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[t]he Harper 
government is 

suspicious of all 
research that 

questions the goal of 
making Canada an 
energy superpower.

missing	evidenCe	and	human	rights:	a	shameFul	reCord

Stefano tijerina: “the image of Canada as 
a benevolent, diplomatic, humanitarian and 

pacifist nation is now at risk”
An interview with Stefano Tijerina,* 

adjunct assistant professor of hist-
ory, political science, and economics 
at the University of Maine, on the hist-
ory of Canadian extractive industries 
in Colombia.

Since Stephen Harper arrived to power, 
Canada has become the site of prac-
tices that undermine the production 
and dissemination of scientific evidence 
that is not aligned with the economic 
objectives of the government (Tiki-Toki.
com 2015). In particular, the Harper 
government is suspicious of all research 
that questions the goal of making Can-
ada an energy superpower. Through-
out the country, academic institutions 
have been shut down, research pro-
grams have been discontinued, and sci-
entists working in federal government 
institutions have been dismissed. Like-
wise, the research budget has been sig-
nificantly cut back, and restrictions have 
been applied to the dissemination of 
results through policies that seek to 
control the access of the media and 
the public to federal scientists (Chea-
dle 2010; Nature.com 2012). Many have 
seen these actions as violations of aca-
demic freedom and expression, which 
has led to the mobilization of scholars 
(Politics of Evidence 2015) and the cir-
culation of vast amounts of related infor-
mation through the press, the Internet 
(Dupuis 2014), radio (CBC Radio 2014), 
and television (The fifth estate 2014).

But to what extent are these prac-
tices exclusive to the Canadian con-
text? And what has been the role of 
Canada in exporting them to other parts 
of the world? To address these ques-
tions, I interviewed Stefano Tijerina, 
professor at the University of Maine, 

who has done extensive research on 
the relationship between Canada and 
Colombia, primarily shaped by private 
sector interests and matters of polit-
ical economy. In his forthcoming book 
entitled In Business We Trust: Canada 
and Colombia 1809 – 2002, which will 
be published by the University of Toronto 
Press, Tijerina shows that mining and 
oil, as in the late 19th century, are once 
again shaping the bilateral relation 
between Colombia and Canada. Through-
out his research, Tijerina has become 
familiar with the strategies currently 
used by Canadian corporations in Colom-
bia—companies registered on the Toronto 
Stock Exchange, such as the Vancou-
ver-based Eco Oro projects, the Toronto-
based corporation Gran Colombia Gold, 
and the company Anglo Gold Ashanti, 
which partnered with Vancouver-based 
B2Gold (Gutierrez 2015)—that involve 
the use of local military and paramili-

tary forces and other intimidation tac-
tics as means to secure resources and 
displace local populations from stra-
tegic geographical areas (Tijerina 2014).

lina Pinto: Since 2006, in front of 
different international audiences, 
Harper has referred to Canada as 
an energy superpower. What has 
this meant internationally?
Stefano tijerina: Under Harper’s admin-
istration, Canada has been declared 
an energy superpower not only on a 
hemispheric level, but globally. The gov-
ernment has supported and given green 
lights to Canadian extractive compan-
ies to “conquer the world,” channel-
ling revenues from businesses in Africa, 
South America, Central America, and 
Asia. In the US, the energy company 
Transcanada is leading the extractive 
agenda. There, Canadian industries 
have projects in the state of Maine, in 
the midwest, and in Alaska. Today, Can-
ada is one of the top five suppliers of 
foreign investment to the Colombian 
economy; and today Canadian mining, 
oil, paper, and telecommunications 
companies control a large part of the 
Colombian economy. However, with 
the recent decline in oil prices in the 
international market, the interests of 
Canada in Colombia have begun to be 
reassessed, showing the utilitarian nature 
of this bilateral relationship. If the prices 
of gold and oil become insignificant, 
Colombia will become insignificant to 
Canada, leaving behind abandoned 
infrastructures, devastated ecosystems 
and ruined communities, without any 
kind of accountability. Canada is wash-
ing its hands of it, and leaving.

lP: in Canada, the government is 
said to be waging war against sci-
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ence through the muzzling of sci-
entists. on the streets, protest signs 
read “no science, no evidence, no 
truth, no democracy.” Why are 
people saying this?

