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Strengthening the partnership between 
Canada and Japan 

The world’s third largest economy, Japan is an important trade partner for 
Canada. Our trade and economic relationship is growing steadily – Japan is 
Canada’s 5th largest partner and Canada is Japan’s 17th largest, with many 
complementary industries and competitive advantages.  

Yet there is great potential for more trade between the two countries, particularly 
given the recently concluded Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement 
negotiations. Even as its Asian neighbours accelerate their growth, Japan will 
continue to be a dominant economic power. As Japan focuses on a new growth 
strategy and Canada seeks to deepen its roots in Asia, a tremendous opportunity 
exists for us to increase our economic activity and strengthen our economic and 
cultural relationship. 

In this report, which draws on additional research by the Business Council of 
Canada, McKinsey explores the opportunity for further collaboration between 
these Pacific partners. 

Our first objective is to explore the business case for increased trade between 
Canada and Japan. We have a long history of collaboration and economic 
activity, with over 100 years of formal commercial relations between our two 
countries. Toyota and Manulife are just two of many examples of Japanese and 
Canadian businesses’ economic activity in each other’s countries. Toyota, for 
instance, operates manufacturing plants in Ontario, and Manulife was one of the 
first foreign insurance companies to enter Japan. 

However, given the alignment of our complementary sectors, geography, and size 
of economies, we should be able to strengthen our relationship significantly, 
particularly in such sectors as energy, agriculture, and manufacturing.  

As trade barriers come down and both countries grow, massive value could be 
created.   
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Our second objective is to identify win-win actions stakeholders could 
consider to capture this opportunity. Our intention is to contribute to the 
ongoing dialogue between the Canadian and Japanese business communities to 
enhance the bilateral economic relationship. To be successful, such a dialogue 
must include all relevant stakeholders, including the government, as active 
participants. We aspire to spark action by outlining five suggestions for 
governments and four suggestions for industry. 

PART 1: THE ROAD AHEAD FOR JAPAN AND CANADA  

Japan: Accelerating growth after 2 “lost” decades  

After experiencing 2 decades of stagnation and low economic growth, Japan’s 
public and private sectors have taken a number of steps in recent years to 
revitalize the economy. In 2012, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe introduced a set of 
policies to spur growth. “Abenomics” leverages three “arrows” – fiscal stimulus, 
monetary easing, and structural reform – with the aim of boosting demand and 
GDP while raising the inflation rate to 2 percent. 

A key objective of the third arrow is to stimulate private investment, which will 
require significant collaboration with global players. The following exhibit 
illustrates some areas where Japan’s private sector will need foreign partners. 
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EXHIBIT 1 

 

To date, Abenomics has met – and exceeded – its inflation target of 2 percent, 
with inflation now running at 2.7 percent. It is unclear, however, whether 
productivity has increased significantly. 

In addition to its low economic growth, Japan faces a demographic challenge that 
is more advanced than anywhere else in the world – its aging population. As a 
result, there is a strong sense of urgency in Japan to meet the goals set by Prime 
Minister Abe. To do so, Japan needs to invest more capital, train and attract more 
talent, and improve productivity. Although growth is a priority, Japan also has to 
address several pressing issues stemming from the Fukushima reactor incident, 
including the necessity of increasing its resource independence while reducing its 
reliance on nuclear energy. 

In a recent report, McKinsey Global Institute identified several opportunities 
where Japan could boost its productivity and growth and where collaboration 
between Japan and Canada could have a positive impact. First, Japan could 
consider embracing global best practices and make them realities in the Japan 
context. This includes improving its capabilities along the value chain beyond its 
traditional strengths of manufacturing and development – e.g., in supply chains, 
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sourcing, and marketing. Second, Japan could leverage its strengths to innovate in 
the new manufacturing paradigm created by 3D printing and big data analytics.  

