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AbstrAct 
Subnational governments have become increasingly relevant actors in North America. This article 

examines international relations between subnational governments and dynamics of governance in 

the region; specifically, the relations of Canadian provinces with their counterparts in the United 

States and Mexico. It suggests that factors such as economic globalization, federalism, and decentral-

ization have triggered increased paradiplomatic activities by subnational units. It also shows that in-

ternational relations between Canadian provinces and subnational units in the United States are 

more significant than those with Mexico and involve mainly issues of sustainable economic develop-

ment, the environment, natural resources, security, culture, education, science, and technology. These 

regional subnational dynamics have been crucial to finding solutions to common global and regional 

problems through subnational avenues and to advancing new forms of multilateral cooperation.
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resumen

Los gobiernos subnacionales se han convertido en actores cada vez más relevantes en Norteamérica. 

Este artículo examina las relaciones internacionales entre los gobiernos subnacionales y las dinámicas 

de gobernanza en la región; específicamente, las relaciones de las provincias canadienses con sus 

contrapartes en Estados Unidos y México. Se sugiere que el aumento en las actividades de paradiplo-

macia realizadas por las unidades subnacionales ha sido estimulado por factores como la globalización 

económica, el federalismo y la descentralización. Además, se demuestra que las relaciones internacio-

nales entre las provincias canadienses y las unidades subnacionales en Estados Unidos son más sig-

nificativas, y están vinculadas principalmente con temas como el desarrollo económico, el medio 

ambiente, los recursos naturales, el desarrollo sustentable, la seguridad, la cultura, así como la educa-

ción, la ciencia y la tecnología. Estas dinámicas subnacionales regionales han sido cruciales para 

encontrar soluciones a problemas en común mediante vías subnacionales y avanzar en nuevas formas 

de cooperación multilateral.
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IntroductIon

Subnational states have emerged as some of the most relevant actors of the twenty-
first century in both the national and international arenas. Economic globalization 
and political democratization have generated unprecedented challenges, the solu-
tions to which in many cases go beyond the national state’s capacities. This has created 
new spaces of power and decision-making leading to global governance. In this con-
text, sovereign states have been unable to solve major global problems, which are now 
finding avenues of solution at the supranational, regional, and sub-national levels.

Two major trends in international relations have emerged over the last two de-
cades. The first, outward, has promoted integration among countries, creating regional 
and supranational blocs. Economic globalization has taken place through free-trade 
agreements and financial flows, as well as other forms of political cooperation 
among countries, which, in turn, form regions. The second trend, inward, has gener-
ated increased decentralization of federal governments, providing greater authority 
to non-central governments. Increasingly autonomous subnational governments 
participate more both within the national and international spheres, as demonstrat-
ed by their policy-making ability, mainly as a result of decentralization processes in 
countries with federal systems. These two trends are clear in North America. Subna-
tional governments have become increasingly relevant owing to a series of develop-
ments, such as federalism, decentralization, and economic globalization, resulting in 
free-trade regions and the fragmentation of the central state’s power. Against this 
background, subnational governments have created transnational political coopera-
tion power-centers, generating spaces of governance in the region.

Several scholars have examined Canadian provinces’ international relations us-
ing diverse approaches; for instance, exploring their international activities and foreign 
trade (Kukucha, 2008), their role in implementing international treaties (Paquin, 2010), 
and the specific motivations underlying Quebec’s international relations (Balthazar, 
1999). In the case of the United States, subnational governments’ international role has 
been examined considering the importance of their international activities (Hocking, 
1993; Fry, 2004; McMillan, 2012). Mexican states have also increased their international 
relations since the 1990s and these have been studied by several scholars (Schiavon, 
2004; 2014; Velázquez, Fry, and Stéphane, eds., 2014). However, no one has proposed 
a regional, comparative perspective, considering the international relations among 
the subnational units of Canada, the United States, and Mexico.

This article deals with the following questions: What factors account for the emer-
gence and development of international relations between Canadian provinces and 
their counterparts in the United States and Mexico? What kinds of cooperation have 
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evolved in relations between Canadian provinces and subnational governments in 
the U.S. and Mexico? How relevant are these relations in regional governance?

I will examine here the international relations between subnational states in 
North America, specifically relations between the Canadian provinces and subnation-
al states of the United States and Mexico, as well as the role those relations play in 
the region’s commercial, political, and social governance dynamics. These regional 
subnational dynamics have been crucial to finding new solutions to common global 
and regional problems through subnational avenues and to advancing new forms of 
multilateral cooperation in key areas.

