CDA
Institute

L'Institut
de la CAD

~ 1987 ~

THE CONFERENCE OF DEFENCE ASSOCIATIONS INSTITUTE

L’INSTITUT DE LA CONFÉRENCE DES ASSOCIATIONS DE LA DÉFENSE

EUROPE IN THE GRIP
OF TWO CRISES

ALSO IN THIS ISSUE

WHAT’S WRONG WITH CANADA’S
RESERVES?
ARCTIC SECURITY: THAW OR RE-FREEZE?
LEADERSHIP DECAPITATION AND THE
RISE OF ISIL
LESSONS FROM PARIS AND BRUSSELS
SUMMER 2016 | VOLUME 21, NUMBER 1

ÉTÉ 2016 | VOLUME 21, NUMÉRO 1

VOLUME 21 NUMBER 1: SUMMER / ÉTÉ 2016
CHAIR OF THE BOARD / PRÉSIDENT DU CONSEIL
Major-General Daniel Gosselin, CMM, CD (Ret’d)
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER / PRÉSIDENTDIRECTEUR-GÉNÉRAL
Tony Battista
EDITOR / RÉDACTEUR
Dr. David S. McDonough, PhD
CDA Institute / L’Institut de la CAD
151 Slater Street, Suite 412A
151, rue Slater, Suite 412A
Ottawa ON K1P 5H3
Phone / Téléphone: (613) 236 9903
Email / Courriel: accounts@cdainstitute.ca
Website / Site Web: www.cdainstitute.ca
ON TRACK is published by the CDA Institute.
Mission Statement. It is the goal of the CDA Institute to
promote informed public debate on security and defence
issues and the vital role played by the Canadian Armed
Forces in society. It is intended that ON TRACK facilitate
this educational mandate by featuring articles that explore
security, defence, and strategic issues that may have an
impact on Canadian interests and on the safety of its
citizens. The views expressed in ON TRACK are those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of the CDA
Institute.
ON TRACK est publié par l’Institut de la CAD.
Énoncé de mission. L’Institut de la CAD a pour but de
non seulement encourager un débat public éclairé à propos
des problématiques concernant la sécurité et de défense
canadienne, mais aussi de promouvoir le rôle vital joué par les
Forces armées canadiennes dans la société. Nous souhaitons
que « ON TRACK » facilite ce mandat éducatif en mettant
en vedette une gamme d'articles qui explorent la sécurité, la
défense et le domaine stratégique pouvant avoir un impact sur
les intérêts du Canada et sur la sécurité de ses citoyens. Les
points de vues exprimés dans « ON TRACK » reflètent les vues
des auteurs et pas nécessairement ceux de l’Institut de la CAD.
Copyright © 2016. ISSN 1916-6699 ON TRACK (Print)
(imprimé)
Copyright © 2016. ISSN 1916-6702 ON TRACK (Online)
(en ligne)
COVER PHOTO: The Hemicycle of the European
Parliament in Strasbourg in 2014. (Image credit: David
Iliff. License: CC-BY-SA 3.0.)
PHOTO DE LA PAGE COUVERTURE: L’hémicycle du
Parlement européen à Strasbourg en 2014 (Crédit image :
David Iliff. Licence: CC-BY-SA 3.0.)
Permission is granted to reproduce, in whole or in part,
articles from ON TRACK. A credit line is desired. For
inquiries contact the Editor, David McDonough at: david.
mcdonough@cdainstitute.ca.
Permission est accordée de reproduire en tout ou en partie des
articles de « ON TRACK ». Nous souhaitons que la source soit
mentionnée. Pour demander des renseignements, contactez
David McDonough au david.mcdonough@cdainstitute.ca.

CONTENTS
FROM THE EDITOR 					
LE MOT DU RÉDACTEUR		
			
Dr. David McDonough

2
3

EDITORIAL – WHAT’S WRONG WITH CANADA’S RESERVES?
Dr. Howard Coombs

4

GLOBAL NUCLEAR THREATS, MISSILE DEFENCE,
AND THE TRUDEAU GOVERNMENT’S DEFENCE POLICY
REVIEW
Dr. Andrew Futter and Jeffrey Collins

6

CHINA-JAPAN RELATIONS AND THE POLITICS OF THREAT
Benoit Hardy-Chartrand
		

10

A PERFECT STORM: EUROPE IN THE GRIP OF TWO CRISES
Dr. Carl Hodge

16

ARCTIC SECURITY: THAW OR RE-FREEZE?
Andreas Østhagen

23

LA RECONNAISSANCE DE L’ABKHAZIE PAR LA GÉORGIE ET
L’UNION EUROPÉENNE: VERS UNE NOUVELLE APPROCHE
GÉO-STRATÉGIQUE DU CAUCASE ?
Sophie Clamadieu

27

27

38
CDA INSTITUTE BOARD OF
DIRECTORS /
LE CONSEIL D’ADMINISTRATION
DE L’INSTITUT DE LA CAD
Dr. Ian Brodie | Mr. Jamie Carroll | Mr.
Richard Cohen | Mr. David Collins |
Major-General David Fraser (Ret’d) |
Lieutenant-général Michel Gauthier (ret)
| Major-General Daniel Gosselin (Ret'd) |
Honorary Colonel Paul Hindo | M. Ferry
de Kerckhove | Mme. Louise Mercier |
Honorary Colonel Hanif (Chiko) Nanji |
Colonel George Petrolekas (Ret'd) | The
Hon. David Pratt | Vice-Admiral Drew
Robertson (Ret’d)

COUNCIL OF ADVISORS /
LE CONSEIL D’AVISEURS

DAESH AT ITS ZENITH? THE CHALLENGE OF WHAT
HAPPENS NEXT
Richard Shimooka

30

LESSONS FROM THE PARIS AND BRUSSELS TERROR ATTACKS
Dr. Michael Zekulin

34

UNEXAMINED CONSEQUENCES: LEADERSHIP DECAPITATION
AND THE RISE OF ISIL
Dr. Haroro Ingram and Dr. Craig Whiteside
			

38

STRATEGIC THINKING: EMPOWERING SUCCESS IN THE
CONTEMPORARY OPERATING ENVIRONMENT
Dr. Emily Spencer

44

Major-General John Adams (Ret’d) |
Colonel Brett Boudreau (Ret’d) | Honorary
Colonel Darrell Bricker | Mr. Richard
Cohen | Mr. Terry Colfer | Dr. (Honorary
Colonel) John Scott Cowan | Lieutenantgénéral Richard Evraire (ret) | Mr. Richard
Fadden | Honorary Lieutenant-Colonel
Justin Fogarty | Brigadier-General Bernd
A. Goetze, PhD (Ret’d) | Honorary Colonel
Blake C. Goldring | Général Raymond
Henault (ret) | Honorary Colonel Tim
Hogarth | Dr. George A. Lampropoulos |
Lieutenant-général Marc Lessard (ret) | M.
Pierre Lortie | Lieutenant-General George
Macdonald (Ret’d) | Brigadier-General
W. Don Macnamara (Ret’d) | Gen Paul
Manson | Vice-Admiral Dean McFadden
(Ret’d) | Mr. Sean Murray | Colonel Alain
Pellerin (ret) | Honorary Captain (N) Colin
Robertson | Mr. Jeffery Simpson | M. André
Sincennes | Mr. Bob Walker | Commodore
Kelly Williams (Ret’d)

CDA Institute

Independent and Informed

Autonomne et renseigné

FROM THE EDITOR
Dr. David McDonough

I

n this issue of ON TRACK, we explore not only important
Canadian defence policy issues but also the international
security environment more broadly. Obviously, we have also
made a concerted effort to capture, discuss and analyze issues of
importance for the ongoing Defence Policy Review (DPR).
In the Editorial, CDA Institute Research Fellow Dr. Howard
Coombs looks at some of the challenges facing the Canadian
Reserves and how these can be addressed as part of the DPR
process.
The new government had given some hints that it might be open
to revisiting the question of Canada’s participation in US missile
defence. The possible costs and benefits of such a decision are
examined in this co-authored article by Dr. Andrew Futter,
University of Leicester, and Jeffrey Collins, a Research Associate
with the MacDonald-Laurier Institute.
Tensions in East Asia between China and Japan remain high,
following Beijing’s declaration of an Air Defence Identification
Zone over the East China Sea in 2013 and expanding military
activities in the South China Sea. To shed light on this critical
relationship, we are pleased to have an article authored by Benoit
Hardy-Chartrand, a Senior Research Associate at the Centre for
International Governance Innovation.
If Canada looks instead to the Atlantic and Europe, it will also find
the situation equally fraught with uncertainty – from continuing
economic challenges to a migrant crisis with no end in sight to
Great Britain’s unprecedented decision to negotiate a withdrawal
from the EU. The issues facing Europe are complicated, combining
as they do political, economic, and security implications, and
we are fortunate to have Dr. Carl Hodge, University of British
Columbia – Okanagan Campus, to shed light on them.
The situation in the Arctic is also not without its challenges, not
least as it pertains to a resurgent Russia increasingly willing to
flex its military might in other regions. Yet as Andreas Østhagen,
a senior fellow at the Arctic Institute in Washington DC, reminds
us, perceptions of a militarized Arctic often obfuscate the level of
cooperation and stability evident in the region, making it easier
to overlook regional nuances.
Attention has rightly focused on Russian actions in Ukraine and
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Syria of late. But one should recall that it was first in Georgia
where Putin’s interventionist streak was first revealed, and even
that was designed to protect de facto territorial spoils from the
country’s previous forays in the 1990s. Much can be learned from
exploring the geo-strategic environment in the Caucasus. To help
us do so, Sophie Clamadieu from the Caucasus Initiative looks
at the breakaway province of Abkhazia in Georgia.
Canada remains an integral part of the anti-Islamic State coalition,
even if it now eschews undertaking air strikes against targets in
Syria in favour of an expanded advising and training role in the
region. As such, we are pleased to provide three articles exploring
different aspects of ISIL. CDA Institute Research Fellow Richard
Shimooka explores the flagging fortunes of ISIL. Dr. Michael
Zekulin, University of Calgary, looks at what lessons Canada can
draw from the recent terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels. The
potential problems of leadership decapitation as a component
of counter-terrorism is explored in an article by Dr. Haroro
Ingram, the Australian National University, and Dr. Craig
Whiteside from the Naval War College, Monterey California.
This issue concludes with an article by Dr. Emily Spencer,
CANSOFCOM Professional Development Centre, extolling the
benefits of strategic thinking. As the author notes, this “should
be a core capacity that is taught to Canadian Armed Forces
(CAF) members in order to empower them for success in the
contemporary operating environment.” DND/CAF leadership
and defence planners should take heed.
Sincerely yours,
David McDonough, PhD
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LE MOT DU RÉDACTEUR
David McDonough, Ph. D.