EXHIBIT 2 

 

Canada: Shifting trade toward Asia 

Despite its modest population, Canada continues to be one of the largest global 
economies. As the global economic landscape evolves, Canada’s trade with the 
United States is decreasing in relative terms. Much of Canada’s trade is shifting 
to Asia; Asia has gone from 11 to 15 percent of Canada’s total bilateral trade 
between 2011 and 2014. 

Even though China has become a bigger trade partner for Canada, Japan 
continues to play an important role in our trade with Asia. It is the second largest 
source of Asian foreign direct investment (FDI), with over 330 Japanese 
companies employing tens of thousands of Canadians. Meanwhile, Canada has 
over 90 companies with a permanent Japanese presence.  

The recently concluded TPP negotiations between 12 Asia-Pacific nations 
(Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, 
Singapore, the United States, and Vietnam) gives Canadian companies 
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preferential access to one of the fastest growing regions of the world. But Canada 
could do more, including enhancing commercial relations with China and 
deepening the Canada-Japan relationship. 

Japan and Canada: Complementary partners with surprisingly 
little trade 

Canadian and Japanese partners have an established track record of successful 
collaboration across a variety of sectors. The following exhibit provides some 
examples. 

EXHIBIT 3 

 

When one considers the size of each economy and examines their complementary 
sectors, it is clear that an opportunity exists to increase joint efforts/partnerships 
between the two countries. 
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EXHIBIT 4 

 

A number of trends have emerged in Canada-Japan trade. First, Japanese imports 
from Canada are largely resource-based, although the share of value-added goods 
increased from 4.6 percent in 1990 to 9.6 percent in 2010. Secondly, trade with 
Japan is low compared to Canada’s trade with other global partners. For example, 
Japan accounts for roughly 3 percent of Canadian imports, compared with 25 
percent from the United States and 6 percent from China. Likewise, Canada 
accounts for 1.4 percent of Japanese imports, compared to the United States at 5 
percent, Australia at 7 percent, and China at 11 percent.  

Trade between the two countries could be greater in specific sectors. For 
example, Japan imports large amounts of oil, but it has imported virtually no 
crude from Canada since 2010. This could be a significant opportunity for 
Canadian companies to explore. 

The TPP has the potential to significantly improve the free flow of goods, 
services, and investment between Pacific nations. Once implemented, the TPP 
will be the most comprehensive trade agreement in the world, covering a 

Trade between Canada and Japan appears relatively low

SOURCE: WITS database World Trade Bank (2012 projected) using sector definitions from ISIS; Statistics Canada

1 Imports reported by each country (projected for 2012)
2 Excludes furniture
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combined market of nearly 800 million people with a GDP of Cdn $28.5 trillion. 
Canada alone could witness annual income gains of US $9.9 billion.1  

Japan is the largest of the TPP economies with which Canada does not currently 
have a free trade agreement, and it offers Canadian companies significant 
opportunities. The agreement eliminates the majority of tariff and non-tariff 
barriers between member countries. For Canada and Japan, this means increased 
access to agricultural products, advanced manufacturing goods and automobiles, 
fish and seafood, and wood and other forestry products.  

The agreement also includes provisions on cross-border services trade and 
investment that will improve trade and investment flows. The service industry is 
expected to benefit from improved market access commitments in key sectors 
such as professional services, research and development services, environmental 
services, and transportation services.  

The TPP is also expected to enable the two-way flow of Canadian and Japanese 
business professionals. New commitments should make it easier for Canadian 
and Japanese businesses to temporarily relocate certain categories of skilled 
employees, including enhanced access for professionals and technicians. 

The TPP may be only the beginning for enhanced commercial relations between 
Canada and Japan. The ongoing Canada-Japan bilateral free trade agreement 
negotiation is an opportunity for the two countries to achieve an even higher level 
of ambition. For example, a bilateral agreement might encourage more Japanese 
investment in the Canadian energy sector. This could bring economic benefits to 
Canada while boosting Japan’s energy security.  