The hypothesis outlined here assumes that Canadian provinces’ international 
activities have increased within North America mainly as a result of the economic 
and commercial integration propelled by the Canada-United States Free Trade Agree-
ment (cusfta), signed in 1988, and the North American Free Trade Agreement (nafta), 
which came into force on January 1, 1994. Similarly, it considers that federalism and 
decentralization have facilitated the development of subnational governments’ in-
ternational relations. Owing to these developments, Canadian provinces, as well as 
subnational states in the United States and Mexico, have gained greater autonomy 
to formulate their policies and conduct international activities.

The article is divided into two main sections. The first examines the conditions 
under which subnational governments have acquired international relevance in 
North America in order to identify their characteristics, dynamics, and the most im-
portant actors in regional governance. This section examines the increasing deterio-
ration of the central state’s power and the expansion of new centers of power or 
authority. The second section focuses on the definition and characteristics of paradi-
plomacy in North America; then, it assesses several cases of trans-border relations 
between subnational governments in the nafta region and, subsequently, the expan-
sion of Canadian provinces’ paradiplomacy. Finally, it explores the international re-
lations between Canadian provinces and Mexican states, which cover diverse areas 
of cooperation.

the emergence oF PArAdIPlomAcy In north AmerIcA

 
A group of factors can help explain the increasing role of subnational governments 
in the international sphere. First, federalism and decentralization have played an 
important role because in some federal countries with levels of decentralization, 
subnational governments have extensive constitutional capacities for designing and 
implementing policies, enabling them to be involved in international activities. Second, 
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one consequence of economic globalization has been a fragmentation of the state, 
leading to a new form of governance. In this context, subnational governments have 
gained more leverage and power, becoming some of the most important actors in 
the international system. Considering these developments, we can more accurately 
assess the international activities of subnational units, also known as paradiplomacy.

According to Kuznetsov (2014), paradiplomacy refers to the participation or in-
volvement of the constituent units (regions) of national states in international affairs; 
for example, the provinces in Canada, the U.S. states, autonomous communities in 
Spain, the Länder in Germany, and the oblasts and constituent republics in Russia. 
Regional governments conduct various international affairs: “They open trade and 
cultural missions abroad, sign treaties and agreements with foreign state and non-
state actors; they participate in international networks of regional cooperation, and 
they sometimes even challenge the official foreign policy of their central govern-
ments through their statements or actions” (Kuznetsov, 2014: 3).

FederAlIsm And decentrAlIzAtIon

It is relevant to examine the characteristics of federalism, since in several countries 
with federal systems, subnational governments have an extensive capacity to for-
mulate policies in various areas, including international activities. The three nafta 
countries have federal systems; however, each has different levels of decentralization. 
Fry underlines that “Canada has the most decentralized system, with the 10 provin-
cial governments exercising more policy-making latitude than either the 50 U.S. 
state governments or the 32 Mexican state governments” (2004: 4). Indeed, Canada 
can be regarded as one of the most decentralized countries in the world (Hague and 
Harrop, 2004: 232). In contrast, in the case of Mexico a centralist trend has dominat-
ed political life. The emergence and development of federalism differs in each coun-
try. For example, United States and Canada emerged as countries with states and 
provinces, respectively, which enjoyed certain autonomy with respect to the central 
government; whereas, in the case of Mexico, federalism was created by a central-
ist government.1 Canada’s federalism is multicultural, multinational, and bilingual 
(Burgess, 2006: 120); the federal government recognizes Canada’s diversity, which 
explains the provinces’ high level of decentralization and autonomy.

Decentralized governance, according to the United Nations Development Pro-
gram (undp), when carefully planned, effectively implemented, and adequately man-
aged, can lead to a notable improvement in the well-being of citizens at the local 

1 For more about the characteristics of federalism in Mexico, see Curzio (2000).
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level, and its cumulative effect can strengthen human development. However, de-
centralized governance is neither a panacea nor a quick fix (undp, 2004: 2). This inter-
national organization also states that the key to decentralized governance favorable 
to human development is to assure that the demands and voices of the poor, espe-
cially women, contribute to its design, execution, and monitoring. In the same way, 
Fry (2011) argues that subnational governments are more receptive to their citizens’ 
needs and more adapted to their problems and that transferring responsibilities to 
lower levels of government can therefore contribute to more effective and efficient 
policy-making.

In Canada, provinces manage the central government’s health, education, and 
welfare systems; they also set labor policies, among others. In 2011, around 47 percent 
of Canada’s public expenditures were made on the provincial level, the highest per-
centage at this level among countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (oecd), while local governments managed 20 percent and the fed-
eral government, 28 percent (oecd, 2015). These capacities of the provinces allow 
them to design the implementation of international treaties that affect the areas under 
their jurisdiction (Paquin, 2010). In the same way, the high levels of public spending 
controlled by the provinces enable them to conduct international activities.