D

ans ce numéro de ON TRACK, nous explorons non
seulement des questions importantes touchant la politique
de défense du Canada, mais aussi plus largement l’environnement
de sécurité internationale. Évidemment, nous avons également fait
un effort concerté pour capturer, discuter et analyser les questions
importants touchant l’examen de la politique de défense
Professeur Howard Coombs, professionnel-en-résidence de
l’Institut de la CAD, examine dans l’éditorial de ce numéro certains
des problèmes auxquels font face les Réserves canadiennes et
comment ceux-ci peuvent être traités dans le cadre d’un processus
d’examen de la politique de défense.
Le nouveau gouvernement a indiqué qu’il pourrait revoir la
question de la participation du Canada à la défense antimissile
des États-Unis. Les coûts et les avantages possibles d’une telle
décision sont examinés dans un article co-écrit par le professeur
Andrew Futter, de la « University of Leicester », et Jeffrey Collins,
chercheur associé à l’Institut MacDonald-Laurier.
La déclaration d’une zone d’identification de défense aérienne sur
la mer de Chine orientale adoptée par Beijing en 2013 et l’expansion
des activités militaires dans la mer de Chine méridionale avivent
les tensions en Asie de l’Est entre la Chine et le Japon. Pour éclairer
cette relation cruciale, nous sommes heureux de publier un article
par Benoit Hardy-Chartrand, l’associé de recherche principal au
« Centre for International Governance Innovation ».
En tournant vers l’Atlantique et l’Europe, on constate que
l’incertitude continue également dans cette région : défis
économiques, crise de migrants sans fin, décision sans précédent de
la Grande-Bretagne de négocier son retrait de l’UE. Les problèmes
auxquels est confronté l’Europe sont complexes et ils combinent
des considérations politiques, économiques et des implications
de sécurité. Ici, nous avons la chance d’avoir le professeur Carl
Hodge, de l’Université de la Colombie-Britannique, campus
Okanagan, pour éclairer ces problèmes.
Également, la situation dans l’Arctique n’est pas sans défis,
notamment en ce qui concerne une Russie renaissante et de plus en
plus disposé à fléchir sa puissance militaire dans d’autres régions.
Pourtant, comme Andreas Østhagen, chercheur principal à
la « Arctic Institute » à Washington DC, nous rappelle que les
perceptions d’un Arctique militarisé obscurcissent souvent le
niveau de la coopération et de la stabilité évidente dans la région,

permettant peut-être de négliger les nuances régionales.
L’opinion internationale s’est émue, à juste titre, des récentes
actions de la Russie en Ukraine et en Syrie, mais il faut se
rappeler que c’était en Géorgie, où la nature interventionniste de
Vladimir Poutine a été révélé pour la première fois. D’ailleurs, son
intervention en Géorgie ne faisait qu’entériner une intervention
précédente de la Russie, dans les années 1990. L’exploration de
l’environnement géostratégique du Caucase permet en effet de
mieux comprendre la situation dans cette région. Pour nous aider
à le faire, Sophie Clamadieu du « Caucasus Initiative », analyse
l’Abkhazie, une province séparatiste en Géorgie.
Le Canada demeure une partie intégrante de la coalition contre
l’État Islamique, même s’il évite maintenant d’entreprendre des
frappes aériennes contre des cibles en Syrie en faveur d’une
expansion au sol de son rôle de conseil et de formation dans la
région. Nous sommes ainsi heureux d’offrir trois articles qui
explorent la dégradation progressive de l’EI. Richard Shimooka,
professionnel-en-résidence de l’Institut de la CAD, se penche sur
le déclin progressif de l’État Islamique. Le professeur Michael
Zekulin de l’Université de Calgary, se penche sur les leçons
que le Canada peut tirer des récents attentats terroristes à Paris
et à Bruxelles. Les problèmes potentiels de la décapitation du
leadership des groupes extrémistes en tant que composante de
la lutte contre le terrorisme est explorée dans un article par le
professeur Haroro Ingram de la « Australian National University
», et par le professeur Craig Whiteside du « Naval War College »,
de Monterey, en Californie.
Ce numéro se termine par un article d’Emily Spencer, de la «
CANSOFCOM Professional Development Centre », qui avance
les mérites de la pensée stratégique. Comme le note l’auteure, ça «
devrait être une capacité de base qui est enseignée aux membres des
Forces armées canadiennes (FAC), afin de leur donner les moyens
pour réussir dans l’environnement opérationnel contemporain ».
Les gestionnaires du département de la défense, le leadership des
FAC, ainsi que les planificateurs de la défensedevraient en tenir
compte.
Cordialement
David McDonough, Ph.D.

ON TRACK ÉTÉ 2016

3

CDA Institute

Independent and Informed

Autonomne et renseigné

EDITORIAL

WHAT’S WRONG WITH CANADA’S
RESERVES?
by Dr. Howard Coombs

“They came on in the same old way – and
we defeated them in the same old way.”
- Arthur Wellesley, First Duke of Wellington

T

Recruiting and retention is not matching
attrition and component transfers.1
A recruiting system unable to process
sufficient prospective candidates in a
timely fashion contributes to this decline,
alongside other personal administration
and management issues.

counterparts, and in general provide little
immediate collective capacity to the CAF.
Their role seems confined to individual
augmentation and connection to the
Department of National Defence, and by
extension the Government of Canada,
and in turn to communities across the
nation.

he lack of adaptation described
by the Duke of Wellington in the
aftermath of the Battle of Waterloo is a
polemic for what is wrong
with Canada’s Reserves. Its
The supporting processes
problems are enduring and
attempts to address them
The impact of not creating solutions suitable that would enable a viable
Reserve – from recruiting
have not dealt with core
for an evolving security environment has
to training to personnel
deficiencies, but rather have
attempted to assuage signs
ensured that the Reserve Forces contribute to management – are challenged
or do not exist in a unified and
and symptoms of the greater
Canada’s defence and security in – what can
centralized fashion. Within
malaise. The impact of not
the current framework, each
creating solutions suitable
be characterized charitably as – a less than
service is experiencing its own
for an evolving security
optimal
fashion.
capability shortfalls. Formerly
environment has ensured that
crewed by the Naval Reserve,
the Reserve Forces contribute
the Maritime Coastal Defence Vessels
to Canada’s defence and security in –
On top of this, as of yet, there is no
(MCDV) are now through a lack of
what can be characterized charitably as –
a less than optimal fashion. This inability
operationalized strategic or centralized
engineering personnel, no longer solely a
to come to grips with producing capable
concept for employment, leaving the use of
Reserve task, with the greatest challenge
and relevant Reserve Forces needs be
Reserve capability to the Royal Canadian
to crewing MCDVs being the training
addressed as part of the ongoing Defence
Navy (RCN), the Canadian Army, and
and experience required for engineers.
Policy Review.
Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF). This
The training time for engineers exceeds
is despite the strategic vision of a number
the capacity of a part-time Reservist to
In spite of the efforts being made
of Chiefs of the Defence Staff (CDS),
achieve qualifications.
to strengthen the Canadian Armed
including Hillier (2007), Lawson (2012)
Forces (CAF) Reserves, there has been
and Vance (2015) – and creates a service,
This issue is applicable to all Reserve
a consistent downward trend in the
as opposed to centralized, use of Reserve
elements of the Primary Reserve. The
number of personnel in the Reserves.
capacity. Furthermore, there is little to no
Army Reserve is populated with hollow
Releases and transfers to the Regular
capacity to produce organizations that
units and formations, and the Air
Force are greater than the numbers being
can react to contingencies, except on an
Reserve consists principally of Reservists
enrolled as Reservists. Between the three
ad hoc basis. With the exception of RCAF
employed on contract basis augmenting
Primary CAF Reserve elements (Navy,
Reserve units, which are composed of
the RCAF. The Air Reserve could be reArmy and Air Force), there were 19,369
mostly full-time people, Reserve units
examined to consider the formation of
members on 30 November 2015, with the
do not exist as entities with a collective
Air Reserve units capable of lending
overall number continuing to decline.
output or function, unlike their regular
themselves to tasks that can be conducted

"

"

4

ON TRACK SUMMER 2016

Independent and Informed

by a part-time Air Reserve outside of
current RCAF augmentation. Overall
there are deficiencies in readiness,
training, infrastructure and equipment
that can only be addressed through a
reconceptualization of the CAF Reserves.
The current Defence Policy Review
process offers the opportunity to examine
these issues and devise appropriate
solutions to these problems.
While there are more elements to
the CAF Reserves than those of the
Navy, Army and Air Force, these three
components are the foundation of
Canada’s Reserve Forces. The issues that
plague them are reflective of similar
or like challenges in other elements of
the Primary Reserve, including Health
Services, Legal and Special Operations
elements, and Canadian Rangers. There is
also a Supplementary Reserve consisting
of former members of the Regular or
Reserve forces who are who are willing
and could be available for service. Even
the Cadet Organizations Administration
and Training Service (COATS), deserves
a re-examination to understand how it
contributes to the formation of maturing
of Canadian citizens.
Concerns
regarding
Reserve
functionality have been long identified.
Almost 25 years ago, an exhaustive study
by the Office of the Auditor General
(OAG) pessimistically profiled the
capabilities of the Reserve Forces. This
1992 report described in detail shortfalls
in readiness, equipment and training, in
addition to a deficiency of centralized
departmental planning for use of the
Reserves. Recommendations included
re-examining the roles and costeffectiveness of the Canadian Reserve
Forces. In effect, they called for strategic
objectives and bench marking standards
that would indicate the Reserve Forces
ability to meet these higher goals. At the
time, the Department of National Defence
concurred that there were problems,
but observed that reforms were already
in process. In a 1994 progress review,
the Auditor General indicated that the
Department had done little concerning

L'Institut de la CAD
the deficiencies recognized by the OAG,
less those involving training.
On 3 May 2016, the Auditor General of
Canada tabled its report on the Canadian
Army Reserve’s readiness to deploy for
domestic and international missions.
Many of the overall deficiencies noted
in 1992, most significantly the lack of
strategic objectives, clear benchmarking
processes, and a unified Reserve vision
– even within the Army – continue to
persist. The Canadian Army responded,
in a similar fashion as did the Department
of National Defence almost 25 years
previously, with assurances that it had
already taken measures with regards to
meeting the observations raised by the
OAG. Although, this recent OAG report
was confined to the Canadian Army
Reserve, one can surmise that comparable
results might be found if other elements
of the CAF Reserves were scrutinized.
Given that these deficiencies have existed
in similar form and been identified for
over three decades, and arguably longer,
the opportunity now exists through
the ongoing Defence Policy Review to
address these shortfalls. The foundation
of any way ahead is to make best use
of the skills Canadians can provide
through the Reserve Forces to assist
with the creation of organizations that
can assist in dealing with the needs of
public safety and security. This means
improving administrative, financial,
recruiting and other supporting
processes, like maintaining training
standards that would provide for a level
of interoperability between Regular
and Reserve Forces. It could also mean
bringing civilian specialists into the
Reserves under special arrangements,
the strengthening of existent units into
entities which can fulfill clearly defined
tasks, making optimal use of the currently
dormant capacity of the Supplementary
Reserve, and most importantly assigning
tangible objectives for all elements of the
Primary Reserve within an integrated
strategic intergovernmental security
concept. In effect, operationalizing
existent CDS direction (2007, 2012 and

Autonomne et renseigné

2015).
Ultimately, we need to understand that
the generation of forces by the Reserves
needs to have not just long term, but
immediate, capacity. Also, on a related
note, the COATS has an important role
in developing our nation’s youth, thus
their capabilities should be strengthened
to ensure alignment to national and
strategic interests. In the final analysis,
only with the creation of a centralized and
coordinated strategic vision will these
long-standing and, as of yet, unresolved
issues be addressed and one can tackle
what is wrong with Canada’s Reserves in
order to meet the defence and security
needs of the twenty-first century. 
I am indebted to the review and comments
of Colonel Robert Foster, MSM, CD,
Director Army Reserve, Colonel Mark
Larsen, OMM, CD, Director Air Reserve,
and Captain (N) Chris Ross, CD, Deputy
Commander Canadian Naval Reserve,
as well as the editing of Lindsay Coombs
in the construction of this editorial. The
perspectives imbued in this article are the
opinions of the author and should in no
way be taken to reflect the views of those
who examined this work.
Dr. Howard Coombs is an Assistant
Professor of the Royal Military College of
Canada in Kingston, Ontario. He is also a
CDA Institute Research Fellow.