St: This is, in my view, the reality of 
an energy policy supported by an insti-
tutional, academic, and curricular agenda, 
where everything that does not align 
with the government’s project ends up 
being stigmatized as “non-science.” It 
is almost a copy of the neoliberal model 
developed by the United States, seek-
ing to put an end to academic work 
that does not directly serve the eco-
nomic and industrial development envi-
sioned by Harper’s government. For 
example, the Association for Canad-
ian Studies in the United States (ACSUS), 
the main academic organization spe-
cializing in Canadian studies in the US, 
became a victim of Harper’s policy after 
making a critical analysis of Canada 
from the outside. Its budget was cut 
after 22 years of full support from the 
Canadian government, which forced 
the organization to reinvent itself in 
order to survive. In general terms, I 
think we can speak of a model that was 
generated in the United States and has 
been imported and adapted to Canad-
ian interests.

lP: How is this reflected in other 
countries—for example, in Colom-
bia, where there is a large presence 
of Canadian extractive industries?

St: Recently, for example, the news 
reported (Caracol Radio 2015) that the 
Canadian government will start fund-
ing and working directly with the Colom-
bian National Service of Learning (SENA) 
on generating a curriculum to train tech-
nicians for mining and other operations 
that Canadian companies are doing in 
Colombia. The SENA is only relevant 
to Canada as long as this institution 
contributes to advancing the Canadian 
agenda. In other words, Canada is work-
ing to develop the in-country human 
capital needed to exploit Colombia’s 
natural resources. There is also the case 
of the EAN University, which now has 
a direct link with the province of Que-

bec to develop academic programs that 
support the economic and industrial 
interests of Canada in Colombia, mainly, 
mining and petroleum extraction (Uni-
versity of Quebec at Chicoutomi 2015). 
Another example is a periodical on 
bilateral relations between Canada and 
Colombia, Perspectivas Colombo Can-
adienses, published by the University 
of Rosario. This publication is spon-
sored by Harper’s government and seeks 
to support the mining activities of the 
binational agenda. All this has been 
emerging in the last 15 or 16 years, since 
people started talking about a free trade 
agreement between Colombia and Can-
ada, which was signed in 2011. These 
examples show that there is a systemic, 
long-term policy to intervene in the 
Colombian system so that it meets Can-
adian needs and interests.

lP: at the international level, Can-
ada is generally seen as a “benev-
olent” nation. do you think this 
image is being questioned with the 
presence and the modus operandi 
of Canadian extractive industries 
in countries like Colombia?

St: Yes, definitely. The idea of the “benev-
olent nation” based on which Canada 
became an economic power during the 
20th century is at risk because its inter-
national policies increasingly resem-
ble the imperialistic strategies of the 
United States. The image of Canada as 
a benevolent, diplomatic, humanitar-
ian, and pacifist nation, which was built 
in the minds of academics, the media, 
and multilateral institutions, is now at 
risk. Today, in rural areas of Colombia, 
where people have become victims of 
forced displacement by Canadian com-
panies, Canada is seen not as a benev-

olent nation but as a quite aggressive 
and violent one. I think Harper has not 
realized yet that his policy is putting in 
danger Canada’s reputation, which nour-
ished Canada internationally for almost 
a century.

lP: in Colombia there is public con-
cern about the negative impacts 
that extractive industries have on 
the environment and health. How-
ever, the troubled relationship 
between these economic activities 
and the production of knowledge 
is usually not taken into account. 
What can be done in the Colom-
bian context to cope with the crisis 
of evidence?