In the United States, subnational states also have significant leverage in certain 
areas of policy-making. Indeed, the country’s historic evolution demonstrates that 
federalism has solved the problems of order, uncertainty, and economic decline; it 
also shows that it is functional to have a strong central federal government and at 
the same time allow the subnational states to preserve their autonomy (Márquez-
Padilla, 2014: 131-133). John Kincaid  sustains that subnational states of the U.S. have 
“limited international competence derived from their 1) constitutional authority to 
engage the international arena in limited ways as states but not as nation-states; 
2) political freedom to pursue state-local interests internationally; and 3) govern-
mental capacity to act independently in the international arena” (1999: 111).  This 
author underlines that these competencies increased over the last decades of the 
twentieth century as subnational states have sought to promote exports and attract 
foreign investment.

In the case of Mexico, according to a 2013 oecd report, by 2009 both state and 
municipal governments in this country controlled about 38 percent of total public 
spending, while the federal government concentrated just over 60 percent. In fact, the 
proportion of public expenditure controlled by subnational governments has increased 
in recent decades. For example, in 1990, subnational states and municipalities alto-
gether accounted for 10 percent of public spending in Mexico: this percentage had 
reached almost 40 percent by 2009. According to this study, increased subnational 



92 (DOI: http://dx.doi.org /10.20999//nam.2017.b004)

RobeRto Zepeda MaRtíneZ

noRteaMéRica

government spending coincided with higher federal transfers for specific purposes 
(contributions). Decentralization in Mexico has been especially outstanding in social 
spending, particularly in education, health, and poverty alleviation (oecd, 2013).

However, political decentralization processes do not necessarily lead to more 
efficient policies and governance –especially in those countries that have not become 
consolidated democracies, where authoritarian practices persist, especially at the 
subnational level. For example, in the case of Mexico, the decentralization of police 
forces started in the early 1990s, but it has not generated more security in some sub-
national states where violence has proliferated. Similarly, the educational system has 
not improved with its decentralization, begun in the late 1980s, especially at the pri-
mary and secondary levels.

globAlIzAtIon, governAnce, And FrAgmentAtIon oF the stAte

According to Pierre (2013), the impact of globalization has been stronger on subna-
tional economies and institutions, coinciding with significant domestic institutional 
change. During the 1980s and 1990s, economic policies prioritized neoliberal goals 
such as deregulation and reduction of the public sector. This left cities and regions 
less protected from international economic and political pressures. The combined 
effect of neoliberal policies and the reduction of subsidies from central to subnational 
governments forced many cities and regions to explore other sources of income and 
economic development, including international networks. Thus, globalization has 
generated processes such as subnational internationalization and the emergence of 
regional or transnational governance agreements.

Subnational governments have emerged as relevant international actors during 
the era of globalization. They have increasingly gained leverage in decision-making 
about the international agenda, participating in various transnational organizations 
with their counterparts abroad, leading to global and regional governance.

Governance is a process or a set of processes comprised mainly of markets, hier-
archies, and networks, and is represented by a blurry distinction between the state and 
society –private organizations and institutions work jointly with public institutions– 
and the participation of a number of levels and layers (local, provincial, national, re-
gional, and global); the processes through which international affairs are coordinated 
are increasingly identified as “global governance” (Heywood, 2010: 25). Governance 
has been defined as “the sum of regulations brought about by actors, processes as 
well as structures and justified with reference to a public problem” (Zürn, Wälti, and 
Enderlein, 2010: 6). Similarly, “governance encompasses the actors and processes 
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that make up a collective course of action, including the political negotiations, coali-
tion building, lobbying, persuasion, and threats that accompany the policymaking 
and implementation process” (Zürn, Wälti, and Enderlein, 2010: 6). Multi-level gov-
ernance involves a group of actors with important input to the policy-making process; 
one of them is subnational governments. In this context, the subnational levels are 
“polycentric” governance arrangements or “functional overlapping and competing 
jurisdictions” that play an important role within a multi-level context (Zürn, Wälti, 
and Enderlein, 2010: 7). 

Some authors have observed that national governments are increasingly con-
strained by a system of multilevel governance –local, national, regional, and global– 
which can barely be controlled, or at least, monitored. For example, Rosenau argues 
that global problems are addressed through a bifurcated system, in which there are 
two universes of world politics: the first is “an interstate system of states and their 
national governments that has long dominated the course of events”; the second is 
“a multicentric system of diverse types of other collectivities that has lately emerged 
as a rival source of authority with actors that sometimes cooperate with, often com-
pete with, and endlessly interact with the state-centric system” (Rosenau, 2003: 225).

According to Scholte, governance comprises “suprastate (regional and trans-
world) regimes that operate with some autonomy from the state.” Furthermore, 
“many substate (municipal and provincial) governments today engage directly with 
spheres beyond their state” (2005: 186). In other words, governance in a globalized 
world has become distinctly multi-layered and intertwined. Regulation occurs at –and 
through interconnections among– municipal, provincial, national, regional, and global 
sites. In this context, no level prevails over the others, as was the case in the past with 
central state supremacy over the substate spheres. Accordingly, society in the con-
temporary globalized world is regulated in a “polycentric way,” in which “governance 
tends to be diffuse, emanating from multiple locales at once, with points and lines of 
authority that are not always clear” (Scholte, 2005: 186). 