Notes
1.

As of 30 November 2015 the
numbers of Reservists paid that
month were: Naval Reserve 2719;
Army Reserve 14,795; and Air
Reserve 1849. See the presentation
Canada, Department of National
Defence, Chief Reserves and Cadets,
“CDS ID – Strengthening The
Primary Reserve: AFC Update”
(February 2016), slide 12.
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GLOBAL NUCLEAR THREATS, MISSILE
DEFENCE, AND THE TRUDEAU
GOVERNMENT’S DEFENCE POLICY
REVIEW
by Dr. Andrew Futter and Jeffrey Collins

I

n 2017, Canada’s Department of
National Defence (DND) is expected
to release a new defence policy, the first in
over 20 years. As a prelude to a possible
White Paper, the Trudeau government
is undertaking a Defence Policy Review
(DPR), consulting as widely as possible on
the future of Canadian national security
policy.1 The intention is to seek new ideas
and a real public debate about the major
threats facing Canada, the best ways to
respond to these threats, and perhaps
most importantly, what is politically and
financially possible.
The review has been driven by a
recognition that the national security
landscape has changed considerably
since the end of the Cold War, with
new challenges from terrorism, failed
states, and cyber. But it is important to
remember that arguably one of the biggest
challenges to Canadian national security
remains that posed by nuclear weapons
and nuclear proliferation. Indeed, while
attention may have shifted to new types of
challenges, the nuclear threat landscape
facing the Trudeau government is
perhaps as complicated and dynamic as
it has ever been. The time is therefore
ripe for a (re)consideration of how best to
assure Canadian security in an ever more
unpredictable global nuclear context.
For much of the Cold War, the main
concern for Canadian national security
6
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was a large scale nuclear attack from
the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact.
Protection against a Soviet nuclear attack
(both on the Canadian homeland as well
as on Canadian troops and assets deployed
abroad in West Germany) was thought to
be best assured through two alliances: the
trans-Atlantic alliance under the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
and the continental alliance with the
United States. Both relationships carried
a security guarantee of nuclear retaliation
in the event of a Soviet nuclear attack,
which in turn underpinned the condition
of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD),
whereby nuclear use was deterred through
the threat of overwhelming retaliation.
But in what has become popularized as a
‘second nuclear age,’ where the nature and
scope and extent of nuclear threats are
more diverse, and the number of states or
other actors that might threaten Canada
and her allies with nuclear weapons
having expanded, it is perhaps not quite
so clear that Cold War-era mantra of
MAD is the best way to manage a more
diverse suite of nuclear threats. The
nuclear threats posed by both North
Korea and Iran, for example, raise serious
questions over the wisdom and efficacy of
retaliatory nuclear deterrence. Likewise,
there is the perhaps even more troubling
prospect of a terrorist group acquiring
and using a nuclear device.

All major nuclear armed states are
currently in the process of renewing or
even upgrading their nuclear forces,2
and the prospect of further nuclear cuts,
not to mention ‘global zero’ appears a
distant dream. At the same time, recent
nuclear sabre rattling by Russia has again
raised the spectre of increased instability
in Europe and between Washington and
Moscow. The future the shifting military
balance in Asia-Pacific suggests an equally
uncertain strategic and nuclear future
there too. All of these developments
have placed increased pressure on the
central apparatus and regimes designed
to manage global nuclear order, and have
raised questions as to the best ways to
approach nuclear security, strategy and
stability in the years ahead.
One option that seems almost certain to
re-emerge as part of the DPR is to pursue
a more formal role within the US and
NATO ballistic missile defence (BMD)
effort. In fact, the DPR’s consultation
paper, provided to the public in order to
ground discussions on Canadian defence
policy during the review, points out the
threat from ballistic missiles “is expected
to endure and grow more sophisticated in
the coming decades.”3 The consultation
paper is not alone in drawing attention
to the issue of ballistic missiles, and by
implication nuclear threats. A 2015
bi-partisan report on BMD from the
Senate’s Standing Committee on National
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Security and Defence reached
a similar conclusion, noting
that the ballistic missile threat
from North Korea would
remain a problem for the
foreseeable future.4
While the idea of a greater
stake in the US BMD
programme was floated
by the then government
of Paul Martin in 2004-5
and ultimately rejected, the
political and diplomatic
context this time around
appear far more auspicious.
Domestically, the current
federal government, unlike
its predecessor a decade ago,
holds a strong parliamentary
majority with broad public The UK's Type-45 destroyer (pictured above) could be configured for a ballistic missile defence role, as noted in the UK 2015 SDSR. (Image
support.
Such
political credit: Brian Burnell, Wikimedia Commons.)
will, more or less, clarify Canada’s
capability to fulfil both a NATO and
capital is boosted by an
existing
bilateral
defence
arrangements
possibly continental missile defence role.
equally admired (at least in Canada)
7
with Washington.”
Given concerns over Russian revanchism
Democratic president in the White
and a rebuilding of its Arctic military
House,5 although this may of course shift
capabilities, a Canadian sea-based Aegis
But what would participation look
following US elections in November.
BMD system would also allow Ottawa
like? David McDonough contends that
Externally, NATO has accepted BMD as a
to patrol the Arctic – something more
Canadian participation might come in
core alliance mission and begun fielding
plausible than not given the rapidly
numerous guises, including positioning
assets, and the BMD concept has become
receding northern ice – and strengthen
an X-band tracking and cueing radar
normalized within the US and wider
the defence of the northern half of
in
Labrador,
sharing
data
from
space
political debate and is now recognised
North America. Another possibility is
assets, and/or relying upon an ‘in-kind’
as an increasingly important component
for Canada to host the proposed eastcontribution by replacing the North
of defence and deterrence strategy. As
coast site or future deployments for
Warning System radar stations.8
David McDonough has pointed out:
However, answers may also lie with one
the ground-based US national missile
of Canada’s closest allies. In the United
defence system, or have other assets
By participating in BMD, Canada
Kingdom, the 2015 National Security
deployed on its territory. All of these
would reinforce the status of NORAD,
Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security
options would enhance protection
strengthen the Canadian-US defence
Review
–
the
near-equivalent
of
Canada’s
against the rudimentary and likely smallrelationship, and potentially ensure
future White Paper – recommended that
scale missile threats of new proliferators
an important element of protection
some of the Royal Navy’s new Type-45
or non-state actors.
against ballistic missile threats.6
destroyers could be configured to operate
in a BMD role, in addition to purchasing
However, at the same time, the possible
Canada already participates in NORAD a ground-based BMD radar.9
benefits of a greater stake in US
the North American Aerospace Defense
and NATO ballistic missile defence
Command - the organisation based in
With Canada looking to acquire up to 15
programmes must be balanced against
Colorado Springs responsible for, among
Canadian
Surface
Combatants
to
replace
the requirements of Canada’s broader
other things, early warning of nuclear
its existing fleet of frigates and destroyers
nuclear non-proliferation agenda. The
attack. In 2004, it even amended the
over the next two decades, it would be
Canadian government is explicit on this
NORAD agreement to give Washington
worth considering incorporating a US
point:
access to integrated data from multiple
Navy Aegis-type system into at least a few
sources including the North Warning
of the vessels. This would give Canada
…[the] policy objective…[remains]
Systems in the Arctic. As the authors
the option to provide a mobile BMD
non-proliferation, reduction and
have argued elsewhere, “joining BMD
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NATO missile defence systems at a static display at HQ AirCom. (Image credit: Cynthia Vernat, HQ AIRCOM PAO.)

elimination of nuclear weapons.
We pursue this aim persistently
and energetically, consistent with
our membership in NATO and
NORAD and in a manner sensitive
to the broader international security
context.10
But while a greater stake in BMD may
well help bolster protection against new
nuclear and missile threats, and possibly
in some certain circumstances help
dissuade proliferation by other allies, it is
difficult to see how this will aid broader
non-proliferation efforts, and especially
Canada’s commitment to the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).
The problem is of course that a greater
stake in US and NATO BMD plans
will likely have the effect of (1) further
normalising the concept of BMD; (2)
enabling the spread, development and
further deployment of these technologies;
and most importantly, (3) it may create
incentives for competitors or possible
adversaries to increase and diversify their
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nuclear capabilities, and/or create fissures
in other non-proliferation and nuclear
security efforts. This is particularly the
case for Russia and China – the two
countries most concerned about US/
NATO BMD plans.
Thus, while formal participation in US
and NATO BMD programmes would
undoubtedly present diplomatic and
military advantages, such a move could
also undermine other long-standing
Canadian nuclear non-proliferation and
disarmament objectives. Indeed, given
that the NPT 2015 Review Conference
failed to produce a consensus document,
as well as the apparent stagnation in
bilateral arms control and the highly
unlikely prospect of further US-Russian
nuclear cuts, the DPR might actually be
a chance to fully revisit both military and
diplomatic aspects of Canadian nuclear
policy in totality.
It is also important to note that any
Canadian participation will have to
contend with budgetary realities.

National defence was the one major line
item not to get a boost in spending in this
year’s federal budget. On the contrary,
procurement funds were re-profiled to
a future date leaving them to the mercy
of inflationary pressures. Recent media
coverage on a supposed plan by Ottawa
to sole-source the purchase of Super
Hornet jets are indicative of a government
focused on containing as much of the
future procurement funds as it replaces
aging fighter aircraft, frigates, destroyers,
and fixed-wing search and rescue aircraft.
How any BMD systems acquisition fits
into such a fiscal environment remains to
be seen.
In fact, given ongoing uncertainties
surrounding the replacement of the
country’s diesel-electric submarine
fleet, likely considered by many in the
defence community as a more pressing
future acquisition concern than meeting
the threat of nuclear-armed ballistic
missiles, the extent of any formal BMD
participation by Canada could very well
be limited by a combination of both fiscal
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and force capability pressures – and it may
just involve mainly low-key measures,
such as sharing data from space assets.
While it may seem strange to talk about
Canada’s nuclear future given that the
country does not possess, or have any
desire to possess, nuclear weapons, the
Trudeau government is operating in
a global environment where nuclear
threats appear to be on the rise. The issue
of expanding and deepening Canadian
commitment to both US and NATO
missile defence projects is almost certain
to come up in the review. Given the
domestic consensus for missile defence
and the strong domestic lobbies against
limitations in the United States, it would
be difficult to see Canada using this new
partnership to lobby for transparent
limits or arms control initiatives that
include BMD.
To be sure, the DPR should reiterate
Canada’s strong support for the entry
into force of the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty and continue to encourage
other global nuclear security efforts,
but ultimately the review might have
to choose between the symptoms and
causes of nuclear threats. BMD and
stronger defence against new and
emerging nuclear threats or a diplomatic
nuclear agenda designed to curtail these
threats before they manifest and aid
the quest for nuclear disarmament. It
may not be possible to balance these,
which makes the upcoming review of
fundamental importance for the future of
both Canadian and global security. 
Dr. Andrew Futter is a Senior Lecturer
in International Politics at the University
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contemporary nuclear weapons issues. He
is the author of Ballistic missile defence
and US national security policy (2013),
The politics of nuclear weapons (2015)
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CHINA-JAPAN RELATIONS AND THE
POLITICS OF THREAT
by Benoit Hardy-Chartrand

T

he period between 2012 and 2014
saw relations between East Asia’s
two foremost powers, China and Japan,
plunge to their lowest depths since the
establishment of diplomatic ties in 1972.
Tensions have since remained high,
despite somewhat of a thaw at the official
level. In the last few years, as bilateral
relations were in steep decline, China and
Japan have mutually accused each other
of posing a great danger to each other and
the region in general.

pressure that an angry and nationalistic
citizenry can bring to bear on its political
leaders, it is necessary to understand the
nature of mutual perceptions in SinoJapanese relations. Obtaining a clear
picture of the views that hold the most
sway with political leaders, media, and
public figures on both sides may hold
the key to the improvement of the public
discourse and perceptions, which in turn
can lead to more accommodating views
and policies.

