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Officials Warned Canada’s Pro-Israel Voting Record Not
Based on ‘Merit': Report
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In the lead up to a key 2019 United Nations vote, Canadian government officials argued that
Canada’s pro-Israel voting record is not based on “specific merits” and that maintaining this
approach would harm Canada’s reputation on the world stage, according to a new report
published this week by the advocacy group Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle
East (CJPME).

The CJPME report is based on Canadian government correspondence, obtained through
access to information requests, in the years leading up to Canada’s decision to join 163
other countries in voting in support of Palestinian self determination at the UN General
Assembly in November 2019. This resumed Canada's early-2000s position on that
resolution.

The 2019 vote followed an eight-year record — initiated by the Harper government and
largely maintained by the Trudeau administration — of voting in alignment with Israel on
nearly all UN resolutions on Palestinian human rights. Since the 2019 vote, Canada has
resumed voting in alignment with Israel on most resolutions.

The report’s lead author, CJPME vice president Michael Bueckert, told The Maple that the
correspondence documented in the report suggests that a significant number of Canadian
officials believe the current pro-Israel voting stance adopted by Harper in 2011 has been a
failure.

Bueckert added that heavily redacted documents obtained by CJPME suggest that officials
had been urging the federal government to change its UN-voting approach since at least
2016, soon after Justin Trudeau became prime minister.

“There's this discussion behind the scenes, [of officials] trying to get the government to
change its approach, which they see as damaging, and I imagine that must be frustrating,”
said Bueckert.

Global Affairs Canada (GAC) did not respond to a request for comment from The Maple
regarding the CJPME report’s findings.
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According to the report, a draft memo circulated in October 2019 by Canadian officials in the
Israel, West Bank and Gaza Division of GAC said Canada was voting against Israel-related
UN motions “without considering the specific merits of each resolution,” but rather based on
the belief that Israel was being unfairly targeted by such resolutions.

However, the memo stated that a number of the resolutions that were being debated by the
UN “reflect[ed] Canada’s longstanding position on the Middle East Peace and align with
Canadian values, including Canada’s support for international law and the rules-based
international order.”

CJPME points out that Canada’s approach of systematically voting against nearly all motions
regarding Palestinian human rights appears to contradict a years-old statement on GAC’s
own website regarding Canadian policy on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that suggests
Canada “assesses each [UN] resolution on its merits and consistency with our principles.”

“It’s pretty embarrassing for the government that its own foreign affairs officials are
describing Canada's policy in exactly the opposite terms as to what Canada boasts about on
its website,” said Bueckert.

Based in part on Israel’s threat to annex Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank and
then-U.S. president Donald Trump’s highly controversial decision to recognize Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital in late 2017, the GAC memo suggested it was an “appropriate moment to
reassess Canada’s voting pattern and to potentially move away from a package approach to
all of the resolutions.”

According to the CJPME report, the memo suggested Canada could change its votes on a
number of key issues if it switched to a merit-based approach to the UN votes.

Officials Warned About Risk to Canada’s International Reputation

The draft GAC memo also warned that Canada would be vulnerable to “criticism from a large
number of UN member states” – including other Western countries – if it maintained its
current voting approach, noting that Canada “has been the only Western country since 2011
to vote with the United States and Israel on almost all of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
resolutions.”

This record, the memo continued,“has set us apart from like-minded countries,” and would
heighten concerns about Canada’s “perceived lack of objectivity on these resolutions.”

The memo suggested to the Minister of Foreign Affairs that Canada could simply vote in
favour of Palestinian self-determination and against other motions; adjust its voting pattern
by “assessing each resolution on its merits”; or continue its current voting pattern. GAC
ultimately recommended the first option, resulting in Canada’s November 2019 vote, on the
basis that this would be a“relatively small adjustment” to Canada’s position.
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However, after receiving the GAC memo, Foreign Service Officer Kristin Janson requested
on behalf of the Permanent Mission of Canada to the United Nations in New York City
(PMCUNNY) that the vote for self-determination be accompanied by a broader shift towards
a “merit-based approach” the following year. This amendment was not ultimately included in
the memo’s final recommendation.

Meanwhile, Senior Policy Advisor Ashley Lefler wrote that GAC's UN Security Council &
Organization of Islamic Cooperation Division’s first preference was the second option, but
that it would also support the amended version of the first option proposed by PMCUNNY.

According to her LinkedIn profile, Janson has served in her current position since 2007,
before the Harper government adopted an aggressively pro-Israel voting position at the UN.
Lefler has worked for GAC since September 2015, two months before Trudeau became
prime minister.

According to CJPME, Canada’s representatives to the UN did not know how they would be
instructed to vote on the Palestinian self-determination resolution “until after 10:00 am on the
morning of November 19, the day of the vote.” In fact, the report states, officials had drafted
explanations of votes for additional motions on support for Palestinian refugees, in case they
were instructed at the last minute to vote for them.

“Trudeau did not reverse Harper's approach, but actually continued to repeat it completely for
three years before finally making this single resolution based on the recommendation from
this memo,” said Bueckert. He added that the only consideration offered by officials in favour
of maintaining Canada’s current approach to UN votes was to avoid destabilizing relations
with the U.S. and Israel.

“That one motivation for Canada's policy seems to really be trumping all other
considerations,” Bueckert explained.
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