The nation-state has deteriorated or fragmented worldwide in a decentralizing 
trend that gives more leverage to subnational governments to operate in both the 
national and international arenas. The sources of authority in the multi-centric world, 
identified by Rosenau, include the subnational governments, among many other ac-
tors, which become centers of power and authority in different ways. Thus, increas-
ing activity of subnational actors in the international sphere has taken place mainly 
because of the restructuring of the nation-state within a context of economic global-
ization and political democratization.

As described below, North America is regarded as a polycentric region because 
governance is generated by several levels of government but also by diverse centers 
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of power (local, subnational, national, and supranational), as well as by a variety of 
actors. As mentioned above, nafta gathered Mexico, the United States, and Canada 
into a common free-trade area in 1994.

Economic integration has advanced during the nafta period. It is pertinent to 
underline that Canada’s largest trade partner is the United States. Around three-
quarters of Canadian exports go to the U.S., and two-thirds of Canadian imports 
come from there. Ontario is the Canadian province most dependent on the U.S. mar-
ket, as approximately 90 percent of its exports go there. It is followed by Alberta, 
New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Quebec, all with more than 80 percent 
of their exports going to the United States (Lecours, 2009). Alberta has been a promi-
nent province in Canada-U.S. trade, since it is linked to priority issues on the U.S. 
agenda such as energy and oil.

Around 80 percent of Mexico’s exports go to the United States, while approxi-
mately 50 percent of its imports come from there. Furthermore, “40 cents out of every 
dollar of goods exported by Mexico to the United States is Made in the USA. For Cana-
dian exports to the United States, 25 percent of goods’ added value originated in the 
United States” (Goujon, 2017). Since nafta was enacted, Mexico’s exports to the U.S. 
and Canada have grown more than five-fold from US$53 billion to US$319 billion in 
2015 (Wharton, 2016). In contrast, trade between Mexico and Canada is less significant.

At the same time, every nafta member has democratic and political systems as 
well as federal governments and, to a greater or lesser extent, a certain degree of au-
tonomy for subnational governments. This autonomy enables them to perform vari-
ous activities and establish relations with their counterparts throughout the region.

In this political and economic context, subnational governments have emerged 
as one of the more relevant actors in regional governance, manifested in diverse 
forms of transnational cooperation. The following sections examine the role of sub-
national governments in North America as international actors.

PArAdIPlomAcy In north AmerIcA

As mentioned above, subnational governments’ power and leverage have increased 
amidst the decentralization and the fragmentation of the state, which has created new 
forms of regional governance. It is precisely in these conditions that subnational 
governments have increased their international activities or paradiplomacy.

Ivo Duchacek (1990), one of the first scholars to use the term, identifies three dif-
ferent forms of paradiplomacy: transborder regional paradiplomacy, transregional 
(or macroregional) paradiplomacy, and global paradiplomacy. Firstly, “transborder 
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regional paradiplomacy refers to transborder contacts –institutional, formal, and, 
above all, informal–, which are predominantly conditioned by geographic proximity 
and the resulting similarity in the nature of common problems and their possible 
solutions.” Secondly, “transregional paradiplomacy refers to the connections and 
negotiations between non-central governments that are not neighbors (in contrast to 
transborder regional paradiplomacy) but whose national governments are.” Finally, 
“global paradiplomacy consists of political-functional contacts with distant nations 
that bring non-central governments into contact not only with trade, industrial, or 
cultural centers on other continents but also with the various branches or agencies of 
foreign national governments” (Duchacek, 1990: 18-27).2

With regard to Canada, Vengroff and Rich contend that increased paradiplo-
macy is the result of diverse key factors, such as “increasing globalization, interna-
tional (including continental) trade agreements, the on-going impact of federalism, 
nationalism, decentralization, existing (but somewhat ambiguous) constitutional pro-
visions, and the expansion of international activity into spheres heretofore reserved 
for sub-national units” (2006: 106-107). Paradiplomacy has created important avenues 
of solution for the most serious and difficult global problems of the early twenty-
first century, which traditional diplomatic activities, conducted by national govern-
ments, have been unsuccessful at resolving. This is the case in North America, where 
the relationships between these countries’ subnational governments have in some cas-
es become institutionalized, creating forums and conferences that become perma-
nent transnational spaces for cooperation. The following sections analyze various 
instances of transnational cooperation between bordering states of the region and 
examine the global issues that paradiplomatic avenues are focusing on in the region.

trAns-border relAtIons between 
subnAtIonAl governments In the nAFtA regIon

In a political context characterized by decentralized federal systems, nafta has con-
tributed to strengthening political and institutional links among Canada’s 10 prov-
inces, Mexico’s 32 states, and the United States’ 50 states. Several cross-border bodies 
have been created to facilitate greater regional cooperation between subnational 
governments.