For instance, writers in Chinese stateowned media declared that Japan was
“posing a threat to regional peace and
stability by leaning to militarism”1 and
that there was a chance it could “repeat its
horrific mistakes”2 from World War II. For
its part, Tokyo stated that Chinese military
activities “(raised) security concerns for the
region and the international community”3
while a prominent newspaper claimed
that “the Chinese threat (was) already
approaching right before our eyes.”4 Based
on the strikingly alarmist tone of these
statements, the casual observer could be
forgiven for believing that Beijing and
Tokyo were poised for open conflict.
Do these statements represent accurate
representations of the facts on the ground
or is the perception of threat inflated
(whether deliberately or inadvertently) in
both countries?

The current bout of tensions has its origins
in two distinct disputes, one geopolitical
and the other ideational. The first relates
to a territorial spat in the East China Sea
over a set of five uninhabited islands that
have been controlled by Japan since 1972,
but over which China has been claiming
sovereignty with increasing fervor. These
islands, known as Senkaku in Japan and
Diaoyu in China, have been the subject
of much friction since September 2012,
when the government of Japan decided
to purchase three of the islands from
their private owner, in order to prevent
Shintaro Ishihara, the then governor of
Tokyo and a right-wing nationalist bent on
destroying Sino-Japanese relations,6 from
buying the islands. The nationalization
of the Senkakus gave way to strident
criticisms from Beijing, which surprised
Tokyo. More importantly, however, there
has been a significant rise in Chinese and
Japanese aircraft and boats patrolling the
waters and airspace around the islands,
which increase the risks of an incident that
could quickly escalate.

Perceptions matter in international
relations. Country leaders base their
decisions on perceptions rather than
facts. In light of the importance of media
discourse on public opinion5 and the
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The ideational source of Sino-Japanese
tensions lies in Japan’s treatment of its
own history and China’s perception
of this treatment. According to many
Chinese, the Japanese government
under Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has
displayed revisionist tendencies in
attempting to downplay imperial Japan’s
past aggression against China and other
countries. According to a widespread
view, Japan’s perceived lack of atonement
for its historical sins makes it a threat to
its neighbours. In 2014, the spokesman
for China’s Ministry of National Defense
vividly illustrated this thinking, while
linking the history issue to the island
dispute:
How can a country that refuses to
admit and repent for its mistakes in
history convince people on issues
such as its adjustment of military and
security policies with empty rhetoric
(…) While pretending to be pacifist,
Japan has brought threat to the region,
stirring trouble on maritime interests
and having a negative impact on Asian
security.7
In November 2014, on the sidelines of
the APEC summit in Beijing, Chinese
President Xi Jinping and Shinzo Abe met
for the first time, after more than two
and a half years in office. That meeting
set off a slight improvement in bilateral
relations and a relative increase in twoway communication.8 The East China Sea
dispute has since seen less overt acrimony
on both sides. However, despite the thaw,
the underlying sources of tensions remain
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unresolved. The following
table9 shows the number of
Japanese scrambles between
2001 and 2014, demonstrating
that sorties, the majority of
which are conducted in the
East China Sea, increased
dramatically from 2012. From
April to September 2015, Japan
scrambles against Chinese
aircraft reached 231, 24 times
more than the same period in
2014 and the highest number
since 2001.10
While the Senkaku islands
dispute
has
somewhat
disappeared
from
the
headlines, the South China
Sea, where China’s territorial
claims have raised concerns
in the region, is slowly
becoming a new bone of
contention between Beijing
and Tokyo. Although Japan
has no territorial claims of
its own in the body of water, it has been
critical of what it perceives as destabilizing
actions by China and has visibly thrown
its lot with Southeast Asian claimants,
alongside the United States. In early April
2016, a Japanese submarine made a port
call in the Philippines for the first time in
15 years, and Tokyo has offered to help
Manila to boost its monitoring capabilities
by leasing three surveillance planes.11
Japan also expanded defence cooperation
with Vietnam, exemplified by recent port
calls by two Japanese warships and the
sale of coast guard vessels. It has also been
considering conducting patrols in the
South China Sea.
Unsurprisingly,
Tokyo’s
enhanced
cooperation with other claimant states
and criticisms of Beijing’s South China Sea
approach have drawn vocal opposition
from China, which declared itself on
“high alert” due to Japan’s actions. Stateowned Xinhua News Agency, which is
subject to increasingly tight control by
the Communist Party of China,12 accused
Japan in April 2016 of attempting to
“contain” China and “meddling” in the

South China Sea.13
Japan’s forays into the South China Sea
must be understood in light of Tokyo’s
growing willingness to play a larger role
in support of peace and stability and
its decades-old gradual move toward
“normality,” which is to say greater latitude
to defend itself and its allies. Its foreign
and security policies have undergone
important changes, following the principle
of a “proactive contribution to peace,”
which Abe has been promoting since
his 2012 re-election.14 Although it does
not represent a radical departure from
Japan’s traditional security posture, as
some observers contend,15 Abe’s approach
has so far led to a more outward-looking
posture and the loosening of restrictions
on the Japanese Self-Defense Forces
(SDF). Southeast Asian claimant states
have, for the most part, expressed support
for greater roles in the South China Sea by
the United States and Japan.
Given Japan’s growing presence and
cooperation with states locked in disputes
with China and Beijing’s foreign policy
posture under Xi Jinping, both countries

look poised for a continuation of tensions.
Buoyed by relatively good approval ratings
since early 2016, Shinzo Abe has no reason
to change course, despite the risks of
confrontation it entails. Similarly, Beijing
has shown itself to be resolute in the
South China Sea, seemingly unfazed by
the widespread opposition to its actions.
The South China Sea disputes, even more
so than the Senkaku islands dispute, hold
the potential for escalation and conflict, as
they involve several players and a larger
amount of military hardware in one
of the world most strategically located
waterways. They could prove a test case
for the crisis management capacity of
China, the United States and Japan.

Mutual
(Mis)perceptions
Inflation of Threat

and

With bilateral tensions set to remain high
for the foreseeable future, it is important to
understand how the Chinese and Japanese
perceive each other, with a view to finding
ways to debunk false narratives and
instances of threat inflation. Analysis of
official and media discourses in China and
Japan has found that the rhetoric of threat
ON TRACK ÉTÉ 2016
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is highly prevalent in both countries.16
Representations of the other country as a
danger to the safety of one’s own or to the
region permeate discourses at all levels,
with consequences of public perceptions,
including those of political leaders. Those
perceptions, in turn, are likely to influence
decision-making at the top of the political
hierarchy.
The Chinese discourse on Japan is
especially prone to sensationalist
statements. Two specific accusations stand
out. The first is that Japan poses a threat
to the international order because it is a
hegemonic or expansionist power, with
Beijing often pointing fingers at Abe’s
vision of a “proactive contribution to
peace” and Japan’s new defence posture.
According to this view, Tokyo harbours
the intent to alter the current security
architecture, which would affect the
security of China. A second accusation
commonly levelled at Japan refers to a
purported predisposition to use force
and act in an aggressive manner, due to
its leaders leaning towards militarism or
espousing a militaristic ideology. These
claims often point to Japan’s actions in the
East China Sea or its new defence policies.
Are these views faithful to reality?
Militarism is a system of government
or ideology in which all interests are
subordinated to those of the military,
and where the military establishment
plays a major political role in forming
governments and establishing policy.
This has not been the case in Japan since
the end of World War II, and there is
no realistic prospect of a return to the
pre-1945 system. Its military spending
remains small compared to its neighbours,
and stands nowhere near where it was in
the militaristic Japan of the 1930s, when
it stood around 5 percent of GDP. Despite
looser restraints on the SDF, Japan exhibits
none of the traits that characterized early
military governments in Japan and other
countries. Claims of Japanese attempts
to alter the international order also ring
hollow, given that Japan has gained
tremendously from the current security
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environment and has in fact contributed
to its development.
Japan is equally prone to negative
depictions of China, regularly charging
it with undermining regional peace
and stability. By far the most common
justification for the portrayal of China
as a threat is that it endangers Japanese
territory, through its claims over the
Senkaku islands. Moreover, Japan
commonly depicts China as being
predisposed to using force and aggression.
China’s foreign policy has undoubtedly
evolved since Xi Jinping’s accession to the
apex of power in 2012. It has not refrained
from showing resolve and assertiveness
in its near abroad, including in the East
and South China Seas. Apart from its
disputes with Japan, Beijing has also been
involved in acrimonious territorial rows
with Vietnam and the Philippines, and
has been accused of militarizing some of
the islands it controls in the South China
Sea.17
While Beijing’s territorial claims in the
surrounding seas and assertive foreign
policy approach can understandably be
perceived as threatening, the overwhelming
focus on China’s extensive island building
and uncompromising discourse obscures
the fact that its actions around the islands
have been relatively restrained and of little
direct consequence to the security of other
states. China has refrained from uttering
threats to its neighbours, firing a single
shot, dislodging other claimants from
islands they control, or directly impeding
freedom of navigation. In other words, it
has not crossed any obvious red line. To be
sure, the pace of its reclamation work in
the South China Sea as well as its maritime
and aerial patrols in the East China Sea
have fueled tensions and raised concerns
about its ambitions, but it has shown to be
no more willing to use force than Japan
has.
Therefore, one must distinguish between
attempts to appear threatening (i.e.,
posturing), which has been the hallmark
of China’s recent approach, and the
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actual intent to use force. Beijing has
uncontrovertibly adopted a foreign policy
posture designed to impress upon its
adversaries the idea that it is willing to
go to any length to defend its interests.
This is crucial for the Communist Party,
whose legitimacy largely depends on its
capacity to maintain its image as a bulwark
against what it characterizes as foreign
encroachment and containment. The
Party is, to a certain extent, constrained
by its own propaganda, as it has presented
itself as the vehicle toward the “Chinese
dream” of “national rejuvenation”18 and
has vowed that China would never again
fall victim to domination and humiliation
from foreigners.
Both the Chinese and Japanese thus
give in to threat inflation. Is the level of
threat exaggerated wilfully, for political
or other purposes, or inadvertently, due
to misperception, ignorance, or lack of
empathy? While answering this question
unavoidably forces one to take a step in
speculative territory, it remains a crucial
matter. The idea that the foreign threat
is intentionally inflated for political
reasons has gained much traction in
the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and academia.19 Many in the Japanese
establishment believe that the Chinese
leaders do not really view Japan as a
threat, but use the “Japan threat” trope to
unite the country and keep Tokyo on the
defensive. The Chinese also commonly
express discontent with the way their
country is portrayed by Japanese officials
and the media. They believe that the Abe
administration has been playing up the
threat they represent in order to justify its
security policies and expand the role of the
SDF. Whether or not the beliefs expressed
by both sides are true, it remains that
these perceptions are widespread, deepen
an already pervasive mutual distrust and
poison bilateral relations.
It would be easy to dismiss these
perceptions as the natural by-products of
tense relations, an entrenched rivalry and
a complex and conflictual history. But this
would deny any agency to political leaders,
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diplomats, public figures, intellectuals
and journalists, who all play a role in
influencing opinions and perceptions.
Although these can be hard to change,
the evolution of Sino-Japanese relations
since normalization have shown that
they are not set in stone. Therefore, it is
incumbent upon leaders on both sides to
work to understand the nature of mutual
views and overcome specifically these
false narratives and biases that are most
detrimental to rapprochement. 
Benoit Hardy-Chartrand is a Senior
Research Associate in the Global Security
& Politics Program at the Centre for
International Governance Innovation
(CIGI), an international affairs think tank
based in Waterloo, Ontario. His expertise
includes Northeast Asian security issues,
China-Japan-South Korea relations and
North Korean foreign policy.
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A PERFECT STORM:

