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Introduction

Over the past decade, the United States (US) has increasingly embraced protectionist trade policies
and restrictive immigration rules, an approach often referred to as Trumpian economic nationalism.
Specifically, escalating tariffs on imports from Canada are reshaping North American economic
relations. Inflationary pressures, job losses, and an anticipated 2.2% decline in Canadian Gross
Domestic Product (GOP) have triggered retaliatory measures from Canada. This article explores how
US trade barriers are likely to inadvertently benefit Canada, as geopolitical disruption accelerates its
emergence as a hub for innovation and a preferred destination for foreign direct investment (FDI)and
global talent, with important implications for Canada’'s national talent strategy and workforce
development initiatives.

US Trade Barriers and Strict Inmigration Policy: Triggering Talent Inflows to Canada

In March 2018, the Trump administration imposed Section 232 tariffs on Canadian steel and aluminium,
citing national security concerns. This move disrupted decades of integrated supply chains across
North America and significantly impacted Canada’s manufacturing and construction sectors. Despite
atemporary truce under the Biden administration, the return of Donald Trump to powerin 2025 marked
arenewed escalation of trade tensions. The US Administration introduced sweeping “Liberation Day”
tariffs and a 25% universal tariff on Canadian goods, triggering retaliatory measures from Ottawa. In
directresponse, Canadaimposedreciprocal 25% tariffs effective March 13, 2025, on US goods totalling
CA $ 29.8 billion, including CA $12.6 billion in steel products, CA S3 billion in aluminium, and CA $14.2
billion in additional imports such as tools, computers, servers, display monitors, sporting equipment,
and cast-iron goods. This targeted retaliation aimed to safequard Canada’'s economic interests and
signal the costs of escalating trade hostilities, while also setting the stage for talent and innovation to
play a central role in strengthening Canada'’s long-term competitiveness.

While retaliatory tariffs and fiscal support measures aim to cushion the blow, the overall effect has
been slower growth. Higher US tariffs have disrupted market efficiency, contributed to renewed
uncertainty among investors and producers, and significantly worsened Canada’s economic outlook.
Despite some protection through the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) exemptions,
the Bank of Canada reports Canadian exports to the US fell sharply by over15% in April 2025, with motor
vehicle exports alone down nearly 25%; consumer prices are increasing, with firms expecting to pass-
through about 75% of the costs of tariffs over the next eighteen months; and, layoffs are occurring in
trade-sensitive sectors, including 55,000 manufacturing job losses since January 2025. Inflationary
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pressures have also emerged, as tariffs have increased input costs. Overall, the tariffs are expected to
lower Canada’s GDP by up to 2.2% and disproportionately impact sectors like manufacturing and
automotive.

Nevertheless, despite concerns about infrastructure, labour market resilience, and long-term
economic certainty that persist, Canadian businesses are intensifying efforts to diversify trade beyond
the US (which currently accounts for 76% of goods and 51% of services exports). Trade barriers are
also reshaping cross-border labour mobility and influencing long-term human capital strategies. Given
the increasingly unpredictable regulatory environment and growing immigration challenges in the US,
such as a higher rate of refusal for H-1B visa applications in specialty fields like IT, finance or
engineering, green card backlogs, and anti-immigrant sentiment, many global firms are reassessing
their operations and planning expansion into Canada. They now view Canada as a stable and
immigration-friendly environment. Canada’s relatively open-armed immigration programs have
positioned it as the world’s No. 1 destination for global talent. The Toronto-Waterloo Corridor,
recognised as one of the world’s leading innovation and technology hubs, further illustrates Canada’s
attractiveness to global firms and highly skilled professionals, reinforcing its position as a preferred
destination for investment and talent.

This suggests that ongoing high trade barriers and strict immigration policies in the US may ultimately
benefit Canada from redirected Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and the migration of highly skilled
professionals. This shift not only strengthens Canada’s labour market but also enhances its strategic
positioning in the global talent race.

Canada’s Immigration Strategy: Welcoming the Global Talent?