2  Duchacek also refers to protodiplomacy “to describe those initiatives and activities of a non-central govern-
ment abroad that graft a more or less separatist message on to its economic, social, and cultural links with 
foreign nations.” In this context, “the regional/provincial parent authority uses its trade/cultural missions 
abroad to prepare the international ground for a future secession and recognition of a new sovereign unit” 
(Duchacek, 1990: 27), as is the case of Quebec in Canada.
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Several border states in North America facing common challenges have consti-
tuted forums and permanent working groups; for example, four south-western U.S. 
states (California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas) and the six northern Mexican 
states (Baja California, Sonora, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Tamaulipas, and Nuevo León) 
have met periodically to create and sign cooperation agreements on such diverse 
topics as economic development, commercial ports, education, and health and secu-
rity, among others. These meetings are known as the Border Governors’ Conference. 
The first conference convened in Cd. Juárez, Chihuahua, Mexico, in 1980 and began 
the formal process of opening lines of communication among the 10 U.S. and Mexi-
can border states. The conference is held each year, alternating locations between the 
United States and Mexico (Arizona Government, 2016). Apart from the Border Gov-
ernors’ Conference, other examples of relations between subnational governments 
in the United States and Mexico include the Arizona-Mexico Commission, the Bor-
der Legislative Conference, the Chihuahua-New Mexico Border Commission, and 
the Commission of the Californias (McMillan, 2012).

Similarly, several spaces exist in which relations between subnational govern-
ments in the United States, Canada, and Mexico have become institutionalized. 
Samuel McMillan observes that economic globalization led to the creation of cross-
border organizations in U.S. states that border on Canada or Mexico, “drawing them 
into issues involving trade, border security, immigration, and environmental con-
cerns” (2012: 78). These cross-border organizations include the Conference of New 
England Governors and Eastern Canadian Premiers, the Council of Great Lakes 
Governors (cglg), the Idaho-Alberta Task Force, the Montana-Alberta Bilateral Ad-
visory Council, the Pacific Northwest Economic Region, and the Western Canadian 
Premiers and Western Governors Association (McMillan, 2012). These and other 
similar regional organizations are described in the next section.

The Conference of Great Lakes and
St. Lawrence Governors and Premiers (cglslgP)

This conference was founded in 1983 and is comprised of the following members: 
the states of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 
and Wisconsin in the United States, and the provinces of Ontario and Quebec in 
Canada. Through the conference, governors and premiers work together to promote 
economic growth in the region, estimated at US$5 billion, but also to protect the 
world’s largest fresh-water system (cglslgp, 2016).3 The conference is the result of 

3  For more specific information about this organization, see http//:www.cglslgp.org.
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over 30 years’ work by the Council of the Great Lakes to encourage and facilitate 
environmentally responsible economic development.

The Conference of New England Governors 
And Eastern Canadian Premiers (neg/ecP) 

This conference covers a significant part of the transnational activity in the region. 
One of the most enduring trans-border, regional mechanisms, it was established in 
1976 and has paid especial attention to issues such as sustainable development and 
the environment. Similarly, the member states have formulated a series of actions to 
reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.4 The founding members are 
11 subnational governments: 5 provinces in Canada (New Brunswick, Newfound-
land and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Quebec) and 6 states 
in the United States (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode 
Island, and Vermont).

The Southeastern US-Canadian Provinces Alliance (seus-cP)

This strategic alliance between the southeastern U.S. states and Canada’s provinces 
was established in 2007 in Montreal, Quebec, to promote trade and investment op-
portunities between and among its members. U.S. member states include Alabama, 
Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee; whereas Ca-
nadian members are the provinces of Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Ontario, Prince Edward Island, and Quebec. This alli-
ance holds an annual conference headed by the governors of each state, and the Ca-
nadian premiers or their representatives (business and industrial leaders). It enables 
the leaders of southeastern U.S. states and Canadian provinces to negotiate with a 
network of leaders from both the public and private sectors. The most relevant is-
sues addressed are new communications technologies, advanced manufacturing, 
and clean technology (seus-cp, 2016).