EUROPE IN THE GRIP OF TWO CRISES
by Dr. Carl Hodge

E

uropeans would have welcomed
a cooler summer in 2016, if the
weather brought with it a more moderate
political climate. This, however, is
unlikely. Especially now, as on June 23 the
British electorate voted in a nation-wide
referendum to leave the European Union
(EU).
The EU, which since its birth as the
European Economic Community (EEC)
under the 1957 Treaty of Rome, has
buttressed European peace with mass
prosperity. Now it is being shaken by a
perfect storm of two crises that challenge
its commitment to the free movement of
goods, people, and money. While watching
this storm some empathy is in order, along
with the acknowledgement that European
integration has made the continent, after
two catastrophic World Wars and a Cold
War, more peaceful and democratic that
at any time since the defeat of Napoleon
in 1815. Only eighteen months after
the fall of Nazi Germany no less a figure
than Winston Churchill recommended
in a speech at the University of Zurich a
collective effort to “re-create the European
family, or as much of it as we can, and to
provide it with a structure under which
it can dwell in peace, in safety and in
freedom. We must build a kind of United
States of Europe.” As he went on to note,
this would “make all Europe, or the
greater part of it, as free and as happy as
Switzerland is today.” Freedom Europeans
now have. Happiness is another matter.
Although the vision of a federated Europe
never died altogether, the first generation
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of West European political leadership
decided not to confront the issue of
political unity head-on and chose instead
to concentrate, with generous financial
assistance from the United States, on the
fundamentals of economic recovery, first
by integrating national coal and steel
industries under joint European authority
and then by extending the integrationist
principle to other sectors for the creation of
a common market. A prosperous Western
Europe, they reasoned, would be more
fertile soil for the recovery of democratic
government and more resistant to the
threat of Soviet communism occupying
Eastern Europe. That generation, led by
Jean Monnet, the first president of the
High Authority of the European Coal and
Steel Community, thought it prudent to
unite Europe by stealth.1
And who is to say they were wrong? The
EEC did achieve democratic peace between
1957 and 1989, and the Soviet empire
collapsed in part because of the attractions
of free markets and elected governments
among the peoples it oppressed for half a
century. The EEC began with six founding
members – Belgium, France, Germany,
Italy, Luxemburg, and the Netherlands –
and now has twenty-eight members from
Ireland to Romania, Finland to Malta. But
Britain did not apply to join the EEC until
1963 and was shut out of membership
by a French veto until 1973. Britons thus
missed the formative years of European
integration and economic prosperity. They
also opted out of two features of European
integration, the Euro and the Schengen
Agreement, which since last year constitute

the Perfect Storm. Even then, Britons are
deeply troubled by both. Indeed, nothing
captures British ambivalence about Europe
- about being in yet not of it - than the vote
to leave the EU, 52 to 48 percent, followed
promptly by sense of shock and mourning.
The ambivalence is not unique to Britain.
The EEC, reconstituted as the European
Union by the 1992 Maastricht Treaty,
was never a state yet developed state-like
institutions that regulate, and to an extent
govern, the citizens of its member-states.
As such, there is a significant gap between
how much the EU benefits Europeans
and how much they feel attached to it.
Simply put, since the onset of the Euro and
refugee crises in the summer of 2015, all
Europeans are feeling more British about
the terms of European prosperity. Among
the EU’s three largest economies – Britain,
France, and Germany – there are three
distinct forms of democratic government,
along with three divergent cultural
traditions concerning government’s role in
society.2
The most consequential is France, which
was initially the most influential memberstate in shaping the institutions of
European integration. France is a unitary
republic in which the elected executive
branch, shared between the president and
prime minister, occupies a constitutionally
dominant position over the legislative
branch. What’s more, the professional
public bureaucracy traditionally enjoys
both enormous social prestige and policy
authority. The state’s political initiative
and control over the decision-making and
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implementation process is the animating
feature of French politics – a feature has
exerted a profound influence on the form
and function of the EU’s institutions
in Brussels. The French legacy to the
European integration might be less of
a burden to its present public image if
France remained the most important
member of the EU.
But it’s not. That role now belongs to
Germany with the largest population
and gross national product. Germany,
by contrast, is a federal republic where
political power is decentralized among
Berlin and sixteen constituent Länder
(states). The relationship of the two levels
of government is policed by a Federal
Constitutional Court, with authority
not unlike that of the Supreme Court
in the United States. German political
life therefore is about rule-of-law and
consensus. These features might make
Germany quite comfortable in the EU if
integration were progressing toward some
sort of European confederation.

But it’s not. Which brings the discussion
to Britain, properly known as the United
Kingdom, where federalism is widely
viewed as an American or Swiss oddity.
Britain contrasts sharply with France
and Germany, less for actually being a
kingdom that only recently faced the issue
of whether its crown would continue to
extend to Scotland than by the informality
of its constitutional arrangements based
on precedent and custom. The British
population and political class is, as a
consequence, unaccustomed to thinking
about constitutional principles and
rational administration, which would not
pose a problem for British membership
in the EU if it were limited simply to the
maintenance and extension of liberal
trade.
But it’s not. It is instead a highly-regulated
market in which European law often
trumps national law. Under Margaret
Thatcher, Britain was an enthusiastic coarchitect of the Single European Act (SEA)
of 1986, which reasserted the principle
of the free movement of goods, services,

capital and labour along with the final
removal of all national quotas and tariffs.
The principle of customs-free trade actually
dates back to the Treaty of Rome, but the
determination that customs-free trade
equates to border-free movement dates to
the more recent Schengen Agreements of
1985 and 1990. The Schengen Agreements
are named for the town in Luxembourg,
symbolically close to the borders of both
France and Germany where these three
states, together with Belgium and the
Netherlands, signed them.
When the SEA turned forthrightly to
the goal of a single internal market – in
harmony with a time when liberalized
international trade and regional trade
blocks such as NAFTA and MERCOSUR
were created and neo-liberal market
economics were on the cusp of victory
over Soviet socialism – Schengen had
two primary ambitions. The first was
to eliminate border controls among
the Schengen states while establishing
common rules for asylum, immigration,
and change of residence while putting in
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place controls around
the external Schengen
frontier. The second
goal emerged logically
from the first: to
cooperate in combating
crime.
By 2008, the year of
the global financial
crisis, goods, services
and
people
were
moving more freely and
profitably throughout
the Schengen area,
which currently totals
twenty-six members,
than at any time in
modern
European
history.
Once
a
market is established
it will begin of itself to
bring producers and
The headquarters of the European Central Bank in Frankfurt. (Image credit: Eric Chan, Flickr Commons.)
consumers
together
simply because the
regulatory friction to
In the place of stability the Euro established
to Europe. Germans were loath to give
their interaction has been removed;
rigidity and attempted unconvincingly
up the Deutschmark, but France was able
intergovernmental
cooperation,
by
to make a virtue of it. The contradictions
to promote a timetable for establishing
contrast, is more plodding, as national
between the fable of a European response
a European currency in 1999; a typical
regulatory and enforcement institutions
to the global economic crisis of 2008 and
compromise was reached when the
are loath to surrender the authority they
the reality of national responses made
Maastricht Treaty envisioned a European
have as long as it is tolerably effective.
this more visible, but the imbalances
Central Bank (ECB) modeled largely
As so it was with Schengen: the growth
aggravated by the Euro had been
on the German Bundesbank in terms of
of the market outpaced the coordinated
growing in the years preceding. The sheer
independence and policy priorities. At
regulatory reform and coordination, but,
comparative heft of the German economy
the time economists warned that a singleso long as consumers got competitive
meant that from the start German
market Europe did not need – indeed
prices and producers got larger markets,
economic priorities would prevail at the
would be hampered by – monetary union,
dissenting interests were in no position
ECB. The ECB’s monetary policy caused
citing the establishment of free trade
to oppose the stampede of commercial
interest rates to decline in countries where
among Canada, Mexico, and the United
freedom.
fear of inflation had previously held them
States with national currencies intact as a
higher; private and public borrowing both
more pragmatically flexible alternative. In
By contrast, the creation of a single
increased, governments borrowed more
Germany, 155 university professors signed
European currency for the single market
to finance budget deficits arising from
a letter calling for the postponement of
was often promoted in terms of economic
expanding social transfer programs, and
monetary union in light of unfavorable
criteria such as monetary and price
debt-to-GDP rations deteriorated. This
economic conditions.3 The challenge
stability, but its primary motivation was
actually ran much deeper – all the way
was true for Italy, Spain, and Ireland but
political. While integrationists have
to fundamentally different economic
most spectacularly for Greece, which
sought, as indicated above, to fashion a
cultures across the Euro’s prospective
became the EU’s poster-boy for profligacy
super-state by stealth rather commitment,
membership on matters such as savings
in June 2015 – only weeks before it also
the urgency to do so by way of monetary
and debt, monetary and fiscal traditions,
became a front-line state in the migrant
union increased dramatically with the end
wages and salaries. The Euro, writes one of
crisis.
of the Cold War and the desire to bind a
its most articulate critics, is a currency for
reunified and fully sovereign Germany
a Europe that doesn’t exist.4
In the meantime, an awareness that a
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European market and European money
made the EU look and feel an awful lot
like a super-state prompted a flurry of
activity among Brussels officialdom and
the member-states to face political reform
and draft a constitution for Europe.
Public figures ranging from Cicero to
Mark Twain, T.S. Eliot to Blaise Pascal are
credited with saying “I didn't have time to
write a short letter, so I wrote a long one
instead.” So it was with the writing of the
European Constitution: lacking both the
courage and consensus to produce a short
document, the Convention for Europe
completed in 2004 a 482-page long
compromise among the principles and
interests, national and sectoral pleadings
that had entrenched themselves over
the preceding forty-six years of doing
business. Some member-states ratified the
constitution in their parliaments; others
put it to a referendum. When France and
the Netherlands, two founding members
of the EEC, chose that latter course
and watched voters reject it by 55-45
percent and 61-39 percent respectively,
the constitution was dead. In retrospect,
Dutch and French voters gave us all a
sneak preview of what just happened in
Britain.
The defeat was in part a product the
“economism” inherent in European
integration from the outset; that is the
deliberate avoidance of political and
constitutional issues related to integration
and instead a focus on economic recovery
and mass prosperity. By the turn of the
millennium the stress governments worldwide placed on economic performance
and international competitiveness was
hardly unique to Europe, yet the extent
to which “idiom of the economist has
replaced the idiom of the statesman”5 was
more vividly grotesque in the EU than
anywhere else in the democratic world. It
is worthwhile stressing here that the use
of the economic ‘idiom’ prevails in the
absence of the application economic logic;
the vocabulary of economics is employed
to further political goals.
This was evident from the start of
Greece’s negotiations with the EU over
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the if-and-how of a bailout to avert
bankruptcy and a Greek exit from the
Euro (now commonly called Grexit),
in early summer 2015. Ultimately, the
so-called ‘troika’ of the International
Monetary Fund, the European Central
Bank, and the European Commission
came up with a rescue package totaling
more than €240 billion. The government
of Angela Merkel in Berlin was critical to
this initiative, Germany being both the
motor of the European economy and the
largest contributor to the EU’s finances.
The chancellor insisted over the protest
of her own finance minister that “if the
Euro fails, Europe fails;” in other words,
a European fiscal union and political
integration were necessarily joined at
the hip, irrespective of any agreement on
political integration. The idea that Greece
should possibly not become a ward of
Germany, the ECB, and the IMF and
instead default on its obligations, leave
Euro zone, and return to the drachma was
never seriously considered. In Germany’s
parliamentary vote over approval of the
Greek bailout, sixty-three members of
Merkel’s own CDU/CSU party defied the
whip.6 If the Greeks resented budget cuts
and austerities imposed as conditions for
the rescue, taxpayers in Germany and
other Euro states resented the fact of the
bailout.
The dust of the Greek budget crisis was still
settling when the refugee crisis followed
hard upon it. August registered a sharp
uptick in the number of refugees arriving
from the Middle East and North Africa on
European shores and thence proceeding
unrestricted to any destination just as the
Schengen Agreement allows. Whereas
the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees observed that 250,000
migrants had arrived in Europe so far
in 2015, Frontex, the agency managing
cooperation between national border
guards securing the EU’s external borders,
noted that July alone had seen 107,500
additional arrivals and calculated some
615,492 in the third quarter of 2015 and
978,338 in the fourth quarter - for an
estimated total number irregular entries
through EU sea and land borders in 2015
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of 1.82 million. Germany was far and away
the favored destination for the migrants,
its government setting the tone for the
EU’s response to the greatest movement
of humanity in Europe since World War
II. Chancellor Merkel asserted confidently
‘Wir schaffen es’ (we can do it), this time
leaving unclear who was meant by ‘we.’
Because calm is the first article of effective
crisis-management, Merkel deserves
high marks for her unruffled reception of
increasingly unmanageable circumstance.
In most cases, it should also be conceded,
the German population stepped up
admirably.
But the ‘welcome culture’ evident in
Germany’s early initiative in the refugee
crisis was never uniformly shared by the
other EU member-states faced with an
influx of Muslim migrants, many with little
or false documentation. It became even less
popular when Berlin and Brussels made
it clear that the challenge of integrating
the new arrivals should be equitably
shared among all the EU’s members. It
has more recently taken a beating on
Germany as well. The most notorious of
the German anti-Muslim movements is
PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans Against
the Islamicization of the West), but more
important is the AfD (Alternative for
Germany). Founded three years ago as an
avowedly Eurosceptic party, the AfD made
sharp gains in regional elections in March
and is widely expected to win seats in the
national parliament in the 2017 elections.
In May the AfD’s national conference
of some 2,000 delegates approved a
manifesto declaring that “orthodox Islam,
which does not respect our legal system,
or even challenges it, and which claims
dominance as the only valid religion is not
compatible with our legal system or with
our culture.”7
Recent polls testify to a rapid erosion of
popular support for Merkel’s leadership
and a sharp rise in sympathy for the
AfD. Should anyone doubt where
the blaming finger should point, the
premier of Bavaria, Horst Seehofer, is
not among them; in a recent interview
Seehofer chalked the falloff in support
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for the governing coalition – of which his
Bavarian CSU party together with the SPD
and Merkel’s CDU is composed – to the
chancellor’s refugee policy. Meanwhile,
some of the most biting press commentary
has accused Merkel of sanctifying her
policies in Europe’s name and banning
from polite company anyone marginally
critical of them.8
Yet when shocks such as the Euro and
refugees crises demand that the burden
of the EU’s principles be shared among
its members, as is now the case, the
notion of the national interest enjoys a
renaissance - in polite company as well as
among the unwashed. The EU’s Dublin
Agreement of 2013, often labeled Dublin
III in deference to two previous provisions
for asylum seekers, stipulates that the first
member-state where an asylum claim is
filed automatically becomes responsible
for the processing of the claim. The 2015
crisis has knocked the Dublin system

