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[English]
The Chair (Mr. Sven Spengemann (Mississauga—Lakeshore,

Lib.)): Welcome to meeting number 14 of the Standing Committee
on Foreign Affairs and International Development.

[Translation]

Pursuant to Standing Order 108(2) and the motion passed by the
committee on October 22, 2020, the committee will proceed to a
briefing session on the current situation in Venezuela.

[English]

To ensure an orderly meeting, I would encourage all participants
to please mute their microphone when they are not speaking and
address all comments through the chair.

When you have 30 seconds remaining in your questioning or
speaking time, I will signal you visually with this piece of paper.

Interpretation is available through the globe icon on the bottom
of your screen.

I would now like to welcome our witnesses from the Department
of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development. We have with us this
afternoon Michael Grant, assistant deputy minister for the Americ-
as, and Sara Cohen, director general, South America and inter-
American affairs.

[Translation]

We also welcome Mr. Claude Beauséjour, director of the
Venezuela task force.

Welcome to the committee.

Mr. Grant, I understand you have a statement.
[English]

The floor is yours, sir, for seven minutes.

[Translation]

Mr. Michael Grant (Assistant Deputy Minister, Americas,
Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development):
Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Thank you for this very timely opportunity to provide an update
on the situation in Venezuela, including an overview of the political
and economic situation as well as humanitarian efforts to address
the crisis.

As mentioned, with me today is the director general for South
America and inter-American affairs, Sara Cohen, and the director
of the Venezuela task force, Claude Beauséjour.

[English]

Venezuela's slide into turmoil began with and has remained cen-
tred on an erosion of democracy. Nicolas Maduro became president
in 2013 in an election that was deemed free and fair. Since then,
when public opinion and political fortunes went against him, a se-
ries of measures have served as the foundation of the crisis we see
today.

In 2015, the opposition took control of the National Assembly in
free and fair democratic elections. In 2017, Maduro created a paral-
lel legislature, the constituent assembly, which he used to sidestep
the legitimate National Assembly. In 2018, he advanced the presi-
dential elections, which were neither free nor fair.

In 2020, in the lead-up to the parliamentary elections, the pro-
Maduro Supreme Court stripped the National Assembly of its au-
thority to appoint an independent electoral council and appointed a
new pro-Maduro electoral council and a pro-regime ad hoc board of
directors. It replaced the administrative leaders of three of
Venezuela's four main opposition parties, continued to hold opposi-
tion members in prison, and tightly controlled the messaging of do-
mestic media. It also added an additional 100 seats to the National
Assembly within 90 days of the election, in violation of the
Venezuelan constitution.

[Translation]

Amid this chaos, the regime went ahead with legislative elections
on December 6, 2020, which were boycotted by the democratic op-
position. In response, and in accordance with the Venezuelan con-
stitution, the National Assembly democratically elected in 2015 ex-
tended its mandate until January 2022, or until free and fair presi-
dential and parliamentarian elections are held in 2021. It will not
continue as a plenary, but via a “delegated committee”.

Canada announced that it would continue to recognize the Na-
tional Assembly democratically elected in 2015 as the legitimate
legislature, and its president, as the interim President of Venezuela.

In the day-to-day, the regime controls Venezuela's political narra-
tive by silencing all opposition and the free press, and maintains
command of the military by permitting it to engage in lucrative il-
licit activity.
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[English]

We are also witnessing an economic catastrophe. A few econom-
ic figures illustrate the scale of the crisis and its human impact.
Since 2013, Venezuela's real GDP has contracted by 80%. By the
end of 2020, oil production, which used to account for more than
90% of exports, fell to a 75-year low, with an average of 370,000
barrels per day, from a peak production of 3.5 million barrels per
day in 2002. Hyperinflation reached 20,000% in 2020, rendering
the local bolivar currency nearly useless.

The impacts of this crisis are multi-dimensional and have result-
ed in a large-scale humanitarian and human rights crisis. With over
5.4 million Venezuelans having fled their country, this is by far the
largest migration crisis the region has witnessed, second only to
Syria globally, with a trajectory to surpass it by the end of 2021.

The impact of this migration on neighbouring countries is very
serious and is compounded by COVID-19. Venezuelans lack access
to basic commodities and services. Minimum wage in Venezuela
currently sits at around $2 U.S. per month. The cost of living is at
least 10 times higher. One in three Venezuelans—or 9.3 million
people—is food-insecure; 96% of Venezuelans live in poverty, and
79% live in extreme poverty, meaning they do not earn enough to
purchase basic household goods.

® (1540)

These conditions only continue to worsen, exacerbated by the
ongoing pandemic.

[Translation]

In addition to the dire humanitarian situation, the violations of
human rights that occur every day in Venezuela are startling. The
UN fact-finding mission on Venezuela published its report in
September 2020, confirming that the Maduro regime has systemati-
cally committed crimes against humanity since at least 2014. This
includes extrajudicial executions, enforced disappearances, arbi-
trary detentions, torture and sexual violence at the hands of state
forces.

This is consistent with the OAS' May 2018 report, which was
co-authored by Canada's former justice minister Irwin Cotler. The
findings in that report served as the basis for referral to the Interna-
tional Criminal Court by Canada and five other Lima Group mem-
bers in September 2018. The bottom line of the fact-finding mis-
sion report is that this crisis urgently needs to be addressed, and a
transition to democracy in Venezuela must be the foundation for
that to happen.