4  For more details about this conference, see Healy, Van Nunatten, and López-Vallejo (2014). 
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Council of State Governments-Eastern Regional Conference (csg/erc)

The purpose of the Council of State Governments-Eastern Regional Conference (csg-
erc) is to facilitate the exchange of ideas among policymakers, business leaders, and 
the academic community of the 18 member states. These subnational governments 
include the 11 northeastern U.S. states, from Maine to Maryland, Puerto Rico, and 
the Virgin Islands; and Canada’s provinces of Quebec, New Brunswick, Ontario, 
Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island. The conference headquarters has been lo-
cated in New York City since 1937. For more than 70 years, its members have con-
centrated on training public officials regarding the problems and challenges facing 
the region. By facilitating cooperation among its members, this forum promotes 
multi-state or regional solutions to common problems. Similarly, it conducts re-
search and policy analysis; holds seminars and conferences; and periodically pub-
lishes newsletters related to various topics such as agriculture, energy/environment, 
health, transportation and regional trends.

The Pacific NorthWest Economic Region (Pnwer)

Founded in 1991, the Pacific NorthWest Economic Region (pnWer) is a public-pri-
vate, non-profit organization whose members are the U.S. states of Alaska, Idaho, 
Oregon, Montana, and Washington, and the Canadian provinces of British Colum-
bia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan, plus the Yukon and Northwest Territories. Its mission 
is to increase the economic well-being and quality of life of the region’s citizens, while 
maintaining and improving the environment. Among its goals are to coordinate pro-
vincial and state policies throughout the region; identify and promote “models of 
success”; promote greater regional collaboration; enhance the region’s competitiveness 
in both domestic and international markets; leverage regional influence in Ottawa 
and Washington, D.C.; and achieve continued economic growth while preserving 
the region’s natural resources (pnWer, 2016). This organization was born out of the 
original vision of establishing a collaborative body in the region to face the common 
problems and promote the interests of the Canadian provinces and U.S. states.

Summit of North American Governors and Premiers

In late October 2015, Canadian premiers met with the governors of the United States 
and Mexico at the very first Summit of North American Governors and Premiers in 



99

ParadiPlomacy in north america

essays

Colorado. This summit boasted the participation of a total of seven U.S. governors, 
six Mexican governors, and two Canadian premiers. The aim was to promote cross-
border dialogue and seek joint opportunities in the economy, politics, energy, sus-
tainable development, and the environment. The six Mexican governors who 
attended the summit were from the states of Hidalgo, Jalisco, Puebla, Quintana Roo, 
Yucatán, and México and came as representatives of Mexico’s National Conference 
of Governors (Conago). The U.S. governors of Colorado, Utah, Michigan, South Da-
kota, New Mexico, the Virgin Islands, and Illinois participated in the summit as 
members of the National Governors Association (nga); and the Canadian premiers 
of the Yukon and New Brunswick participated as representatives of the Council of 
the Federation (cof) (nga, 2015). It was a cooperative meeting of the three national 
associations that brought together subnational authorities of the three North Ameri-
can countries.

Considering all of the above, the involvement of subnational governments at 
the international level in North America is significant and diverse. I have detected 
the three forms of paradiplomacy identified by Duchacek (1990). We can say that 
subnational relations are not only limited to bordering states (transborder regional 
paradiplomacy), but that cooperation organizations and forums between distant 
subnational states in neighboring countries have also been created (regional paradi-
plomacy). Cases of international relations between subnational states of distant 
countries also exist (global paradiplomacy). Recently, the number of international 
offices of Canadian provinces in Asia has increased, especially in China. Neverthe-
less, it is evident that transborder regional paradiplomacy predominates in the case 
of Canadian provinces and U.S. states.

dImensIons oF cAnAdIAn ProvInces’ PArAdIPlomAcy 

Canadian provinces have developed transnational relations with their counterparts 
in the United States to solve common problems and manage resources, as well as to 
promote economic exchanges and attract investment. In other regions of the world, 
similar dynamics are taking place. Fry (2011) underlines that the Flanders region 
(Belgium), Catalonia and the Basque Country (Spain), and Quebec (Canada) have 
the most active foreign relations programs in terms of money spent and personnel 
devoted to international activities. The Canadian province with the most extensive 
international relations is Quebec, followed by Alberta, Ontario, and British Colum-
bia. According to Lecours, Canada’s provinces’ motivation for international activity 
“is primarily functional,” as “it serves to further economic interests through the 
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facilitation of exports and the attraction of foreign investment as well as to share in-
formation, and sometimes coordinate policy, with neighboring U.S. states” (2009: 127). 
Similarly, some Canadian cities such as Montreal (Quebec), Vancouver (British Co-
lumbia) and Toronto (Ontario) “have also developed an international dimension” 
(Lecours, 2009: 127).

In Canada, provincial governments are free to act internationally within their 
areas of jurisdiction, laid out in the Canadian Constitution. The federal government 
is expected to consult the provinces before signing an international treaty that affect 
provinces in their areas of jurisdiction (Fry, 2011).

