Pakistan to account for shifts in the international market. 

However, other interviewees observed that in order to allow Pakistani manufacturers to produce 

commodities as per the international trends, there is a need for frequent international visits to the local 

market. They cited the security situation in Pakistan as being one of the key reasons for this absence, 

which, in turn, has impeded the bourgeoning of our apparel industry over the past several years. Several 

key informants cited the perennial energy crisis in Pakistan as another reason for limited growth. Thus, 

Pakistan must take necessary steps to address these internal issues before working towards a free trade 

agreement.  

 

Cultural and Creative Industries (CCIs) 

Culture has always contributed to development and has figured significantly in various fields of 

development policies including education, healthcare, gender, governability, etc. (Sempere, 2018). 

Given “the increasing economic importance of the cultural, media, and heritage industries, the changing 

balance of the relationship between work and leisure in postindustrial societies, and the regulatory 

challenges posed by an increasingly global media and communications order”, governments are more 

interested in harnessing cultural resources to shape identities and foster development (Bennett, 2001, p. 

3092). Pakistan’s already faltering economic condition has been exacerbated by the Covid-19 

pandemic, necessitating the development of revenue streams that are sustainable.  

Therefore, Pakistan and Canada also need to explore their trade potential in creative goods and 

services, which will not only boost economic growth but also promote cultural understanding. Canada 

represents one of the most developed CCIs globally. In 2015, Canada was the 12th largest creative goods 

exporter among the developed economies with a value of $6.188 million and the 9th largest creative 

goods importer globally with a total value of $14.2 billion. Canada’s highest imports were in the Design 

category followed by Publishing, New Media, and Art Crafts: interior design stood at $2.8 billion, 

fashion accessories at $1.8 billion, jewelry at $1.1 billion, and books at $1.1 billion. In terms of creative 

services, Canada’s highest imports are in the intellectual property use and other business services. 

Comparatively, while Pakistan’s creative economy is nascent, it is nevertheless among the top 10 

exporters of Art Crafts from developing economies with a market share of 0.4% in 2015. Design reflects 

the next largest share of Pakistani exports at just under $800 million, with fashion worth $652 million 

and jewelry $196 million (Kuku et al., 2018). Given Canada’s highest imports in Art Crafts and Design, 

and Pakistan’s highest exports in the two, there is potential for enhancing trade.  

Indeed, Canada ranks 8th among Pakistan’s top creative goods trade partners, with Pakistani 

exports to Canada at $29.23 million, Pakistani imports at $8.06, and trade balance at $21.17 million. 

This shows that there is a niche market for Pakistani creative products in Canada, which can be further 

exploited. However, as key informants repeatedly emphasized, Pakistani missions abroad need to take 

initiatives to promote Pakistani cultural products in Canada to expand the market. Likewise, in creative 

services exports, Pakistan registered a huge increase from $201 in 2010 to $390 million in 2014; of 

these telecommunication, computer, and information services accounted $379 million (Kuku et al., 

2018). Given Canada’s high imports in the latter, Pakistan can be a potential export source. Canada, on 

the other hand, offers a robust audiovisual industry especially in film and animation, which can provide 

opportunities for Pakistani investors. This was further supported by key informant data that outlined the 

potential for Canadian companies to invest in the ICT sector of Pakistan and Pakistani’s audiovisual 

sector to seek collaborative projects in Canada.  

 

Cultural Diplomacy 

One important observation that figured repeatedly in key informant data was Pakistan’s negative image 

among other countries including Canada, which owes to the country’s general business environment, 

political instability, and security situation, thereby deterring investors. One of the most impactful ways 

this can be addressed is through robust cultural diplomacy. Indeed, cultural diplomacy is a central 

component of cultural policy discourse that has historically helped nations assert their influence 

globally. While originally limited to cultural exchange for national interests by diplomats, cultural 

diplomacy has expanded to include cultural exchange of ideas, information, and art to promote mutual 
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understanding; minimize conflicts; and shape global public opinion (Ang et al., 2015, p. 365-6). 

However, the social, developmental, and diplomatic potential of culture requires effective policymaking 

that involves state institutions, diplomatic missions, and civil society. Pakistani mission in Canada needs 

to harness the potential of Pakistani diaspora to promote a positive image of Pakistan through cultural 

initiatives.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Exploring Pakistan-Canada bilateral relations from multiple perspectives, this research has argued that 

there is a huge untapped potential in both the economic and the cultural domains of Pakistan-Canada 

relations that can be exploited for the mutual benefits of both countries. The following section provides 

relevant policy recommendations in light of the major findings.  

1. There have been very few state and official visits between the two countries, which is the first 

step towards promoting political, economic, and cultural ties.  

2. Pakistan and Canada must sign free trade agreements, without which a huge trade potential may 

be lost.  

3. Canada can relax visa and immigration policies for the Pakistani business community to 

promote economic activity.  

4. Pakistani manufacturers in the textiles sector must adopt innovation in design and technology 

and must upgrade their products as per modern trends to compete in the international market. 

Creating strong links between industry and textiles colleges and universities can be productive. 

5. Agricultural institutions in Pakistan can form collaborative partnerships with Canadian 

institutions given the latter’s high-tech agricultural sector. 

6. Pakistani CCI sector must use innovative marketing strategies and deploy new media to 

increase the visibility of Pakistani artists and their work in Canada.  

7. Pakistani film makers can engage in collaborative projects with Canadian counterparts given 

the former’s immense talent and the latter’s robust and immigrant-friendly audiovisual industry. 

8. Diplomatic missions can engage Pakistani diaspora more effectively to promote brand Pakistan 

in Canada which will eventually facilitate cross-cultural engagement and investment.  

9. Missions can establish educational and cultural exchange programs through partnerships 

between Canadian and Pakistani educational and research institutions and thinktanks. 

Scholarship and fellowships may be provided to promote cultural understanding and 

collaborative research. This will not only help improve Pakistan’s image, but also attract 

investment in the long run.  

10. Tourism represents great potential for enhancing people-to-people contacts and project a 

positive image of Pakistan. Pakistan and Canada can host joint cultural fairs (music, dance, 

fashion, food, literature, handicrafts) that will help promote cultural understanding; showcase 

cultural products; and create potential markets. 
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