St: The best way to fill the gap between 
economic activity and knowledge pro-
duction is to investigate and dissemi-
nate our findings widely. In Colombia, 
research funds to investigate these issues 
are scarce and, if funding is available, 
it only supports uncritical works that 
back extractive agendas. There should 
be more funding for academics to do 
research and write about the cultural, 
economic, environmental, social, and 
health consequences of extractive activ-
ities in Colombia. Another problem is 
that the NGOs that try to do this kind 
of work are often branded as anti-sys-
temic or anti-state institutions.1

lP: in Canada, the public is aware 
of the negative impacts that extract-
ive industries have on the environ-
ment and health within the Canad-
ian territory. However, little is said 
about the international impacts of 
Canadian industries around the 
globe. How should the concerns 

the image of Canada as a benevolent, 
diplomatic, humanitarian, and pacifist 
nation, which was built in the minds of 
academics, the media, and multilateral 

institutions, is now at risk.
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and mobilizations around evidence in Canada inte-
grate an international dimension?

St: As a first step, awareness has to be raised. If Canadians 
could be made more aware of Canadian international pol-
icy, people would mobilize more forcefully against the inter-
national strategies that are jeopardizing Canada’s “benev-
olent” nation image. Just as Americans are experts at hid-
ing their imperialist agendas from their own people, restrict-
ing school education to domestic and local subjects, Can-
adians know very little about what Canadian industries do 
outside the country. 

notES
* Professor Stefano Tijerina, Department of Political Science, 

University of Maine http://umaine.edu/polisci/faculty-and-staff/
stefano-tijerina-2/ (accessed July 23, 2015).

1. In the Colombian context, this has a special connotation 
because of the 50-year-long armed conflict between the 
Colombian state and leftist guerrilla groups. Scholars and NGOs 
producing works that go against the interests of extractive 
industries  – and other types of industrial projects affecting rural 
communities and the environment –  are often stigmatized as 
partisans of guerrilla groups, even though they are unrelated.

WoRKS CitEd
Association for Canadian Studies in the United States 

(ACSUS). http://www.acsus.org/ (accessed July 23, 
2015).

Caracol Radio. 2015. Canadá aporta a la paz del país a 
través de la educación: SENA. March 12.  
http://www.caracol.com.co/noticias/actualidad/ 
canada-aporta-a-la-paz-del-pais-a-traves-de-la 
-educacion-sena/20150312/nota/2669782.aspx 
(accessed July 23, 2015).

CBC Radio. 2014. International scientists call on Stephen 
Harper to restore funding and freedoms. The Current, 
October 23. http://www.cbc.ca/1.2810332 (accessed 
July 23, 2015).

Cheadle, Bruce. 2010. New rules restrict government 
scientists from speaking to media. TheStar.com, 
September 19. http://www.thestar.com/news/
canada/2010/09/19/new_rules_restrict_government 
_scientists_from_speaking_to_media.html (accessed 
July 24, 2015).

Dupuis, John. 2014. The Canadian war on science: A 
chronological account of chaos & consolidation at the 
Department of Fisheries & Oceans libraries. 
ScienceBlogs, January 10. http://scienceblogs.com/
confessions/2014/01/10/the-canadian-war-on-science- 
a-chronological-account-of-chaos-consolidation-at-the 
-department-of-fisheries-oceans-libraries/ (accessed 
July 23, 2015).

The fifth estate. 2014. The silence of the labs. CBC, January 
10. http://www.cbc.ca/fifth/episodes/2013-2014/ 
the-silence-of-the-labs (accessed July 23, 2015).

Gutierrez, Monica. 2015. Crude gold film: Stories of justice 
denied in Colombia. http://www.crudegoldfilm.com.

Nature.com. 2012. Editorial: Frozen out. Nature 483 (6). 
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v483/n7387/
full/483006a.html (accessed July 23, 2015).