Lima Group members were instrumental in securing the exten-
sion of the mandate of the fact-finding mission for another two
years, until October 2022. These human rights violations have con-
tinued in recent months, as demonstrated by the regime's recent
crackdowns on civil society organizations and independent media.

[English]

Addressing the Venezuela crisis is a foreign policy priority for
Canada.

In 2017, Canada played a leading role in creating the Lima
Group, a regional grouping that aims to restore democracy in

Venezuela. Canada is seen as a valued convenor to bridge the posi-
tions and actions of key actors, including the European Union or
the EU-led International Contact Group, the United States, and Li-
ma Group members, as well as others, driving—

The Chair: Mr. Grant, could we ask you just to wind up quickly
S0 we can go to questions from members?

Mr. Michael Grant: Very good.

In recent years, we have seen many initiatives on Venezuela,
which sometimes has made it challenging for the international com-
munity. Going forward, one of Canada's objectives is to ensure co-
hesion in the international community and that it continues to work
together.

We have also instituted a number of pressures against the regime,
including sanctions on individuals, and we are beginning to work
quite closely with the United Kingdom on the issue of illegal gold.

The Chair: Mr. Grant, thank you. Let's leave it there in the inter-
est of time, just to make sure that everybody gets their chance to get
questions in.

We will go to our first round of questions, which are six minutes
each.

This set of questions goes to Mr. Chong, for six minutes, please.

Hon. Michael Chong (Wellington—Halton Hills, CPC):
Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you, Mr. Grant.

I'd like to focus first on Mr. Juan Guaidé. As you know, to this
point, many different countries around the world have recognized
him as interim president. I understand that the European Union will
no longer recognize him as interim president; however, the Biden
administration reportedly will recognize him as interim president.

What is the Government of Canada's position on his status?
® (1545)

Mr. Michael Grant: First, it's important to go back in time just a
little, to the end of the legitimate term of Nicolas Maduro. As I
mentioned, he was legitimately elected in 2013 and his term ended
at the end of 2018, in January 2019.

The elections that he had advanced and held in 2018 were seen
by the democratic forces in Venezuela and by the international
community as not being free and fair, and therefore, when his legit-
imate term ended, the Venezuelan constitution dictated that the in-
terim president should be the president or the speaker of the Na-
tional Assembly. That was Juan Guaido, and that began in 2019.

If we go forward to December of last year, illegitimate National
Assembly elections were held by the Maduro regime, not recog-
nized by Canada and the majority of the international community.
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Following that event, the legitimate National Assembly, led by
Juan Guaido, passed a resolution saying that because there had not
been legitimate elections, their mandate would continue. They have
taken the form of what's called a “delegated committee” and Juan
Guaido continues as the interim president.

It is our view that Juan Guaido is the legitimate interim president
of Venezuela, and Canada has recognized him as such.

Hon. Michael Chong: Thank you.

I have a second question. We have a new U.S. administration.
How is American policy going to change with respect to
Venezuela? What do you know about what's going on?

Mr. Michael Grant: It's early days. I, and others, watched with
interest the confirmation hearing of Secretary of State Antony
Blinken. He referenced in there...and there have been some refer-
ences of administration officials since, indicating clearly that the
United States will continue to recognize Juan Guaid¢ as the interim
president.

Moving forward, it is essential that the international community,
especially those like-minded with Canada—and the United States is
definitely in that category—work together to try to inject some new
momentum. It's early days for the United States. I think they're go-
ing to want to hear from their allies, and the message from Canada
will be that we are prepared to do even more, working with them
and working with others.

That's as much as we have at this point from the U.S. administra-
tion.

Hon. Michael Chong: I have two quick questions. One relates to
Juan Guaid¢ again, and the second is different.

First, how long do you think Canada can continue to recognize
Mr. Guaido as the interim president without having a legitimate
election for the National Assembly? Are we talking years—five
years or 10 years? I don't need an exact time frame, but what's your
sense of how much longer that can continue?

Then I have a quick follow-up question.
Mr. Michael Grant: It's a very good question.

The way I would answer is to say that we have taken very good
note in following the Venezuelan constitution, as has the legitimate
National Assembly. The motion they passed extended their man-
date for one year, so until early January 2022. From our perspec-
tive, we recognize his authority based on that, until that time frame.

Hon. Michael Chong: My last question is a broader question.
Some people have suggested that the reason Maduro continues to
cling to power is that he has no other option. There has to be an out
for him in order to get him out of power and have a new head of
government put in place.

What do you see as the path forward for him, if that assumption
is correct?

Mr. Michael Grant: I think it's important to preface this with
the foreign policy of Canada. The resolution to the crisis in
Venezuela is for Venezuelans to determine. Yes, we have opinions
and we believe it should be done peacefully. We oppose any talk of
the use of military force.

I'm sorry, Mr. Chong. I missed the essence of your question.
Could you repeat it very quickly?

® (1550)

Hon. Michael Chong: Some people are saying that there has to
be a clear path for him out of power in order for Venezuelans to ar-
rive at a new head of government. Until there's a path laid out, he's
going to cling to power to the last second.

Mr. Michael Grant: I don't dispute that assertion. He has cer-
tainly indicated that he has no intention of leaving.

I come back to what I just said. It's up to Venezuelans to deter-
mine the way forward. If we can get to the point of real, legitimate
negotiations that are supported by the international community and
involve the key parties, I think they'll find a way forward.

I wouldn't be surprised if some creative measures were put on the
table, including the future of Mr. Maduro.

The Chair: Mr. Grant, thanks very much.
Thank you, Mr. Chong.