PART 2: INCREASED TRADE – A CLEAR WIN FOR BOTH COUNTRIES 

A major opportunity in talent 

Increased collaboration on talent development and education could help Canada 
and Japan achieve two critical goals. First, there would be direct benefits to 
students and the workforce in both countries in the form of more opportunities to 
develop skills. Second, joint talent development efforts typically lead to more 
cross-cultural experiences, deepening cultural ties between countries. 

 
1 Petri, Peter A. and Plummer, Michael G. The Trans-Pacific Partnership and Asia-Pacific Integration: 

Policy Implications, Peterson Institute for International Economics, June 2012. 
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In the corporate world, Japan faces a declining workforce and an urgent 
demographic challenge. Meanwhile, more than 13 percent of Canada’s youth, 
many of whom have university and professional degrees, are unemployed. 
Canadians who have an opportunity to work in Japan could develop skills they 
could apply in Japan or at home. They would also be middle-class consumers in 
Japan, which would further stimulate growth. Japanese firms could look to 
countries like Canada for rich talent pools. 

At present, relatively few Japanese workers are working full time in Canada – 
and vice versa. If more Canadians were to work in Japan, they would establish 
relationships and develop deep cultural understanding, yielding further 
collaboration and potential future business deals.  

On the academic side, relatively few Canadian students study in Japan for full 
degrees or for exchange programs. In fact, South Korea is host to 35 percent more 
Canadian students than Japan despite having only 40 percent of Japan’s 
population. In turn, Canada has 200 percent more Korean than Japanese students. 
Relatively few Japanese students study in Canada compared to similar countries.  
Despite having less than two-thirds of Canada’s population, Australia accepts 42 
percent more Japanese students.   

A number of factors may be responsible for this, including language barriers, the 
ease of acquiring a student visa, the geographic distance, the transferability of 
credits and recognition of degrees and designations, and work visa prospects after 
graduation. Some of these barriers (such as degree recognition and visa issues) 
will require formal action to address, while others (such as language barriers) 
may naturally diminish as the relationship between Canada and Japan deepens.  

Attracting more foreign students to Canada could have important economic 
implications. Currently worth over $8 billion, education is Canada’s 8th largest 
export, with huge potential for growth. In Australia, where student visas are 
easier to obtain, education exports add an estimated AUS $17.6 billion worth of 
economic activity. Given that Australia has two-thirds the population of Canada 
and less than half the number of universities, Canada could learn from its 
example to increase the number of foreign students and grow its education 
exports. 
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Complementary sectors 

As countries, Canada and Japan have many complementary sectors with a 
balanced supply and demand. In addition, a number of sectors could benefit from 
joint research into new technologies and systems as well as joint ventures. We 
identified seven sectors in particular where there is a strong case for increased 
trade and collaboration. 

EXHIBIT 5 

 
  

Seven sectors have opportunity for increased collaboration

SOURCE: McKinsey analysis

▪ Both nations top country 
brand reputation reports

▪ High number of affluent 
consumers seek products 
of quality and value

▪ Changing Japanese 
consumer behaviours 
may provide opportunities 
for Canadian retailers to 
enter

Retail

▪ Japan is a leader in 
healthcare technology 

▪ Canada has large single 
party payors due to 
provincial-level public health 
care 

▪ The demographic challenge 
in Japan is significant; by 
helping address it Canadians 
can prepare for their 
upcoming challenges 

Healthcare

▪ Japan has high expertise 
in infrastructure operations

▪ There are opportunities for 
Canada and Japan to co-
invest in infrastructure 
projects globally

▪ Canada can take 
advantage of Japanese 
expertise in renewing its 
aging infrastructure

Infrastructure

▪ Canadian institutional 
investors are global 
leaders, particularly in 
corporate governance and 
infrastructure 

▪ Japanese institutions are 
sitting on a surplus of 
capital and are under 
increasing pressure to 
invest to increase returns 
on equity