Politics of Evidence. 2015. https://politicsofevidence 
.wordpress.com/ (accessed July 23, 2015).

Tijerina, Stefano. 2014. Canadian imperialism: The history 
of the extractive industry in Colombia. Talk organized by 
the Centre for Research on Latin America and the 
Caribbean (CERLAC) at York University, Toronto, 
November 27.

Tiki-Toki.com. 2015. A brief history of Stephen Harper’s war 
against science. at http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/
entry/165791/A-Brief-History-of-Stephen-Harpers-War 
-Against-Science/ (accessed July 24, 2015).

Universidad del Rosario. Perspectivas Colombo 
Canadienses http://revistas.urosario.edu.co/index.php/
perspectiva (accessed July 23, 2015).

University of Quebec at Chicoutimi. International programs. 
http://www.uqac.ca/international/bureau_international/
programmes_enseignement.php (accessed July 23, 2015).

Stefano tijerina continued from page 29

The PoliTics of evidence
Where science and technology intersect 

with social and environmental justice
https://politicsofevidence.wordpress.com

http://umaine.edu/polisci/faculty-and-staff/stefano-tijerina-2/
http://umaine.edu/polisci/faculty-and-staff/stefano-tijerina-2/
http://www.acsus.org/
http://www.caracol.com.co/noticias/actualidad/canada-aporta-a-la-paz-del-pais-a-traves-de-la-educacion-sena/20150312/nota/2669782.aspx
http://www.caracol.com.co/noticias/actualidad/canada-aporta-a-la-paz-del-pais-a-traves-de-la-educacion-sena/20150312/nota/2669782.aspx
http://www.caracol.com.co/noticias/actualidad/canada-aporta-a-la-paz-del-pais-a-traves-de-la-educacion-sena/20150312/nota/2669782.aspx
http://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/international-scientists-call-on-stephen-harper-to-restore-funding-and-freedoms-oct-23-2014-1.2810332
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2010/09/19/new_rules_restrict_government_scientists_from_speaking_to_media.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2010/09/19/new_rules_restrict_government_scientists_from_speaking_to_media.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2010/09/19/new_rules_restrict_government_scientists_from_speaking_to_media.html
http://scienceblogs.com/confessions/2014/01/10/the-canadian-war-on-science-a-chronological-account-of-chaos-consolidation-at-the-department-of-fisheries-oceans-libraries/
http://scienceblogs.com/confessions/2014/01/10/the-canadian-war-on-science-a-chronological-account-of-chaos-consolidation-at-the-department-of-fisheries-oceans-libraries/
http://scienceblogs.com/confessions/2014/01/10/the-canadian-war-on-science-a-chronological-account-of-chaos-consolidation-at-the-department-of-fisheries-oceans-libraries/
http://scienceblogs.com/confessions/2014/01/10/the-canadian-war-on-science-a-chronological-account-of-chaos-consolidation-at-the-department-of-fisheries-oceans-libraries/
http://www.cbc.ca/fifth/episodes/2013-2014/the-silence-of-the-labs
http://www.cbc.ca/fifth/episodes/2013-2014/the-silence-of-the-labs
http://www.crudegoldfilm.com
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v483/n7387/full/483006a.html
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v483/n7387/full/483006a.html
https://politicsofevidence.wordpress.com/
https://politicsofevidence.wordpress.com/
http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/165791/A-Brief-History-of-Stephen-Harpers-War-Against-Science/
http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/165791/A-Brief-History-of-Stephen-Harpers-War-Against-Science/
http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/165791/A-Brief-History-of-Stephen-Harpers-War-Against-Science/
http://revistas.urosario.edu.co/index.php/perspectiva
http://revistas.urosario.edu.co/index.php/perspectiva
http://www.uqac.ca/international/bureau_international/programmes_enseignement.php
http://www.uqac.ca/international/bureau_international/programmes_enseignement.php
https://politicsofevidence.wordpress.com

	CW Fall 2015 13 Garcia