The next round goes to Ms. Sahota, for six minutes.
Ms. Ruby Sahota (Brampton North, Lib.): Thank you.

It's kind of the opposite, in terms of.... The countries that are rec-
ognizing Guaido as interim president are countries like Canada and
the U.S. The countries that have been known to support the Maduro
government have been China, Russia and Cuba.

In what ways do these countries support Maduro? Can you give a
little bit more of an explanation as to why their support is important
and how they're supporting his government?

Mr. Michael Grant: Definitely. I would say it's a mix of eco-
nomic relations. Definitely China and Russia both have significant
investments and trade significantly with Venezuela. The same goes
for Cuba. They have a long-standing history of economic relations,
which includes transfers of heavily subsidized, if not free, oil.

Also, it's geostrategic. I don't think it's a great surprise that cer-
tainly Russia, and to an extent China, sees its relationship with
Venezuela as a geostrategic lever in the world.

I'd say those are the main reasons they are supporting the regime.

Ms. Ruby Sahota: Are there any other major players that have
come out and are providing support, now that the EU has figured
that they can no longer recognize Guaido as the interim leader?

What other countries are in line with the thinking of Canada and
the U.S.?

Mr. Michael Grant: I'd say that while the EU has not stated in
the same way as Canada that they continue to recognize Juan
Guaido, they have stated very clearly that they believe the elections
of December 6, as well as the presidential elections of 2018, were
not free and fair. They have also indicated that they believe that the
democratic forces—the legitimate National Assembly and Juan
Guaido—are legitimate interlocutors. I'd say it's a nuance, but for
the most part we see the European Union and its member states as
very like-minded to Canada.
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Over the last couple of years, depending on politics in different
countries, there have been some changes. For example, Mexico and
Argentina were both members of the Lima Group, but after changes
of governments they've taken a slightly different position.

Ms. Ruby Sahota: What position is that?

Mr. Michael Grant: Mexico decided to depart from the Lima
Group as it reverted back to a more traditional foreign policy for
Mexico of non-interference. They have taken that decision.

Prior to these recent events, Argentina made it clear that it did
not recognize Juan Guaid¢ as the interim president.

These are two examples of countries that have an important
voice and an important role to play. As we move forward, we think
it's essential that we engage with them as much as we're engaging
with the countries that see it completely the same as Canada does.
We're only going to move forward if we can have appropriate dia-
logue with all of the players, and that includes even the supporters
of Maduro, such as China and Russia.

Ms. Ruby Sahota: Coming to the issue of sanctions, Canada is
imposing 113 different sanctions on Venezuelans implicated in
these human rights violations, but the Americans are imposing oth-
er economic sanctions.

Why has Canada made this decision? Why is it better to link
sanctions to individuals rather than to the economy?

® (1555)

Mr. Michael Grant: I'm not an overall sanctions expert, but [
know that the sanctions regimes we have in Canada and the U.S.
are quite different.

From a Canadian perspective, we base our decisions on informa-
tion we have acquired that's in the public domain. A lot of it comes
from reports, such as what was presented in the UN fact-finding
mission or the OAS report that I referenced. These are targeted
against individuals where it's clear that they have done wrongdoing.

At the same time, we are specifically targeting these individuals
and our sanctions do not have an overarching impact on the
Venezuelan economy. That is a significant difference between us
and the United States.

Ms. Ruby Sahota: In an economy with the GDP shrinking at the
rate you mentioned earlier, what kind of additional impact would
the sanctions that the U.S. is imposing have on the people of
Venezuela?

Mr. Michael Grant: They're U.S. sanctions, so I'm not sure I'm
the expert to answer it.

Certainly, some of the sanctions they have imposed have at-
tempted to restrict the Maduro regime's ability to export, including
petroleum products. Clearly, that will have an impact on the rev-
enues of the government and also on how the government is able to
deliver its services. So there would be an impact.

Again, I'm not speaking on behalf of the United States. At the
same time, no sanctions have any impact on humanitarian assis-
tance whatsoever.

Ms. Ruby Sahota: I guess that's all the time we have.

Thank you so much.

The Chair: Ms. Sahota, thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Grant.

[Translation]

Mr. Bergeron, you have the floor for six minutes.

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron (Montarville, BQ): Thank you very
much, Mr. Chair.

1 would like to thank the witnesses for being with us today and
for enlightening us on the situation in Venezuela. Indeed, it is an
extremely complex situation, and the varied reactions of the entire
international community in this regard demonstrates this.

My concern—let me put it bluntly—is that the position of
Canada and the recent members of the Lima Group rests on an in-
creasingly shaky basis, given that since the election took place in
2015, this assembly was to be dissolved in December 2020.

On the one hand, I question the fact that we continue to support a
leader who no longer has the democratic legitimacy to pursue his
mandate. On the other hand, I see that not only is the support of the
Venezuelan people for Mr. Guaidé diminishing, but also that impor-
tant international bodies, such as the European Union, are begin-
ning to distance themselves from him.

Isn't Canada just supporting a straw man?

To take up the question asked by Mr. Chong, how long do we
think we will be able to hold this position, which seems to me to be
more and more untenable?

Mr. Michael Grant: Thank you for your question.

According to our policy and position, we follow the Venezuelan
constitution. I believe that it is rules 193 and 196 which say that the
Venezuelan National Assembly can create this delegated commit-
tee, and that is exactly what it has done.