CDA Institute
sideways, as entry states have ducked
their responsibilities by facilitating the
movement of migrants through their
territory and on to popular destinations
such as Germany and Sweden without
processing their claim. Among the most
visible symbols of how the refugee crisis
has hobbled the EU’s single market
is the re-imposition by Sweden of
border controls on the Øresund Bridge
connecting it to Denmark, in response
both to a flow of refugees that challenged
Sweden’s capacity of absorb them and to
Denmark’s efforts to hasten their travel on
to Sweden. Passport-free travel between
the two Nordic countries actually dates
to 1958 and thus predates Schengen, but
it speaks directly to the spirit of the single
market. Since the bridge’s road and rail
link opened in 2000, the product of €2.6B
in shared costs, some 15,000 Danes and
Swedes cross it daily to go to theirs jobs in
the new economic region encompassing
Copenhagen and parts of southern
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Sweden. Commuters were forced into no
end of travel innovation in order to make
it to work on time.9
On the frontline of the migrant crisis, the
cluster of member-states extending from
Greece through the Balkans to Austria,
governments have been more forthright
in their rejection of Schengen norms.
In February Vienna hosted a meeting of
ministers from nine countries – tellingly,
neither Greece (the main entrance for
refugees) nor Germany (their favorite
destination) was invited. The location
was appropriate in light of Austria’s
renegade policy of imposing asylum
caps while waving through migrants
bound for Germany; its substance was
a regionalization and re-nationalization
of refugee and immigration policy by
governments in open opposition to an EU
solution. In Austria’s recent presidential
election the candidate of the far-right
Freedom Party lost a wafer-thin majority

Syrian and Iraqi immigrants getting off a boat from Turkey on the Greek island of Lesbos. (Image credit: Ggia, Wikimedia Commons.)
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of the vote to a veteran Green Party
politician running as an independent.
All the china of Austria’s traditional party
politics has been smashed.
Even prior to the attacks on multiple
targets in Paris on 13-14 November
2015, France’s Minister of the Interior,
Bernard Caseneuve, announced that
certain border controls would be reinstituted temporarily while denying
any relationship to the migrant crisis.10
In November 2015 Antonio Barroso, an
analyst at Teneo Intelligence research
group rightly predicted that “the security
concerns raised by the attacks could put
the Schengen open-borders policy under
pressure in the long term, given the likely
intensified criticism coming not only from
radical populist parties but also moderate
centre-right forces.”11
The bombing by affiliates of ISIL (the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) of
targets in Brussels only three months after
the Paris outrages have obviously deepened
the public sense of urgency and insecurity,
especially in light the revelations that the
ISIL network behind both the Paris and
Brussels operations was established in
Europe as many as three years before the
jihadi group declared its caliphate in the
Middle East, that members of the ParisBrussels cell have since 2013 moved back
and forth between Syria and Europe, and
that ISIL has an extensive cell network
in Europe, some members of which have
French European citizenship.12
From this perspective, it becomes easier to
see why angst over uncontrolled migration
to Europe, immigration and refugee policy,
and security policy have cumulatively
produced a critical mass of popular fury
directed both at national governments but
also at the borderless European Union.
Europol assures the fearful that their
worst nightmares are entirely legitimate.
Released in February of this year,
Europol’s report on Migrant Smuggling
in the EU observes in its Foreword that
criminal networks “offer a broad range of
facilitation services such as the provision
of transportation, accommodation and
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fraudulent documents at excessively
high prices,” before adding in the
section devoted to terrorism that “EU
law enforcement authorities identified
some isolated cases involving the use of
migration routes by terrorist actors” and
leavening the fear with the stipulation that
foreign fighters with EU nationality more
typically do not use smuggling services
but rather move in and out of Europe with
genuine or fraudulent EU documents.13
And yet, in February 2016, the French
government calculated the long term cost
to the national economy of a permanent
abandonment of Schengen border-free
commerce could run as high as €10B
annually.14 The tide of migrants landing
on European shores and progressing to
railway stations and refugee camps has
slowed, the result of the arrangement with
Turkey and of NATO ships patrolling the
Aegean. It may or may not pick up again.
Schengen Europe is already a wreck.

2015 VIMY AWARD

That brings us back to Britain, a member
of neither the Euro nor the Schengen
area, yet ironically in 2016 the test-case of
whether the European Union has much
of a future. A year ago there seemed little
reason to fear that Britons might vote
to leave the EU (Brexit), as advocates
of leaving accounted for scarcely more
than a third public opinion in a number
of polls. In January 2013, Prime Minister
David Cameron imprudently promised
a referendum on EU membership before
the end of 2017 if his government were
reelected in the 2015 general election. Two
factors have since intervened to demolish
the confidence of the pro-EU side of the
debate: the EU’s Perfect Storm and the
Cameron government’s response to it.
Quite apart from the substance of the EU’s
crisis management – in both instances
forced by Germany on a clearly reluctant
EU membership – the innovated nature
of initiatives taken, established norms
ignored or abandoned, and widespread
public objection to the burden EU
member-states were expected to shoulder
suddenly turned the British polls on Brexit
into a close-run thing. In light of the
deteriorating political weather created by
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these two events Cameron’s pledge to his
people to negotiate a fundamental reform
of Britain’s relationship with the EU took
on the feel of public relations exercise to
gin up the polls. This especially so as even
the most zealous Euro-sceptics knew
that Britain already benefitted from an
array of exemptions and carve-outs to EU
rules. Even if a population is not directly
impacted by a crisis it may still indulge
itself in a mid-summer tantrum, as David
Cameron has now discovered.
An indulgence, after all, is what populism
is: the vulgarization of political discourse
and the abuse of the democratic process
by fear and resentment. In Europe as in the
United States the hour of the demagogue
has struck.15 Since the opening of the
channel tunnel connecting Folkestone
with Calais in 1994, London has become a
more exuberantly European city than at any
time in its history with a large continental
European workforce. With the Brexit vote
looming and the polls looking ominous in
March of this year, the British government
saw a radical increase of the number of
continental Europeans employed in the
UK applying for British citizenship.16 This
turned out to be a prudent move, for as the
Leave campaign ratcheted up the rhetoric
against the advice of the “experts” to vote
Remain – often deriding the experts for
being experts - the polls tilted toward
anti-EU sentiment. On referendum night
the young millennial professionals of
cosmopolitan London, the biggest losers
of the outcome, watched the countryside
vote for Little England’s sovereignty in a
snit against “the establishment.”17 Thus,
the people least inconvenienced by the
Euro or migrant crises turned out to be the
most outraged by both; the country least
committed to European integration in the
first place has further imperiled its future.
The EU, having thrust the imperative of
the market on its populations, has made
Europe peaceful and wealthy. Europeans
are apparently mad as hell about it.18 
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ARCTIC SECURITY: THAW OR REFREEZE?
by Andreas Østhagen

A

s the international community
rediscovered the Arctic as a
geographic area at the start of the new
millennium, new claims were launched
about the trajectory of the region. It was
quickly heralded as the “next arena for
geopolitical conflict.”1 When Russia’s
relationship with the other Arctic states
deteriorated in 2014, headlines warning
about imminent confrontation in the
north re-appeared in media. The potential
for conflict in the Arctic should not be
discarded, as parts of the region still
stands as theatres for potential clashes
with Russia. Yet, this has arguably little
to do with symbolic quarrels over the
North Pole, but everything to do with
the relationship between Russia and the
other Arctic states – both regionally and
globally.