Canada’s immigration approach is rooted in a broader nation-building strategy, one that views
immigration not just as a labour market solution but as a driver of long-term economic dynamism,
demographic sustainability, and cultural diversity. In line with this, the 2024-2026 Immigration Levels
Plan sets ambitious targets to admit 485,000 permanent residents in 2024, and 500,000 annually in
2025and 2026, with around 60% allocated to the economic class, and 23% specifically targeting highly
skilled workers under the Federal High Skilled category. To support these goals, Canada has developed
aresponsive and streamlined immigration system designed to attract and retain skilled professionals
in high-demand sectors such as healthcare, Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics
(STEM), trades, transport, and agriculture; sectors critical to the country’s transition to a green and
digital economy. Unlike countries with restrictive immigration policies, Canada offers multiple
streamlined pathways for skilled workers to gain employment and permanent residency. For example,
the Global Talent Stream (GTS) enables Canadian employers to fast-track the hiring of international
tech workers. Under GTS, professionals can receive work permitsin aslittle as two weeks, significantly
reducing recruitment and relocation delays.

Future-Ready Workforce: Canada’s National Talent Strategy

Canada’s emergence as a preferred destination for global talent, particularly in technology-intensive
sectors, has created both opportunity and responsibility for Canadian policymakers and firms to
ensure that the inflow of skilled professionals translates into sustained innovation and economic
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growth. Beyond attraction, the focus is now on strategically managing, integrating, and leveraging
international talent to strengthen national competitiveness. In response, the Canadian government
has invested in sector-specific talent pipelines through initiatives like the Global Innovation Clusters
and the Sectoral Workforce Solutions Program.

The Global Innovation Clusters bring together companies, researchers, and non-profits to
collaboratively address complex challenges, drive innovation and commercialisation, support SME
growth, catalyse talent and skills development, and position Canada as a global leaderin key industries.
A recent study indicates that a CA S1billion government investment in the Global Innovation Clusters
has already created 34,958 full-time equivalent jobs and is projected to generate or sustain more than
83,000 jobs by 2028-2029.

The Sectoral Workforce Solutions Program (SWSP) aims to address workforce challenges by
supporting large-scale, industry-led projects focused on training, reskilling, and attracting talent
across critical sectors of the Canadian economy. Projects funded through the SWSP are required to
address one or more of three key policy priority areas: (1) building talent for the clean economy, by
supporting workforce development in environmentally focused sectors such as clean technology,
construction, agriculture, and transportation; (2) supporting demand-driven solutions for sectors
hardest hit by the pandemic, including manufacturing, construction, ICT, tourism, and natural
resources; and (3) Investing in the health care sector, with a focus on addressing labour shortages,
enhancing mobility, and integrating internationally trained professionals. By promoting inclusive
participation, particularly among equity-deserving groups such as women, Indigenous peoples,
racialised Canadians or visible minorities, newcomers and LGBTQ2 communities, the program ensures
that Canada’s workforce is not only future-ready but also more diverse and resilient.

Complementing this, non-government organisations in Canada also play a vital role in talent and
workforce development. A leading example is Mitacs, a national not-for-profit that connects
academia, industry, and government to address real-world challenges through applied research and
innovation partnerships. By bridging the gap between education and industry, Mitacs builds a diverse
pipeline of innovation-ready professionals and enhances Canada’s global competitivenessinresearch,
technology, and entrepreneurship. The organisation supports talent development through a variety of
programs such as Accelerate, Accelerate Entrepreneur, Globalink Research Award, and Business
Strategy Internships, which offer research-based fellowships, international mobility opportunities,
professional training, and hands-on experiential learning for students and postdoctoral fellows.
Additionally, Mitacs supports cross-border partnerships by connecting international graduate
researchers with Canadian firms to advance research and development (R&D) and workforce
integration in priority sectors.

Conclusion

The discussion above highlights that, as geopolitical uncertainty and restrictive US policies redirect
global talent flows, Canadian firms are uniquely positioned to benefit from government and non-
government initiatives to enhance workforce skills and innovation capacity. However, to fully utilise
this talent advantage, firms need to collaborate with government programs like the Global Innovation
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Clusters and SWSP, as well as organisations like Mitacs, to strengthen their talent strategies and
support long-term growth.
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