I understand your questions, but I believe that Canada and many
other countries have this policy. It is not only the Lima Group, but
also the United States and Great Britain. There are members of the
European Union who also follow this policy, but the position of this
group is not exactly the same. I think Canada has taken the right
position.

Let's see what happens in 2021. It is urgent to make progress
through negotiations so that there can be a democratic transition in
Venezuela.
® (1600)

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Let me go through it again in order.
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First of all, I think it is correct, as most of the international com-
munity has done so far, to say that the last election may not seem
very legitimate given the conditions in which it took place. Having
said that—again, perhaps you should shed more light on the consti-
tutional context of Venezuela—how can we recognize the elected
representatives of an assembly that, in any case, should have been
dissolved in December 2020?

What is the democratic legitimacy of this assembly that, theoreti-
cally, no longer exists? Moreover, as I mentioned, support for
Mr. Guaidé among the Venezuelan population is far from assured.
Rather, it seems that he has been gradually abandoned, not only by
the Venezuelan population, but also by a number of traditional al-
lies on the international scene, including the European Union, in-
deed.

Mr. Michael Grant: First, Canada or the Lima Group are not the
only ones to have said that the elections were not fair and free.

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Yes, absolutely. There's no disagree-
ment on that, Mr. Grant.

Mr. Michael Grant: Okay.

Concerning the legitimacy of Mr. Guaidé and this delegated
committee, the Venezuelan constitution provides that the National
Assembly of Venezuela may create such a committee. In our opin-
ion, these acts...

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Let me stop you right there, Mr. Grant,
I'm sorry. This is information that you gave us when you answered
my previous question.

Here is my question: what is the legitimacy of this committee ap-
pointed by an assembly which, for its part, no longer has legitima-
cy?

Mr. Michael Grant: The assembly was still there in December.
Its mandate ended in January 2021. It was therefore during that
mandate that it adopted the resolution to create this committee.

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: However, I ask you the following
question. Let us try to transpose the situation into the constitutional
context of Canada. Let us assume that this minority government
goes to the ultimate deadline set by law. On the eve of the statutory
dissolution, let us then assume that the government decides to es-
tablish a parliamentary committee that would continue to exist after
the election...

The Chair: I'm sorry, Mr. Bergeron, but your time is up. You
will most likely have the opportunity to come back to it in the sec-
ond round.

[English]
The next series of questions goes to Mr. Harris.

You have six minutes, please.

Mr. Jack Harris (St. John's East, NDP): [ want to follow up on
some of the questions that were asked by Mr. Chong and Mr. Berg-
eron, because I think the consensus seems to be that the position of
Mr. Guaido is being steadily eroded. Apparently, he does not have a
lot of support for his boycott of the 2020 elections, even in making
the decision to do so. We just heard about a quasi-legitimate—I
think that was the expression Mr. Grant used—setting up of a com-
mittee, which doesn't seem to me to be a government, and support

for Mr. Guaidé popularly in Venezuela is somewhere in the 20% to
25% range, which doesn't give much confidence to me and to many
people. He seems to be a bit more popular around the world with
international governments than with the Venezuelan people.

Why is Canada persisting in holding him out as the legitimate
leader of a country and, at the same time, saying that it's up to the
Venezuelan people to decide their future? How do you square that
circle?

® (1605)
Mr. Michael Grant: I'll make a couple of points.

First, with regard to the elections, the elections were boycotted
by virtually all opposition parties. There were—

Mr. Jack Harris: Not all, sir.

Mr. Michael Grant: No, not all. I was going to add that. But all
of the major—

Mr. Jack Harris: And those that didn't were critical of Guaidd
for doing so.

Mr. Michael Grant: All of the major political parties, opposi-
tion parties, did boycott the elections, certainly those that have been
forming the coalition with Mr. Guaidé and others over the past
year.

In terms of his legitimacy, first, I think it's important to state that
legitimacy is not because of the individual. It's the position that he
holds. In 2019, he was the speaker, the president of the National
Assembly, and the Venezuelan constitution clearly says that if there
is no legitimate president, then the interim president—

Mr. Jack Harris: That's how we got to where we are, but that
term of office expired. Now we have some Internet committee set
up of delegates only decided on by the opposition—that no one else
participated in—claiming to be a legitimate government.

If we want to see a situation where the Venezuelan people have a
say in the future, having the international community or parts of it
propping up one side and meanwhile ignoring the humanitarian cri-
sis within Venezuela and for those who have left.... It seems to me
that this is not a pathway to a negotiated solution. I think it's time,
perhaps, that Canada and other countries started finding other ways
to assist the situation in Venezuela.

Let me give one example. You talked about the economic condi-
tions in Venezuela and the humanitarian crisis, but you didn't men-
tion the effect of the sanctions on that humanitarian crisis. I don't
mean the Canadian ones, because the Canadian ones are aimed at
individuals—quite legitimately, by the way. I have no quarrel with
that, and the International Criminal Court is pursuing and should
continue to pursue the criminal acts that it has under view.

However, I think the strategy of what Mr. Trump called “maxi-
mum pressure” on the Venezuelans by oil embargo and other eco-
nomic sanctions has exacerbated and affected—as the Washington
Office on Latin America has said—the most vulnerable Venezue-
lans. The foreign currency revenues have dropped, of course. Oil
production has dropped because they don't have any customers, and
this is not achieving the results that the United States had hoped for.

Perhaps another strategy is in order.
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Mr. Michael Grant: [ would agree with you that, in the last few
years, the international community has failed. We have put a lot of
effort into this, and the situation in Venezuela has gotten worse. We
are no closer to a political solution. I think we have to be honest
about that.