A Looming Conflict
When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014,
media and political attention turned
towards the Arctic. The north was
depicted as yet another region where
Russia is bolstering its military capabilities
and flexing muscle. Military activity in
the Arctic at large has increased since
2005, after the region was neglected at
the Cold War came to an end. From 2007
onwards, Russian bombers have increased
in numbers, traversing along the North
Norwegian coast or across the North
Pole from the Kola Peninsula. Russian
investment in military infrastructure in
the Arctic has similarly been growing.2
Canada’s investment in new Arctic
Offshore Patrol Ships and Norway’s

acquisition of F-35 fighter jets have been
placed in the same context. The argument
is that the Arctic is being militarized,
with littoral states placing pieces on the
chessboard in advance of an imminent
geopolitical conflict.
Yet, in an Arctic context, such headlines
are not surprising. The same spike in
aggressive rhetoric from both ‘Western’
and Russian media came after the Russian
planting of a titanium flag at the seabed of
the North Pole in 2007. A seminal symbolic
moment in the new Arctic era, it marked
the purported scramble northwards for
resources and territory. In the aftermath,
a number of scholars portrayed the Arctic
as a region where empirical analysis could
feed predictions of imminent conflict.

Fighting over the North Pole?
Increased activity does not, however,
imply that a standoff is imminent. The
foremost argument for why there would
be a conflict over the Arctic has been
the region’s resource abundance. When
examining the location and accessibility
of these resources, however, the facts fail
to bolster the argument. The resources
– both onshore and offshore – are more
or less located in what is already the
economic zones or territories of the Arctic
states themselves. Estimates vary since the
totality of the resources is yet somewhat
uncertain. Still, approximately 90 percent
of the oil and gas resources are already
under the control of the littoral states.3
This does not fuel a race northward to
grab unclaimed resources. Instead it fuels

a desire for stable operating environments
to extract costly resources far away from
their presumed markets.
This correlates with another point—
namely the lack of economic profitability
and slow pace of offshore resource
development in the Arctic. Here, again,
there has been a tendency to generalize
across the region and discuss ‘Arctic
resources.’ The truth is that the resource
potential and accessibility greatly vary
across the region, depending on which
part of the Arctic is under examination.4
Oil and gas production is already taking
place in the Barents Sea, an offshore area
where more than 100 exploratory wells
have been drilled. Climatic conditions
are different in waters around Greenland
or Alaska, and so are the infrastructural
set-ups, prompting a different economic
reality for operating companies. Thus
Arctic resource development cannot
be sufficiently generalized, and the lack
of infrastructure, geographic distances,
and the harsh climate have made it
questionable whether the Arctic littoral
states can even exploit their own natural
resource potential in their respective
economic zones.
The Arctic riches are also more or less
divided, with the largest maritime border
dispute – between Norway and Russia in
the Barents Sea – settled in 2010. Minor
border disputes exist between the United
States and Canada in the Beaufort Sea and
Canada and Greenland (Denmark) in the
Lincoln Strait, but these disagreements
will arguably not inspire conflict of any
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scale. The oft-cited dispute between
Canada, Denmark/Greenland, and Russia
over who can claim the North Pole seabed
is moreover unlikely to become anything
but a diplomatic conflict, at worst. As
argued by Michael Byers, the North
Pole is a distraction.5 The Arctic states
have neither the economic nor strategic
incentive to undertake any significant
operation to further claim the seabed of
the North Pole. Symbolism is undoubtedly
of great value, but the cost of North Pole
operations does not match the Pole’s
perceived gains. Even if we do see a spike
in worldwide commodity prices in the
next decade, Arctic resource extraction
will still remain a specialized, localized,
and costly affair.
The Arctic Council’s emergence as the
primary forum for regional affairs in
the Arctic plays into this, serving as an
arena from which the states can portray
themselves harmoniously and working
towards common goals. In spite of
not dealing with security directly, it
still provides a platform for regional
interaction. Related is the convergence of
state interests in the region. The Arctic
states have shown preference for a stable
political environment in which they
maintain dominance in the region. This
is supported by the importance of the
United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS) and issue-specific
agreements signed under the auspices of
the Arctic Council.6 These developments
benefit the northern countries more than
anyone else, while ensuring Arctic issues
remain an affair where the Arctic states are
in the lead.
In sum, military conflict with other states to
claim a limited number of out-of-bounds
offshore resources, which looks likely to
remain unexplored for the next decades,
is neither economically nor politically
profitable. The resource argument for an
outright conflict over the Arctic does not
hold. Academics and experts examining
the region’s conflict potential have by and
large been in agreement in recent years,
concluding that direct conflict over the
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Arctic in itself is unlikely. As Tamnes
and Offerdal argued in 2015: “Discord
does exist, but the main characteristics of
the region are cooperation, stability and
peace”.7

Regional Nuances
The Arctic states themselves are, on the
other hand, not exempt from conflict and
instability. Although struggle over the
Arctic is not cause for immediate concern,
regional dynamics cannot be sheltered
from the overarching deterioration of
the relationship between Russia and the
other Arctic states. Despite the emphasis
on governance and regime building by
governance scholars and Arctic foreign
ministries, an amicable regional order is not
an inherent and unchallenged trait of the
region. The Arctic states have a multitude
of interests at play simultaneously, some
of which are in opposition of the idea
of a peaceful region. In particular, this
revolves around the balancing act between
sovereignty enforcement and amicable
bilateral relations. In this context, the
occurrence of small-scale disputes should
not be underestimated.
When operating in an Arctic maritime
environment with limited communications
and long distances, the potential for smallscale scenarios escalating is considerable.
This is especially the case for situations
involving resource management – with
an emphasis on fisheries – where a coastal
state is protecting its sovereign rights in
areas that have been subject to dispute. On
the one hand, a diplomatic incident could
escalate due to unintended actions taken
by one of the parties. In an unpredictable
international environment, such issues
are volatile and have the potential to
escalate beyond their status as minor
disagreements. On the other hand, an
Arctic state could feel the need to set
precedence by turning an Arctic incident
into an example for future interactions.
This is particularly relevant because the
Arctic plays well in domestic politics.
Protecting the nation’s sovereign rights
and showing strength in the north have
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been particularly frequent mantras in
Russia, Canada, and Norway.8
At the same time, the role the Artic
plays in national defence considerations
cannot be neglected. This role, however,
varies across the Arctic, as there is vast
differentiation in what emphasis and
focus each country has on its northern
areas in terms of national security and
defence. The dividing line appears to
fall between the European Arctic and
the North American Arctic, in tandem
with variations in climatic conditions.
Whereas the North Norwegian and the
North-West Russian coastline is ice-free
during winter, the ice – albeit melting –
is an ever constant factor in the Alaskan,
Canadian, and Greenlandic Arctic. Due
to the sheer size and inaccessibility of
the region, the spillover of security issues
between the various parts of the Arctic
is in turn relatively limited. Despite the
overflow of rhetoric suggesting otherwise,
Russian investment in Arctic troops and
infrastructure has very little impact on
the Canadian security outlook. Indeed,
Russian overtures with bomber and
fighter planes may cause alarm, but the
real threat for the North American states
in the Arctic is limited.
This is in contrast to the perception of
an Arctic that generates its own hostile
security environment. For that, the Arctic
Ocean is too vast and remote. Had the
Arctic Ocean been as frequently traversed
(and as ice-free) as the Indian Ocean, for
example, the dynamics would have been
quite different. For the next generation,
however, the security dynamics in the
Arctic are mainly kept at a sub-regional
level, i.e. in the Barents area, the Bering
Sea/Strait area, and in a stretch, the Baltic
Sea region. It is thus somewhat futile to
generalize security across the whole Polar
region, as it makes more sense to discuss
security in the specific parts of the Arctic
rather than in the Arctic at large.

Conclusion
Hype concerning outright conflict over
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the Arctic is largely inaccurate. It does
not disseminate this vast region and the
differing roles it plays in the security
outlook of the Arctic states. Arguably,
when thinking of Arctic security, it is
more relevant to divide the area into
sub-regions – separated roughly into the
North American and the European Arctic.
It is also not possible to boil the dynamics
of this region down to binary options
of conflict or non-conflict scenarios.
Small-scale conflict in parts of the Arctic
is plausible, under certain conditions.
In such circumstances, the relationship
between Russia and the other Arctic
states will determine the parameters
for the security environment. This is
especially the case for incidents involving
resource management – with an emphasis
on fisheries – where coastal states are
safeguarding sovereign rights.
An Arctic security environment, or the
Arctic as a ‘security region,’ must be
understood – at a bare minimum – along
two dimensions. The first is the role the
Arctic has in the various countries, for
security purposes. The second is the
separation over outright cross-regional
conflict, and smaller, more localized
disputes that have the potential to
derail amicable relations. Adding these
arguments and dimensions to the debate
can, at best, provide more clarity to our
understanding of the Arctic, at the expense
of one-sentence conclusions. 
This article is written with support by the
research program ‘Security and Defence
in Northern Europe (SNE)’, funded by
the Norwegian Ministry of Defence and
managed by the Norwegian Institute for
Defence Studies (IFS).
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of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada
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LA RECONNAISSANCE DE L’ABKHAZIE
PAR LA GÉORGIE ET L’UNION
EUROPÉENNE: VERS UNE NOUVELLE
APPROCHE GÉO-STRATÉGIQUE DU CAUCASE ?
by Sophie Clamadieu

L

a Guerre des Cinq jours ayant opposé
la Géorgie à la Russie en août 2008
a conduit aussi bien à souligner les
limites de l’élargissement de l’OTAN
qu’à analyser l’état des relations et de la
compétition entre russes et occidentaux
dans le Caucase. Espace décisif en termes
de ressources énergétiques, le Caucase du
Sud fait toujours l’objet d’une concurrence
géopolitique et idéologique entre la Russie
et l’Union européenne. Pour Moscou,
la région constitue un enjeu stratégique
majeur non seulement pour réimposer
son influence économique et idéologique
sur l’ensemble de l’espace post-soviétique,
mais également pour avoir accès aux
ressources énergétiques et se rapprocher
de l’Iran et du Proche-Orient. En 2007,
le deuxième élargissement à l’Est de
l’Union européenne à la Roumanie et à la
Bulgarie contribue à faire du Caucase une
région voisine de l’Union européenne, et
dès lors devient une zone directement
concernée par la Politique européenne de
voisinage qui affaiblit Moscou.
Si la promotion de la démocratie et des
valeurs européennes au nom de la sécurité
et de la stabilité de l’Union européenne
constitue, selon Moscou, une menace
pour l’influence russe dans la région,
l’élargissement de l’OTAN à d’anciens
Etats membres de l’Union soviétique est
perçu comme une véritable intrusion des
Etats-Unis dans son espace d’influence

réservé. En particulier, le risque de voir
la Géorgie entrer dans l’OTAN à l’issue
du Sommet de Bucarest en avril 2008
a constitué un sujet de préoccupation
majeur pour le Kremlin. En réponse, la
Russie avait alors renforcé sa présence
militaire en Abkhazie et en Ossétie du
Sud – via ses forces de maintien de la paix
– afin de laisser planer la probabilité d’une
guerre dans les territoires sécessionnistes
et ainsi encourager certains membres
de l’OTAN à voter en défaveur de
l’intégration de la Géorgie de peur que
cette dernière n’utilise l’Article 5 du traité
de Washington en cas de conflit.
Le conflit de 2008 a considérablement
changé le paysage géopolitique du
Caucase et le status quo qui s’était
installé entre l’Abkhazie et la Géorgie
depuis la guerre de sécession en 19921993. Incontestablement, la Russie s’est
présentée comme la grande gagnante de
la guerre en réussissant non seulement
à étendre son influence dans le Caucase
grâce à la reconnaissance diplomatique
de l’Abkhazie et de l’Ossétie du Sud,
mais également à limiter l’influence de
l’OTAN en écartant la Géorgie de toute
intégration prochaine.
D’une part, la reconnaissance de
l’Abkhazie par la Russie, jusque-là utilisée
comme un moyen de pression à l’encontre
des autorités géorgiennes, a eu de

tragiques conséquences pour la Géorgie
qui a perdu toute possibilité de réintégrer
la région au sein de son territoire dans un
avenir proche. Désormais, les membres
de l’OTAN se montrent méfiants à
l’égard de la Géorgie, craignant qu’une
intégration dans l’Alliance ne l’encourage
à lancer un assaut comparable à celui qui
avait été mené contre l’Ossétie du Sud au
début du mois d’août 2008 et qui avait
été à l’origine des hostilités. De même, la
présence russe en Abkhazie et en Ossétie
du Sud fait obstacle à une éventuelle
intégration de la Géorgie dans l’Union
européenne, cette dernière étant réticente
à l’idée de partager une frontière avec un
État partiellement reconnu par la société
internationale.
D’autre part, la présence russe sur
le sol abkhaze qui, jusqu’en 2008,
s’inscrivait dans le cadre d’une mission
de maintien de la paix dans le Caucase,
découle désormais du consentement
préalable du gouvernement abkhaze
et d’accords bilatéraux officiels entre
la Russie et l’Abkhazie. Cette dernière,
s’étant construite sur la protection de
son identité et la menace d’une nouvelle
attaque géorgienne, considère la présence
de soldats russes comme un moyen de
parer à l’absence de moyens militaires
suffisants pour assurer sa propre sécurité,
une aubaine pour la Russie qui peut dès
lors utiliser l’argument pour avancer
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A demonstration in Kiev in support of Georgia during the 2008 South Ossetia war. (Image credit: Iluvatar, Wikimedia Commons.)

