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Rediscover
North America

Exactly five centuries after Christopher 
Columbus’ famous voyage, the leaders 
of Canada, Mexico, and the United 
States “re-discovered” North America.   

In 1992, they signed the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and dismantled 
trade and investment barriers. This was an 
historic decision for all three countries, but 
especially for Canada and Mexico because the 
fundamental characteristic of North America is 
its asymmetry - the disproportionate power of 
the United States.  

To move forward, Canada and Mexico had to 
overcome nearly two centuries of fear that their 
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stronger neighbor would overwhelm them in a 
free trade area. It was a courageous gamble, and 
all three countries benefited — initially.     

In its first years, NAFTA tripled trade, 
quintupled foreign investment, and promoted 
integration among the U.S., Mexico, and 
Canada. A continental market began to emerge, 
but in 2001, North America peaked. Since then, 
the growth in trade slowed while drug-related 
violence soared, and the region’s share of the 
world product, which had risen from 30 percent 
in 1994 to 36 percent in 2001, declined to 29 
percent in 2009. Why? New border restrictions 
after 9/11 made trade more costly; investment 
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in infrastructure did not occur; and China 
ate our lunch.  But the main reason was 
that the three countries thought small and 
accomplished little while Asia thought big 
and leaped ahead.

The time has come to rediscover North 
America, and the stars might be coming 
into alignment.   Elections in 2012 in 
Mexico and the United States offer both 
countries an opportunity to think beyond 
the urgent to the truly important.   On 
July 1, Mexicans elected Enrique Peña 
Nieto, a young and vigorous former 
governor of the state of Mexico.   He 
already demonstrated unusual courage for 
a politician by spearing the sacred cow of 
Mexico —PEMEX— and pledging to open 
up the energy sector to technology and 
foreign investment.  He has also promised 
fiscal and educational reform and a new 
strategy to reduce drug-related violence.   
Most importantly, he has  talked about the 
need for a North American approach to the 
continent’s problems.   

North America is probably the most 
important issue that has not been debated 
in the U.S. presidential contest.   It is not 
even on the radar screen of U.S. policy-
makers.   President Barack Obama has 
recognized the importance of Mexico and 
Canada, but instead of pursuing a long-
term continental agenda, he has set up 
parallel committees to deal with the same 
issues - like the border and regulatory 
issues.   These committees repeat the 
same goals every few years, but they never 
manage to implement them.   

Will Rogers once said:  “Even if you are on 
the right road, if you sit down, you will be 
run over.”   We sat down, and China ran 
over us.  Mexico and the United States 
have focused on drug cartels; Americans 
have been entangled with the immigration 
issue; and Canada thinks it should exclude 
Mexico in order to gain better results 
from the United States.   The rejection of 
the Keystone Pipleline should have been 
a wake-up call for Canada, but instead of 
looking to Mexico to try to solve that and 
other problems, Canada apparently thinks 
the answer will come in China.  

North America has stagnated because 
the three governments have failed to 
realize that their ability to invigorate their 
economies, defend their environment, 
and secure their people depend on a much 
deeper level of tri-lateral collaboration than 
they have previously contemplated.   The 

three governments should focus on ways 
to create a seamless continental market.   
This means reducing transaction costs and 
eliminating the exorbitant tax called “rules 
of origin” by negotiating a common external 
tariff.   Legitimate commerce could move 
freely across the border, allowing border 
officials to focus on contraband.   The 
three private sectors could concentrate on 
making competitive products together.  

The next step is to instruct the three 
Transportation Ministers to develop a 
North American transportation plan—
like President Franklin Roosevelt did with 
the Pan American Highway.   A North 
American Investment Fund could use the 
money from the common external tariff 
to connect Chiapas to Toronto and reduce 
the development gap that makes a genuine 
partnership so difficult.   

The U.S.-Mexican Chamber of Commerce 
should take the lead and invite the U.S.-
Canadian Chamber to merge and, together, 
approach the new government in Mexico, 
the newly-elected government in the 
United States, and the Harper government 
in Mexico with a comprehensive plan.   The 
heart of the plan is the creation of a seamless 
market, but it should also include a security 
perimeter for all of North America and an 
educational and environmental strategy.   

None of the many proposals that have 
been advanced for the region can be 
achieved without a “North American idea,” 
a paradigm change in the way that the three 
countries relate to each other.   Americans 
and Canadians will not contribute to a North 
American Investment Fund to narrow the 
development gap with Mexico without being 
convinced that Mexico’s growth will benefit 
their countries.  There is little prospect of 
reaching an agreement on labor mobility, 
harmonizing environmental standards, 
forging a transportation plan, or most 
anything that would cost money or disturb 
an interest group unless there is a vision of 
a wider community that would mobilize the 
public to overcome the resistance or inertia.   

The North American idea can inspire the 
three nations to re-discover and energize 
a new North America.   Based on an 
understanding that the key problems 
plaguing each country can by solved only 
by more cooperation, the U.S.-Mexico 
Chamber can start a process that will make 
North America more competitive, secure, 
and comfortable in its diversity.   Let’s start 
now. 
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