Institutional investing

▪ The Government of Canada 
contributed over $70M in 
stimulus funding to Toyota for 
fuel-efficient and electric vehicle 
R&D 

▪ Japan has expertise in heavy 
industry manufacturing, Canada 
has expertise in transport 
infrastructure and manufacturing 

Manufacturing

▪ Recent decision to reform the Gentan 
policy would gradually abolish the heavy 
food subsidies and open import opportunities 

▪ Canada became Japan’s 3rd largest food 
supplier in 2012 in agriculture and fisheries 

▪ Canada is viewed as a reliable exporter to 
Japan with supply routes through the 
Pacific Ocean rather than the Malacca 
Straits or South China Sea 

Agri-foodEnergy

▪ Japanese renewable energy 
targets of 25-35% of total 
power generation 

▪ 62% of Canada’s electricity 
generation is from renewable 
sources 

▪ Japan imports over $70B of 
natural gas, and Canada is 
the world’s 3rd largest 
producer of natural gas 
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Japan’s focus on energy security 
 
Energy security has long been a priority for 
Japan, which lacks natural energy 
resources like fossil fuels. This has 
become increasingly important in the wake 
of the Fukushima incident as Japan seeks 
to reduce its dependence on nuclear 
energy. Japan imports more of its energy 
now than at any point in the past decade. 
The vast majority of its oil imports are from 
the Middle East, making diversification and 
secure access to oil a strategic priority.  

Energy 

Canada is the 18th largest supplier 
of energy resources to Japan, 
accounting for just 1 percent of its 
total energy resource imports. This 
is negligible in comparison to some 
of Japan’s energy partners: for 
instance, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, and Qatar account 
for 41 percent. Given Canada’s own 
resources, it could contribute more, 
thereby increasing energy 
diversification and security for 
Japan – e.g., an LNG terminal in 
Japan for receiving Canadian LNG. 

In addition, Canada is a world leader in safe nuclear power production. There is 
room for collaboration as Japan continues to increase safety measures in nuclear 
production – e.g., Bruce Power is working with Japanese nuclear plants to review 
lessons learned and share safety best practices.  

Finally, Canadian firms have plans to develop significant natural gas production 
capacity, much of which could be exported to Asia. Japan represents 
approximately one-third of global LNG demand and could be a major market for 
Canadian LNG given the relative ease of shipping directly across the Pacific 
Ocean.  

Canada is facing challenges in exporting LNG to Asia. In particular, high capex 
requirements to build production and transport capacity and opposition from First 
Nations who do not want pipelines built on their land. The governments of 
Canada and British Columbia are taking steps to work with producers, foreign 
buyers, contractors, First Nations, and other groups to enable large-scale LNG 
exports to Asia to become a reality. 

Agriculture 

Canada is a top global exporter of fish, seafood, and agricultural commodities, 
ranking 8th worldwide. Meanwhile, Japan has a history of protecting domestic 
agriculture and food with high tariffs. The TPP agreement will create new market 
opportunities for Canadian agricultural products as Japanese tariff protection is 
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reduced or eliminated. Canada is well-positioned to increase agricultural trade to 
Japan given its leading position as an exporter, its strong food security, and the 
relative ease of shipping to Japan.  

Although Japan is not a leading exporter of agricultural products, it is a leader in 
developing agricultural technologies that maximize yields and allow crops to 
grow where conditions do not permit traditional farming. For example, Mirai 
Co.’s indoor lettuce farm is over 10 times as productive per acre compared to 
traditional lettuce farming, and it does not consume valuable fertile farmland. 
Sharing innovations like this could increase Canadian agriculture’s productivity. 