With regard to the legitimacy issue, I think, from a Canadian per-
spective, we believe the way out of this crisis is a negotiated solu-
tion by all of the parties that leads to a full return of democracy.
The conditions for democratic elections in Venezuela don't exist,
and that was proven in December. When that happened, the legiti-
mate National Assembly decided to take action, and it decided, bas-
ing itself on the Venezuelan constitution, to extend its mandate for
one year to create this committee. In Canada's view, we believe that
it followed the constitution, and we continue to support that.

Is this a sustainable situation? Absolutely not. We need to get
back to finding a solution.

With regard to the issue of the humanitarian situation and the
economic situation, I think we have to recall what the genesis of
Venezuela's decline is.

® (1610)

Mr. Jack Harris: Well, we understand the genesis of the de-
cline, but it's been exacerbated by the sanctions at the expense of
the most vulnerable people in Venezuela. Now, isn't there some op-
portunity here to provide and encourage a withdrawal of some of
these sanctions, to allow the Venezuelans to have access to their
money in foreign banks on the condition that it be used to alleviate
the humanitarian crisis?

It seems to me that there are ways Canada can help. Canada has
given $55 million only. I say “only” because there is all sorts of ev-
idence that other countries and other crises have been dealt with
much more generously by Canada and other nations than the
Venezuelan people who are suffering. It seems to me that we're
withholding, or the countries are withholding, humanitarian aid,
punishing the most vulnerable for the acts of the government.
Somehow that seems to be very wrong, and I don't think Canadians
support that notion.

The Chair: Mr. Harris, I'm sorry. We'll have to leave it there.
You are past your time, but you have a chance to go back in the
next round.

We will now go to the next round, which consists initially of two
five-minute slots, the first of which goes to Mr. Diotte.

Mr. Diotte, the floor is yours for five minutes, please.

Mr. Kerry Diotte (Edmonton Griesbach, CPC): Thanks very
much.

I guess the bottom line is that we can debate the legitimacy of a
government or a president, and it's very important, but the most im-
portant thing is the people. I guess the struggle I'm having is this:
What is Canada's best option to help those people? I mean, it ap-
pears that we have five million-plus people fleeing Venezuela. You
have them streaming into Colombia, etc. What can Canada do right
now to help those people? We've been told that this is the biggest
humanitarian crisis next to Syria, yet it doesn't seem to be on the
radar, relatively speaking, of the world.

Mr. Michael Grant: It's a very good question, and you're abso-
lutely right. It is the second-largest migrant crisis, and it could very
well be the first by the end of this year. If you look at a per capita
basis in terms of funding, it is dramatically too low.

Canada has been contributing. We are one of the largest donors,
focusing a lot of our effort on supporting the migrant populations
that have left Venezuela. As you can imagine, operating within
Venezuela is a little bit difficult. We have had some small humani-
tarian projects, but even those actors within Venezuela are doing so
in very difficult circumstances. There had been an agreement be-
tween the regime and interim president Guaid6 for the delivery of
aid coordinated by the United States. Some of it has worked. Some
of it hasn't. We have concerns about what the regime is doing, but
more is needed.

In terms of Canada, what I want to mention is that, in June of this
year, Minister Gould will host a conference of solidarity for
Venezuelan migrants and refugees. This will be the third, and
Canada took on the leadership last summer, specifically because we
feel that more is needed to support Venezuelan migrants who have
fled their country. We are also the chair of a process called the
Group of Friends of the Quito Process. The Quito Process is the
group of countries that have been the recipients of Venezuelan mi-
grants. The Group of Friends is the group of donor countries that
work very closely with those recipients to see what more can be
done.

1 agree completely with you that more is needed, and Canada is
taking a clear leadership role.

Mr. Kerry Diotte: It's good to know, but how many people are
going to starve before June? It's a long way off, and there is a hu-
manitarian crisis right now. Look at how the world reacted to the
Syrian migration crisis.

On that note, are there Venezuelans coming to Canada, or is there
anything more that we can do to sponsor them or to help them in
any way to get out of this misery?

Mr. Michael Grant: At this stage, there is no specific program
to receive Venezuelan migrants. There have been quite a number of
Venezuelans who have claimed refugee status in Canada in recent
years. However, in terms of a specific program similar to what was
done with Syria, there isn't one at the present time.

® (1615)

Mr. Kerry Diotte: What can we do to push for that? I think ev-
erybody certainly knows that this is a very real crisis. Look at how
Canada stepped up with the Syrian crisis. Why can we not be step-
ping up now, when this is the big crisis right now?
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Mr. Michael Grant: I think we're definitely stepping up in terms
of getting proper assistance to those migrants. As to a program for
coming to Canada, I'm afraid I'll have to defer to colleagues from
IRCC on that issue.

Mr. Kerry Diotte: Would they be willing to weigh in and an-
swer a bit about that?

Mr. Michael Grant: They're not with us today, sir.
Mr. Kerry Diotte: Oh, I'm sorry. Okay.

Venezuela is a top foreign policy issue, as you mentioned, for
Canada, but given the mismanagement and the breakdown of the
economy by the socialist Maduro regime, what is their capacity to
deal with the health and economic crisis that's happening now, with
the COVID pandemic? Is there any capacity to deal with it?

The Chair: Make it a very brief answer, Mr. Grant. We're almost
out of time on this.