Vengroff and Rich point out that “Quebec has been the most active province 
when it comes to paradiplomatic activity” (2006: 119). They highlight the dimension 
of Quebec’s paradiplomacy: “It has a fully staffed ministry solely dedicated to inter-
national relations. Since 1964, Quebec has signed more than 550 international agree-
ments, of which more than 300 are still in effect, with 79 different countries.” The same 
authors also remark that this province has a considerable presence overseas, with a 
network of 28 separate offices abroad in 17 countries, including the United States, 
Latin America, Europe, and Asia (2006: 119). Furthermore, Quebec has created its 
own Ministry of International Relations with more than 550 personnel and an annual 
budget exceeding US$100 million (Fry, 2011).

While most paradiplomatic activities of Canadian provinces are directed at the 
United States, their focus differs notably according to the provinces’ economic, so-
cial, and geographic characteristics. Thus, British Columbia’s activities have concen-
trated on issues such as forestry and salmon, Alberta has focused on oil and cattle. 
These differences reflect each province’s economic strengths. In terms of regional 
cooperation, British Columbia has directed important paradiplomatic efforts to forg-
ing links with its neighboring states of the U.S. Pacific Northwest; and the Atlantic 
provinces have directed most of their efforts to developing relations with the nearby 
states of New England in the United States (Petter, 2006). Considering all this, eco-
nomic interest is one of the main factors explaining the expansion of Canadian prov-
inces’ international relations in recent decades.

During this era of economic globalization, characterized by an increasing inter-
connection between countries, many subnational governments under federal sys-
tems have decided to be more dynamic in international relations. “Think globally 
and act locally” has become predominant “in an era of globalization as local and re-
gional levels of government attempt to implement policies that will assist their local 
constituents to take advantage of the positive features of globalization while miti-
gating the negative effects” (Fry, 2004: 9).
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InternAtIonAl relAtIons between 
cAnAdIAn ProvInces And mexIcAn stAtes

International activities of subnational states in Mexico have expanded over the last 
two decades or so in various areas, such as the economy and trade, and also in the po -
litical realm. Several subnational governments in Mexico have an office or, in some 
cases, a ministry, assigned to managing international relations, and several states have 
representative offices in the United States, in regions with important immigrant 
populations originating from their jurisdictions (Parks, 2012).

Mexico’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (sre) has labeled the external actions and the 
increasing participation of sub-states and municipalities in international affairs as 
“federative diplomacy,” “paradiplomacy,” and “local diplomacy” (sre, 2014a). According 
to the sre, this kind of diplomacy is an effective tool for inserting local governments and 
their communities into the globalization processes and economic integration taking place 
in the international sphere. The subnational states face challenges that require great-
er competitiveness and efficiency, such as attracting foreign investment, promoting 
their interests abroad, participating in international cooperation projects, and estab-
lishing ongoing connections with their migrant communities abroad (sre, 2014a).

Mexican subnational states have increased their international activities since 
the early 1990s, due mainly to the economic globalization started in the 1980s and 
the political democratization achieved in 2000. According to Schiavon (2004), Mexi-
can states’ international activities have taken place in at least six ways: 1) establish-
ing representative offices by the subnational states in other countries’ capitals or 
cities; 2) organizing highly advertised journeys of state governors to other countries; 
3) sending missions of local officials abroad; 4) hosting international trade fairs for 
local products; 5) deepening relations between subnational states at the regional 
level (specifically between border states); and 6) local officials participating in meet-
ings of international organizations.

Mexican subnational governments and Canadian provinces signed 23 mutual 
cooperation agreements between 1998 and 2009 (Parks, 2012). The areas covered in-
cluded trade, agriculture, forestry, and the environment. Moreover, the number of 
agreements between Mexican states and Canadian provinces has significantly in-
creased since 2006, mainly between a small number of non-central governments 
(Quebec, Alberta, Ontario, Manitoba, and British Columbia) and the Mexican states 
of Nuevo León, Jalisco, Campeche, Mexico City, and Veracruz (Parks, 2012).

By 2016, specific cooperation agreements between Mexican states and Canadian 
provinces had increased to 25 (sre, 2016). Most of these were signed by Jalisco and 
Manitoba; Jalisco and Alberta; Jalisco and Quebec; Nuevo León and British Columbia; 
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Nuevo León and Quebec; Nuevo León and Quebec-Americas Office for Youth; 
Campeche and Nova Scotia; Guanajuato and Quebec; and Mexico City and the 
International Centre for Research and Development Canada. The main areas of co-
operation were health, education, science and technology, training, sports, environ-
ment, pollution, the economy, industry, trade, tourism, culture, technology, and 
agriculture, among others. The Mexican states that signed the most agreements with 
Canadian provinces were Jalisco and Nuevo León, while the most active Canadian 
provinces in this regard were Alberta and Quebec.