Manufacturing and automotive 

Japan is a global leader in advanced manufacturing and automobile 
manufacturing. Canada has a number of auto manufacturing facilities, some of 
them owned by Japanese companies like Toyota’s plant in Cambridge, Ontario, 
which serves the Canadian and American markets. Canada is also an advanced 
consumer market and is a major purchaser of advanced manufacturing goods. 
Finally, Canada’s resource sectors require heavy industry products, such as earth 
moving equipment and chemical plants, that are developed by Japanese firms. 
Canada is a major market for many of the manufacturing and automotive 
products Japan excels in producing. 

Canada has an advantage in manufacturing transportation goods and related 
infrastructure that Japan needs. For example, Japan is an important market for 
Bombardier where it sells its Q400 and CRJ aircraft to All Nippon Airways and 
Japan Airlines. Japan has been chosen as the first market for some new aircraft 
technologies, specifically Bombardier’s Q400 cargo-combi aircraft launched with 
Japan Airlines’ Ryukyu Airline Commuter brand. The two countries also already 
collaborate in aerospace, with Mitsubishi Aerospace Corporation (MAC) 
supplying key components, such as wings, for Bombardier regional aircrafts. 
Furthermore, MAC has recently launched its own regional aircraft, the MRJ, 
further solidifying Japan’s aerospace expertise. With reduced tariffs between the 
two nations, there is further incentive to collaborate on major manufacturing 
projects in aerospace and other manufacturing sectors. 

Institutional investing 

Canadian institutional investors are among the best in the world. The country 
boasts 4 of the 40 largest pension funds globally, managing over $550 billion in 
assets. Canadian institutional investors are particularly strong in global 
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infrastructure investing and have a track record of co-investment abroad – for 
example, the International Towers Sydney Joint Venture led by CPPIB and Lend 
Lease Group.  

Working with their Canadian peers, Japanese investors can gain exposure to a 
group that creates strong returns while maintaining a conservative level of risk. 
This is often a natural fit for a Japanese investing community that needs to put 
more of its capital to work but is risk-averse. Japan has a history of disciplined, 
patient capitalism. This makes Japanese investors an attractive partner for 
Canadian investors who pride themselves on taking a long-term view in their 
deals. 

Infrastructure 

Japan also has significant expertise to bring to infrastructure investment projects. 
It has one of the most well-developed transportation infrastructure systems in the 
world. Its rapid rail network in particular is extremely effective and reliable in 
moving large volumes of urban and suburban traffic. As a result, Japan has been 
exporting its infrastructure expertise across the world to both developed and 
developing nations. For example, the Japan Overseas Infrastructure Investment 
Corporation for Transport and Urban Development (JOIN) invests in and 
manages infrastructure projects across Asia and Latin and North America. 

Canada could not only draw upon Japan’s infrastructure capabilities as an 
investment partner in areas like Asia but also use Japanese ingenuity at home. 
There are ample opportunities in major Canadian cities, such as Toronto, 
Montreal, and Waterloo, where Japanese infrastructure knowledge could be 
brought to bear to help build the next generation of metropolitan and inter-city 
public transportation. 

Healthcare 

Japan is a leader in healthcare technology. Canada boasts the largest single-payer 
healthcare system in the world, with Ontario’s budget alone at over $50 billion. 
This is a massive potential market for Japanese healthcare technology. In 
addition, Japan is in the middle of a deepening demographic crisis that Canada 
will face in the coming decades. As a result, beyond the immediate opportunities 
for trade and collaboration, an opportunity exists for both countries to work 
together to solve the problem. Japan could benefit from Canada’s research 
excellence and talent pool, and Canada would benefit from an increased 
understanding of the challenge as well as potential solutions. 
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Retail 

Japan is the 2nd largest retail market in the world and has long been considered 
fundamentally different from Western markets. Traditionally, it has been a 
quality and convenience-focused market, where consumers prefer high-end 
brands. 