Mr. Michael Grant: The COVID pandemic has hit Venezuela as
it has hit everywhere else. We get numbers from the Maduro
regime. We don't trust them—I don't think anyone does—because
they're very low.

The Guaid6 government has drawn on resources that it has at its
disposal to provide some funding to the health sector, but I would
say it is inadequate, and this is of great concern.

The Chair: Mr. Grant, thank you very much.
Thank you, Mr. Diotte.

Colleagues, I would like to remind you of the rather tight time
frames in this second round. If everybody could limit themselves to
the allotted time, we can get, as I would propose, through a full sec-
ond round. It will take us slightly past 4:30, but I think that, in the
interest of the subject matter before us, it's time well spent.

The next five-minute round goes to Dr. Fry.

Hon. Hedy Fry (Vancouver Centre, Lib.): Thank you very
much.

Everyone has talked about the humanitarian aid. I would like to
point out that Trinidad and Tobago, where I come from, is 80 miles
away, by sea, from Venezuela. There are very close relationships
there, and I grew up knowing those relationships. Fifty-five million
dollars may not sound like a lot of money to Canadians, but when
you look at the exchange, if you gave $55 million to Trinidad and
Tobago, you would have to multiply it by six with the exchange.
That comes up to about $350 million. We need to remember what
the costs are in that region, what you can buy in that region and
what you can do in that region with $55 million.

I'm not saying $55 million is enough, and I think we should look
at how we do it, but the important thing about getting money into
aid is how we get that money to the people and not to a regime that
can take it and do what it wishes with it.

That's my first question; it's about humanitarian aid. What both-
ers me the most here, however, is that we reference Europe and we
reference Syria. Europe and Syria are obviously close by. Every-
body's concerned with Syria.

Nobody thinks about it, but Canada has a stake in this for another
reason: Geopolitically, we do not want China and Russia to be play-
ing a role. The United States' history has always been to go in and
forget the sovereignty and put their own leader in. We don't want to
do that either, but we are in the OAS. Whatever happens in that re-
gion is going to impact us greatly.

I think we need to talk a little more—and I'd like to hear from
you—about where we lie geopolitically. Europe is very far away
and couldn't care less, I'm sorry to say, about what's going on in
Venezuela; they care more about Syria because it's on their
doorstep. I would really like to know, however, how geopolitically
we're going to look at the OAS itself—its strength, its integrity, the
fact that many countries in the OAS are walking away from democ-
racy. How are we going to make sure that the security of the OAS
region is really considered by Canada? The U.S. and Canada are
the only two countries, recently, that have democratic processes go-
ing on in our countries.

I'd like to hear about the political issue here.

Mr. Michael Grant: Thank you very much for the question.

I agree with you completely on the geopolitical importance of
Venezuela. Within the hemisphere, as I think everyone will recall, it
was 20 years ago that Canada led the hemisphere in creating the In-
ter-American Democratic Charter. Since then, there has been
progress and there have been setbacks. Venezuela is the greatest
setback, but there have been others. I would say that in the last
year, actually, in the region there have been more upsides than
downsides in terms of democracy.

Looking forward, we believe that the OAS and all of its member
states have a critical role to play, and we are working very hard to
see the Venezuela issue addressed through the OAS.

At the same time, while we believe that this is an issue of the
hemisphere and the nations of the hemisphere need to address it, we
don't think there's a monopoly on it either. I think Europeans—

® (1620)

Hon. Hedy Fry: I'm sorry. I don't mean that it's a monopoly. I'm
saying that I want to know what we are doing to forward the solu-
tions within the OAS, because we are in the OAS.

Mr. Michael Grant: If we go back a few years, one of the rea-
sons the Lima Group was created was that we hit a stalemate within
the OAS. It was completely split on how to deal with Venezuela.

One thing we've been working on is to try to improve the dia-
logue of countries that have slightly different points of view. For
example, the Caribbean has been, for the most part, either agnostic
or somewhat supportive of Maduro.
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That's not across the board. There are a few countries that are
members of the Lima Group. Canada, however, has gone to great
pains to create bridges for dialogue between Caribbean countries
and Guaido, and between them and the supporters of Guaido, to try
to improve the understanding.

A resolution was passed at the last General Assembly, including
on the conditions for elections. We think that was an important step
forward.

We think that addressing the humanitarian issue within the OAS
is important as well. It is going to take all members of the OAS to
engage, as with others, to try to find a solution.

The Chair: Dr. Fry, you have about 20 seconds.
Hon. Hedy Fry: Okay.

If we look at the history of the Caribbean and Latin American
states.... In fact, we saw Cuba in the fifties. We saw what happened
with Chile and with all of those regimes that were corrupt. Russia
and China want to get back in there because they support that kind
of regime.

My real concern is that talking may or may not be enough. What
are we doing to really move the agenda forward? I'd like to know
that. You can't answer it, but I need to know that. It's really impor-
tant.

The Chair: Dr. Fry, the question is on the record. We're out of
time. Maybe there will be a chance to go back in a subsequent
round through the Liberal Party, but we have to go next to Mon-
sieur Bergeron.

[Translation]
This will be a very short question period, two and a half minutes.

Mr. Bergeron, you have the floor.

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Thank you, Mr. Chair. I'll quickly pick
up where I left off earlier.

Let us imagine that, at the end of this democratic mandate, the
House of Commons of Canada decides to strike a committee whose
existence would continue beyond the statutory dissolution of Parlia-
ment. On the international scene, could any government consider
this to be a fully legitimate committee, given that the body that cre-
ated it would itself have been dissolved and become illegitimate,
since there would have been a new election in the meantime?