Some Mexican states have international relations offices. Jalisco is the state with 
the highest level of international activities. It has established twinning agreements 
with 11 states and provinces in six countries. These agreements cover various topics, 
including education, health, tourism, culture, commerce, and environmental protec-
tion, as well as science and technology, among others. Jalisco established these agree-
ments with Alberta and Manitoba in Canada; and with Wisconsin, Maryland, 
Missouri, Idaho, and Washington in the United States. The majority of agreements 
reached with U.S. states concerned migrants’ needs. The accord with Alberta included 
a temporary worker program promoting safe, legal, well-structured migration (Go-
bierno de Jalisco, 2013).

Furthermore, Jalisco has established international agreements of specific coop-
eration in different areas with two subnational states and two countries. It signed 
specific cooperation agreement with Quebec in 2009 regarding such diverse themes 
as education, cultural industries, animation, economics, tourism, and information 
technology (Gobierno de Jalisco, 2013). In the educational field, Jalisco has an im-
pressive list of international cooperation accords, including more than 170 agree-
ments with partners in over 30 countries.

For its part, the Mexico City government has recently established the Interna-
tional Affairs Office (cgai), responsible for managing the process of internationaliz-
ing Mexico City. It has implemented several programs to promote trade, tourism, 
and cultural exchange to advance Mexico City’s attractiveness internationally and to 
strengthen ties of friendship and cooperation with cities and countries across the 
hemisphere and the world. The case of Mexico City is important because it is not 
only the capital of the country but also the social and economic center of a metro-
politan area of more than 20 million people. The cgai is responsible for directing and 
coordinating official efforts to position Mexico City as a global actor, one that ad-
dresses strategic issues for the city through dialogue and international cooperation, 
while achieving its objectives for growth and development (cgai, 2015). Mexico City 
has signed specific international cooperation agreements with Quebec in Canada 
but also with other subnational entities in the U.S. (Chicago and Los Angeles).
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Nuevo León is another important subnational state in Mexico in terms of interna-
tional activities. It has forged international relations through twinning and coopera-
tion agreements with several countries, subnational governments, and international 
organizations. In North America, Nuevo León has established agreements with Brit-
ish Columbia and Quebec in Canada and with Texas in the United States. The areas 
covered by these agreements are diverse: with British Columbia, technology and for-
estry; in Quebec, education, culture, and the economy; and with Texas, education.

As shown, several subnational states have increased their international activi-
ties in order to promote their interests abroad, mainly trade and attracting foreign 
investment but also exchanges in areas such as the environment and sustainable de-
velopment, as well as education, science, and technology, among others. The specific 
forms of cooperation range from twinning agreements to more specific collaboration 
and the establishment of representative offices abroad, to mention but a few. These 
international activities undertaken by subnational governments are crucial, as many 
local problems are being tackled in these transnational spaces of collaboration be-
tween subnational actors from different countries.

conclusIons

Increasing economic integration in North America has facilitated other forms of inte-
gration through the actions undertaken by subnational governments. This has occurred 
due to the fragmentation of the central state’s power, which has led to the emergence 
of various sources of authority both at the national and international levels.

This article has examined subnational governments’ international relations, es-
pecially within the North American region. It has found that the levels of interaction 
between Canadian provinces and U.S. states are very significant, as can be seen in 
the various forms of cooperation examined here. Relations between Canadian prov-
inces and Mexican states are less significant, as they are limited to a small number of 
cooperation agreements. This can be explained by the high levels of decentralization 
in both Canada and the United States, where subnational governments have more 
capacity to formulate policies and control public spending, especially in Canada. 
Therefore, federalism and centralization proved to be more relevant factors account-
ing for the development of paradiplomacy in the region. This is confirmed by the 
high levels of international activities of Canadian provinces with their counterparts 
in the United States.

The participation of subnational governments contributes to the governance of 
the region through spaces of transnational cooperation with other subnational units, 
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which in most cases become institutional forums. These forums have brought to-
gether several Canadian provinces and U.S. states to coordinate endeavors to address 
common challenges in different areas, such as the environment, natural resources, 
sustainable development, security, culture, as well as education, science, and tech-
nology. Most of these agreements and policies are circumscribed to the jurisdictional 
areas of subnational governments, but at the same time, they reveal a certain degree 
of autonomy with regard to the central government.

Accordingly, subnational governments contribute significantly to North Ameri-
ca’s governance through the formulation of regional policies to address the common 
regional challenges mentioned above. In this way, subnational governments are in-
creasingly important actors in the region’s governance, mainly through their inter-
national relations with their counterparts as well as other international actors.

As has been shown, paradiplomatic activities are highly diverse and have dif-
ferent motivations, making it difficult to encapsulate such activities within the single 
concept of paradiplomacy, particularly considering the characteristics and aims of 
the subnational actors. In further studies, it will be necessary to distinguish the dif-
ferent kinds of paradiplomacy.
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