However, a McKinsey study has identified that Japanese consumers are fast 
changing their behaviours and are beginning to converge with their North 
American counterparts. Among the set of behavioural shifts are more price- 
conscious consumer shopping patterns, health and environmental sensitivity, and 
a preference for smaller, stand-alone retailers. These changes are particularly 
apparent among the younger generation of Japanese consumers, who have lived 
predominately during a time of economic stagnation. Many North American and 
Western European brands – with a greater traditional focus on strategic pricing – 
have recently seen a strong uptick in Japanese sales. 

For Canada, the shift in consumer behaviour provides a potential opportunity for 
Canadian retailers to enter a taste-making market for Asia. Canada and Japan 
both possess strong country brands, with global consumers associating companies 
and products from the two nations to be of extremely high quality.2 Canada in 
particular is strongly associated with personal well-being and environmental 
conservation. Both countries have a large base of affluent consumers with a 
preference for quality, offering an opportunity to increase retail activity between 
the two countries. Major Japanese retailers Uniqlo and Muji have recently entered 
the Canadian market, and international Japanese e-retailer Rakutan expanded its 
presence into Canada with its purchase of Toronto-based Kobo Inc. In return, 
Canadian lifestyle brands could increase their presence in Japan, building 
stronger recognition of Canadian products. 

Given the educational opportunities, complementary sectors, and geographic 
proximity/ease of shipping, it is clear that both countries could benefit greatly 
from a thoughtful approach to increasing trade. 

 
2 Country Brand Index 2014-2015, FutureBrand, 2014. 
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PART 3: HOW GOVERNMENT AND BUSINESS CAN CAPTURE THE 
CANADA-JAPAN OPPORTUNITY 

Business leaders in both Canada and Japan have identified additional actions that 
their governments and business leaders could consider taking to capture the 
opportunities available from increased trade between the two countries. The 
following section outlines some of those ideas. 

Five ideas for governments to capture this opportunity 

1. Consider whether a bilateral trade deal to supplement the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, with a focus on energy, agriculture, and movement of 
people, would be beneficial  

The TPP is a step forward for open trade between Canada and Japan. However, 
further opportunities could be captured through a bilateral deal between the two 
countries that goes deeper. As discussed, a significant opportunity exists in 
energy broadly and particularly in oil and liquefied natural gas. Additionally, it 
may be possible to enhance tariff offers on agricultural goods from Canada to 
Japan. Finally, the countries could build on the temporary entry commitments in 
the TPP to allow for freer movement of people by providing visas for business 
professionals and students. Such an effort might increase each country’s ability to 
bring in foreign talent and students, which would lead to further productivity 
gains and long-term collaboration. If the Canadian and Japanese governments 
were to seriously explore this option, meaningful input from key business 
stakeholders, particularly in the energy and agriculture sectors, could prove 
helpful. 

2. Explore ways to facilitate co-investment in infrastructure; for example, 
through a public-private partnership including major Canadian 
institutional investors and JBIC 

Canadian institutional investors are seeking opportunities to diversify their 
portfolios outside of Canada. At the same time, Japanese institutions are eager to 
put their capital to work and increase returns to investors. Canadian investors 
with a history of effective co-investment in infrastructure assets could partner 
with Japanese investors in Asia. Both governments would play a significant role 
in any potential collaboration, from facilitating meetings between investors, to 
co-investing, to managing regulations to ensure potential deals do not fall apart 
because of challenging bureaucratic processes. 
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3. Encourage universities and licensing bodies to recognize coursework and 
degrees from Japan in Canada and vice versa 

Increasing cultural understanding and deepening personal relationships are key 
steps in further developing the Canada-Japan trade relationship. To achieve this, 
increasing the number of Canadians pursuing degrees or completing exchanges in 
Japan and vice versa could be a critical lever. One barrier to studying abroad is 
the concern that coursework or designations may not be transferable to the 
student’s home country. Many professional standards are inconsistent between 
Canada and Japan, though they are both well-developed economies. International 
students have also indicated that the Canadian visa process can be slow and 
difficult relative to countries like Australia, especially for students looking to 
remain as permanent residents in Canada after graduation – even if they have 
highly sought-after educational credentials and professional skills. By 
streamlining educational credentials, simplifying the visa process, and tackling 
barriers to permanent residency for international students, the Canadian and 
Japanese governments could break down significant barriers to further academic 
collaboration. 