Mr. Michael Grant: Thank you for your question.
I will comment on the situation in Venezuela.

It is clear that the constitution allows the creation of a delegated
commission when there is a vacuum. It is also clear that the
Maduro assembly elected on December 6, 2020, is illegitimate,
which would have created a vacuum if the assembly of 2015 had
not created its delegated commission. We accept this interpretation
of the Venezuelan constitution.

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Thank you for this clarification. It al-
lows me to have a more complete picture of the answer you gave to
my first question.

The Chair: You still have 45 seconds left, Mr. Bergeron. You
can ask a short question.

® (1625)

Mr. Stéphane Bergeron: Once again, just 45 seconds to ask a
question and hear the answer would be an insult to our witnesses.

You can give the floor to the next speaker.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Bergeron.
[English]
The next round goes to Mr. Harris for two and a half minutes.

Mr. Jack Harris: I will use my two and a half minutes to return
to the concerns that were raised by the OAS in relation to the hu-
manitarian crisis. They complained that, while there was $20 bil-
lion given to support the crisis in Syria, the amount of money raised
to support the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela was in the range
of $200 million, which seemed to be a huge difference.

Is there an explanation for that, other than the fact that this was
the situation?

Mr. Michael Grant: I don't want to dispute your numbers with
numbers that I can't confirm. I want to agree with you that the
amount of money raised to address the Venezuelan crisis is awfully
low and needs to change. That's exactly why Canada is making the
effort that it is.

I think it has been more than $200 million. Canada alone has
contributed $87 million. I know the United States is well into the
hundreds of millions, and I think the European Union as well.

More needs to be done; that's clear. That's exactly why Canada is
taking a decision to be the leader of the conference that we will
host. It is one event in June, but there is much activity leading up to
it.

Mr. Jack Harris: Let me correct my figures, sir. This is March
2019. The statement of the secretary general of the OAS talked
about the international community's support of $200 million, com-
pared with the Syrian crisis, with more than $30 billion. That is a
remarkable difference in the amount of support there.

One of my colleagues asked about the coronavirus crisis.
Venezuela cannot participate in the COVAX plan because they
don't have the money to pay. Is there a possibility of Canada sup-
porting access to some of the money that is being currently held in
banks, foreign currency, to be used to purchase vaccines? Is that
something Canada would support?

The Chair: Give a very quick answer, please, Mr. Grant.

Mr. Michael Grant: Sure.

I think we're definitely open to finding innovative solutions to
ensure that everyone gets the vaccine, including those in Venezuela
and those Venezuelan migrants. We've been a strong supporter of
the Pan American Health Organization, and there may be some way
of using them as well.
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Quickly on the figure, as of right now, it's still dramatically low,
but T understand it to be $2.7 billion that has been committed to-
wards Venezuela. It is still low, and it needs to increase dramatical-
ly, but maybe it's a little more precise as to where we are at the cur-
rent time.

The Chair: Mr. Grant, thank you very much.

We have Mr. Chong, please, for five minutes.

Hon. Michael Chong: I'm going to pass the floor to Mr. Diotte,
if he wants to follow up with his questions on the humanitarian cri-
sis. Mr. Harris and Mr. Bergeron have explored the whole issue of
the status of the interim president.

The Chair: Perfect. Thank you.
Mr. Kerry Diotte: Sure, I'll be glad to take over.

Getting to the COVID crisis, as you've explained, they're not in
any kind of situation where.... Because there's such a breakdown in
society, there's very little that can be done. Can you describe at least
the numbers we're being given? Do we have any idea how serious
that part of the crisis is in Venezuela?

Mr. Michael Grant: It's a really good question. Unfortunately, I
don't think I or many people can give any precision in terms of the
exact impact, but the numbers that they put out are dramatically
low. I think they've stated that somewhere north of a thousand peo-
ple have passed away, which is a tragedy unto itself, but I think
most people in the international health community would see that
as much higher.

In terms of moving forward, looking at mechanisms like PAHO
and others is one. The Maduro regime is engaging on this as well. |
think it's important to recognize that. They have a commitment for
many millions of doses from Russia, of the Russian vaccine. I think
we all hope that is successful. I think it is going to fall short of
what's needed, and, as with many other issues, the international
community is going to need to step up. We will definitely look at
the options we have to do so.

® (1630)

Mr. Kerry Diotte: We talked about some of the people fleeing
Venezuela and so forth, but obviously there are probably Canadian
citizens there. Do we have any kind of idea how many Canadians
are currently in Venezuela? I understand that basically there are no
diplomats left in the country, or am [ wrong in that?

Mr. Michael Grant: You are correct. We did have to close our
embassy. We do have some local staff housed in the British em-
bassy, mainly on consular issues.

I can't say how many Canadian citizens reside in Venezuela.
They would most likely be almost exclusively dual citizens, and as
you know we don't keep such statistics. We do rely on Canadians
registering in our ROCA system of residents abroad. Those num-
bers are virtually zero.

There were some Canadians who were in Venezuela this time last
year and needed to be evacuated. As far as we know, all who want-
ed to depart have departed, but in terms of Canadians still residing
we would not have those numbers.

Mr. Kerry Diotte: Getting back to sanctions and so forth, could
you explain exactly what we've done and what our sanctions entail?

Is there a plan by Canada to expand sanctions, or is there even talk
of it? Could you touch on that again?