4. Consider promoting working holiday visas in both countries to encourage 
young Canadians to work and travel in Japan and vice versa 

Working holidays can turn into long-term migration for travellers or, at 
minimum, build strong ties with the country being explored. Countries like 
Australia extend opportunities to young people to come travel and work for a 
prolonged period of time, which enables them to attract international talent, as 
well as both skilled and unskilled labour. Canadian students are underrepresented 
in Japan – for example, twice as many Australian students are studying in Japan. 
Canada and Japan could open up opportunities for young people to visit by 
making it easier to obtain working holiday visas.  

5. Canada could establish formal structures to support its relationship with 
Asia  

Dedicating resources to building relationships between Canadian and Asian 
(Japan and others) governments and businesses would signal the importance of – 
and would assign responsibility for – action. This has started to occur at the 
provincial level, with provinces like British Columbia dedicating key personnel 
to China/Asia relations, but an opportunity also exists at the federal level. For 
instance, the federal government could establish a Minister for Asia and a 
Cabinet Committee. Individuals taking on such roles would ideally have a deep 
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understanding of the differences in business cultures and support Canadian 
businesses in partnering with their Japanese counterparts. 

Four ideas for businesses to capture the opportunity 

1. Identify opportunities to co-invest in infrastructure in Asia  

Significant potential exists for Canadian institutional investors to co-invest with 
Japanese investors who understand the Asia region and want to put their capital 
to work. Investors should work with governments on both sides to identify 
potential investment partners and explore opportunities to invest in different 
regions and asset classes (e.g., infrastructure in Asia). 

2. Increase investment in areas where Japan has an advantage and Canada 
has demand and vice versa 

As discussed earlier, Canada and Japan could benefit from increased 
collaboration in a number of complementary sectors. Collaboration will be driven 
by investment in businesses, plants, and other organizations. For example, Japan 
could increase its presence in the oil and gas sector, securing an additional source 
of energy outside its existing partners by entering into long-term contracts or 
even investing directly in Canadian capex projects. Canadian agricultural 
producers could work with innovative Japanese agriculture firms to test their new 
products at scale, leveraging both Japan’s innovation and Canada’s large 
agricultural sector and environmental richness. This could also extend to the 
services sector, where there is already some increased activity in Japan. For 
example, Montreal-based creative agency Sid Lee was acquired in July 2015 by 
Japanese firm Kyu as part of a plan to help it expand to new markets in Asia, with 
Japan as a launch pad. 

3. Create secondment/exchange opportunities between Canadian and 
Japanese companies to develop cultural and business ties 

Like students studying abroad, workers can develop cultural and relationship ties 
by working in other countries. Canadian companies with offices in Japan could 
increase the number of Canadian workers working in those offices permanently 
or on rotations, and Japanese companies with operations in Canada could do the 
same. In addition, companies could consider secondments with suppliers or 
customers in the other country to deepen those ties. 

4. Use a strong Canadian brand image to enter the Japanese market 
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Canadian companies, especially smaller retailers, can take advantage of shifting 
consumer behaviours and a strong national brand image to place products in a 
favourable segment within the Japanese market. Canadian brands should focus on 
quality and value, rather than luxury branding, and bring expertise in operating in 
a multichannel environment. 

CONCLUSION 

We hope you find Strengthening the partnership between Canada and Japan 
thought-provoking and a source of constructive options for our countries, 
companies, and leaders. The Canada-Japan relationship holds great potential and 
stronger relationships could help us realize it. 

Bruce Simpson is a director in Toronto. Georges Desvaux is a director in 
Johannesburg and formerly led McKinsey’s Tokyo office.  

 