Mr. Michael Grant: Our sanctions target individuals. They put
restrictions on those individuals' ability to do business in Canada, to
do banking in Canada and to travel to Canada. In terms of going
forward, this is something we are constantly looking at.

The three most active entities on sanctions are ourselves, the
United States and the European Union. Now that the U.K. is out of
the European Union, I put them in that category as well. We have
very close communication, and whenever additional sanctions
come from one of them we look closely to see the reasoning and to
determine whether we need to take action. At the same time, we are
constantly monitoring the situation in Venezuela and, as I men-
tioned, reports such as that of the UN fact-finding mission on the
human rights situation. That's one great example where we will
look at it and determine if we need to add more.

It's not something we talk about publicly, in terms of who we are
looking at, but I can tell you that this is ongoing and we'll be look-
ing at whether we increase the number of sanctions in the weeks
and months to come.

Mr. Kerry Diotte: Their oil industry has been quite devastated,
but is there any oil coming from Venezuela to Canada?

Mr. Michael Grant: No, there is not. About a year ago, we
looked into this and determined that the last shipment of oil to
Canada—we think it was in 2014 or 2015—was maybe one thou-
sand or two thousand barrels of oil; it wasn't much. Since then, we
have no record of any oil coming from Venezuela.

Mr. Kerry Diotte: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Diotte.

Thank you, Mr. Grant.

Our final round of questions goes to Mr. Fonseca for five min-
utes, please.

Mr. Peter Fonseca (Mississauga East—Cooksville, Lib.):
Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you very much, Mr. Grant, for the questions you've an-
swered. I believe I'll be the last questioner. As a wrap-up, I also
want to give you the opportunity to put on the table anything we
may have missed, any important questions that need to be an-
swered. I'd like you to be able to inform the committee on them.
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Mr. Grant, during a committee meeting on February 27, 2019,
you stated, “We have some experience with local NGOs, but the
necessary conditions aren't in place to facilitate the use of this fund-
ing.” That's a quote from you in reference to the $55 million, at the
time, which we've spoken about. We've put in another $18 million
for basic needs for the most vulnerable people in the area through
those neighbouring countries.

With that commitment of support to Venezuela, have there been
any improvements to infrastructure so they are able to support the
funding we are sending? Can you explain that?

® (1635)
Mr. Michael Grant: That's a very good question.

First, our total assistance to date is $87 million. That's where
we're at right now.

In terms of support inside Venezuela, this is something that has
been very difficult. We have been able to work with some local
NGOs, NGOs that advocate for human rights, as well as look at
health services and things like that. Unlike other places, we're just
very careful about stating publicly who they are. There is a real risk
that they will be targeted, so we're very careful about that. In the
humanitarian space, we have also worked with others, some of the
more well-known international humanitarian organizations, and
even they have requested that we not speak publicly about the work
they're doing, which allows them to carry on their work.

I mentioned earlier that there had been an agreement between the
Maduro regime, the interim government of Juan Guaidé and the
United Nations for the delivery of humanitarian assistance. It was
also with the Pan American Health Organization. There has been
some limited success there. There has been the ability to get some
supplies in, but as of late, as of the last few weeks, the regime has
put up some additional roadblocks.

We hope it continues, because it's badly needed. We are also
looking at options to see whether there is a way for Canada to con-
tribute to that. You can understand that it's a bit of a risky business.
Working with some of the UN agencies and well-known humanitar-
ian organizations gives us some comfort, but it is very difficult to
operate in that environment. At the same time, the needs outside,
with the 5.4 million Venezuelans, are extremely acute, and I think
that is why the majority of our funding has gone to support their sit-
uation.

Mr. Peter Fonseca: Thank you.

Mr. Grant, in February of last year, you spoke on a podcast,
Global Americans, where you admitted shortcomings from the Li-
ma Group and thought it might have been naive in some areas of
optimism. It's almost one year later. Where have we made improve-
ments in making this group more effective in its negotiation, and
how? I guess that's the question.

Mr. Michael Grant: I think many actors in the international
community perhaps were a bit naive. If we go back to 2019, there
was a tremendous amount of optimism and momentum behind the
interim presidency of Juan Guaidé. Every day there was another
country around the world saying they recognize him as the legiti-
mate leader. There was tremendous outpouring of support on the
street for him. To be honest, if we'd had this hearing at that time, [
would have told you that we believe change is imminent. It wasn't;
we were wrong, and I think we're unfortunately in good company
in being wrong.

You know, this is a very difficult situation. It sounds a bit rhetori-
cal and perhaps naive, but I think Canada does believe in a negoti-
ated solution to this, as difficult as it may be. The only way we're
going to get out of this crisis is for Venezuelans themselves to agree
on a way forward.

The alternatives are worse. Over the past few years, there have
been occasionally some actors who would hint at military interven-
tion and the like. Canada opposed that, and we continue to oppose
it. While the situation is bad, very bad, it could get worse through
military intervention. That is why we need a peaceful, negotiated
solution to get back to democracy in Venezuela.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Grant and Mr. Fonseca.

Colleagues, that takes us to the end of our scheduled briefing
with Global Affairs colleagues on Venezuela. I would like to thank
them on our collective behalf.

[Translation]

Mr. Grant, Mr. Cohen and Mr. Beauséjour, we thank you very
much for your testimony, and above all, for your work.

[English]

With that, we will suspend, to reconvene in a few moments in
camera for some committee business. Thank you, everybody.

[Proceedings continue in cameral
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