de nouvelles bases militaires dans le
Caucase.
Si la Russie prône le Droit des abkhazes à
disposer d’eux-mêmes et à être reconnus,
il n’empêche que le maintien du status
quo lui est essentiel pour conserver
une position privilégiée sur le territoire
sécessionniste. Demeurant actuellement
la seule grande puissance à reconnaître
l’Abkhazie, elle se trouve en situation
de monopole et peut sans difficulté
imposer son influence à la fois culturelle
et économique à l’ensemble du nouvel
Etat. Dès lors, la mise en place d’une aide
humanitaire par l’Union européenne
pour
restreindre
la
dépendance
financière de l’Abkhazie à la Russie n’a
eu qu’un effet limité en l’absence de
réelle reconnaissance étatique, « que
représentent les quelques millions d’euros
de l’Union européenne lorsque la Russie
leur offre un futur ? »1
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Moscou demeure alors pour l’Abkhazie la
seule porte de sortie vers l’international
grâce aux nombreux accords bilatéraux
conclus, aux échanges commerciaux
abondants et à l’octroi de passeports
russes à la population. La politique de
non-reconnaissance menée par la Géorgie
et l’Union européenne conduisent à des
conséquences néfastes pour le pouvoir
gouvernemental en Abkhazie qui, bien
qu’indépendant et souhaitant suivre
l’exemple des démocraties européennes,
reste fortement lié à l’influence et à la
gestion russe des affaires politiques. En
témoigne par exemple le ralliement de
l’Abkhazie aux sanctions russes contre
la Turquie, cela malgré le désavantage
considérable pour l’économie abkhaze.
S’il n’est pas question pour l’Union
européenne de reconnaître l’existence
de l’Abkhazie, c’est principalement parce
qu’une telle hypothèse froisserait la
Géorgie et risquerait dès lors de lui faire

perdre son seul appui stratégique dans le
Caucase. La Géorgie se tournerait alors
vers le projet d’Union eurasiatique de
la Russie qui constituerait désormais sa
seule chance de réintégrer l’Abkhazie et
l’Ossétie du Sud au sein de son territoire –
celle-ci pouvant négocier une intégration
dans l’Union eurasiatique en échange du
retrait de la reconnaissance de l’Abkhazie
par Moscou. Or la politique de nonreconnaissance de l’Abkhazie menée
par l’Union européenne et la Géorgie
l’entraîne de plus en plus à se tourner vers
la Russie et conduit à la fois à prolonger la
situation de conflit gelé, mais également à
accroître le monopole du Kremlin dans le
territoire sécessionniste.
La Géorgie pourrait bénéficier de
retombées positives si elle décidait
de rompre avec sa politique de nonreconnaissance dans la mesure où
elle pourrait non seulement profiter
du développement des relations
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diplomatiques et économiques avec
l’Abkhazie, mais aussi se positionner en
tant qu’acteur majeur dans la résolution
du conflit – ce qui décuplerait son
influence dans la région et au sein de la
société internationale – et ouvrir les portes
vers une intégration dans l’OTAN, voire
dans l’Union européenne. A l’inverse, le
maintien de sa politique d’isolement de
l’Abkhazie pourrait à terme lui attribuer
l’image du pays qui a constitué un
obstacle sur le chemin de la paix. Il ne
fait nul doute que la reconnaissance de
l’Abkhazie par la Géorgie inciterait les
autres Etats de la société internationale à
faire de même.
Cependant, en l’absence d’une telle
volonté de la part de la Géorgie, le
seul moyen alternatif restant à l’Union
européenne pour résoudre la situation
de status quo, limiter le monopole de
la Russie en Abkhazie et bénéficier
d’un espace plus large pour étendre
son influence dans le Caucase serait
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d’inciter indirectement les autres Etats
de la société internationale à reconnaître
l’existence de l’Abkhazie. Une hypothèse
qui permettrait en parallèle à l’Abkhazie
de se moderniser et de se diversifier.
Néanmoins, notons qu’une telle initiative
pourrait engendrer un précédent pour
les autres Etats de facto du Caucase du
Sud. Ce qui ne serait pas sans provoquer
des mutations profondes au moment où
les relations restent encore tendues entre
l’Azerbaïdjan et le Haut-Karabakh. 
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DAESH AT ITS ZENITH?
THE CHALLENGE OF WHAT HAPPENS NEXT
by Richard Shimooka

S

ince emerging in Syria in 2011, Islamic
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), or Daesh,
has witnessed a meteoric rise throughout
the Syria and Iraq, conquering a territory
the equivalent in size to England in less
than three years. It has also held its gains
in the face of determined campaigns by its
opponents, while carrying out a number
of attacks in Europe and the United States.
What accounts for its remarkable rise and
resilience, as well as its prospects for the
future?
To understand ISIS’s remarkable rise
and resilience can be largely attributed
to its cultural awareness of its immediate
ethnographic region. Throughout its
short history the group has made a
number of astute policies, strategies
and tactics that have allowed it to out
maneuver its opponents on the battlefield
and draw surprising levels of recruitment
and material support from domestic and
international sources. At the same time
much of this cultural awareness is highly
localized, leading to some serious failures.

Structure and Resources
The enduring image of ISIS is of blackfatigued soldiers flying the banner of
the Islamic flag after another victory,
or carrying out another horrific acts
of violence. Certainly it has been
effective at projecting a public image
of a bloodthirsty, millennial jihadist
state, which is a product of its well-run
media effort. This includes a surprisingly
effective social media presence combined
with high production value videos. Their
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graphic nature, including beheadings and
mass executions, is an essential element
in marketing the state to the outside
world. This propaganda effort has been
successful at bringing in recruits and
financial sources from abroad.
Perhaps the most visible part of
ISIS’s forces are jihadists. Many of
these individuals were veterans of
various conflicts, including the former
Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Chechnya,
and post-2003 Iraq. From the 2003 to
2011 Syria was an important sanctuary
for jihadists operating in Iraq, which
was actively supported by the regime of
Bashar al-Assad.1 The 2011 Arab Spring,
among other factors, led them to turn
against their patron. These longtime
soldiers have been reinforced by a wave
of new, radicalized youth recruited from
across the Middle East and the Western
world. They are in part a product of
a combination of poor economic and
social prospects in these countries, which
has led to a growing disillusionment
with the present political order.2 This,
combined with an effective propaganda
and outreach effort by the Islamic State
and affiliated groups, has ideologically
molded a whole generation of individuals
outside of Syria to leave their homes and
join the war effort.
ISIS’s composition is much more diverse
than its propaganda videos would
suggest. It includes former Baathist
officers from Saddam’s Army and Syrian
army elements, former Free Syrian Army
(FSA) members, and local Sunni groups

both in Syria and Iraq, all of whom come
with a wide array of motivations and play
different roles within the Islamic State.
Many of the former Baathists have been
closely linked with Islamist groups since
the fall of Iraq in 2003, providing support
in the form of military strategy and
managing day to day operations. Most
have direct combat and/or administrative
experience under Saddam’s regime, as
well as the post-2003 insurgency that
engulfed the state.3 Local groups also
play a critical role in maintaining ISIS’s
position: they often provide effective
local governance in occupied territories
that maintains order and extracts
resources for the overall military effort.
A large number of them are based on
tribal affiliations, many having fought
against ISIS’s precursors in Iraq during
the Awakening. As such, it is critical to
understand that many of these groups’
decision to cooperate with ISIS is one
of convenience and/or pragmatism. ISIS
has also been effective at either coercing
them to cooperate or cajoling them
through outreach. Combined with these
groups’ deep disgruntlement towards the
prevailing state order (the Syrian, Iraqi
or Kurdish governments), they become
ISIS’s erstwhile allies.
ISIS’s organizational patchwork is held
together in part by its charismatic
leader, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi.4 He has
successfully cultivated a formidable
military and institutional apparatus that
has been able to draw in a surprisingly
wide array of groups. They are
comparatively well funded, with a diverse

Independent and Informed

range of financial sources including a
war tax over the territories they control,
receipts from illicit oil exports, and
donations from foreign states.5 It has
strengthened pre-existing smuggling
networks in order to bring necessary war
material into their territory.6

Strategy
ISIS’s overarching strategy is based on
exploiting existing ethnic and sectarian
divisions. This allows them to isolate
potential opponents, either to bypass
them or attack them with overwhelming
numbers. Their ability to successfully
implement this strategy has been
facilitated by the regional collapse of
political order. In particular, ISIS has
benefited from the disarray of its major
opponents: the Free Syrian Army,
Kurdish Peshmerga forces (Syrian and
Iraqi), the Iraqi government, and the
Assad regime. Each has experienced
periods of disorganization: the FSA is
actually a number of different groups
cooperating under a loose command
structure. Similarly, all but a few Iraqi
Army units had collapsed in their first
engagements with the ISIS, allowing the
group to take vast amounts of territory.
Perhaps more importantly, many antiISIS groups are at some level of conflict
with each other. The Free Syrian Army
first emerged as a rebellion against the
Assad regime in 2011, and has been
engaged in constant fighting ever since.
This hostility can be understood in
part to the sectarian features of the
conflict. Although the Assad regime had
attempted to suppress ethnic identities,
the conflict’s progression reified their
fault lines.7 A key regime constituency
was the Shia Allawite community, which
were disproportionately represented
in key government and military posts.
The unequal distribution of wealth
and political influence, as well as the
government’s repressive policies created
resentment among many ethnic groups,
leading to them joining the insurrection.
The Kurdish areas within Syria quickly
gained nominal independence, in part
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with the regime’s tacit approval to
fracture the opposition.8
ISIS’s policies are clearly aimed at
exacerbating sectarian tensions. It has
deliberately pursued ethnic cleansing of
the territories it controls.9 Its ideology
is firmly rooted in Salafism, which it
inherited from its origins as the AlQaeda offshoot in Iraq. According to
this view, the Shia are seen as “rafidah”
(‘rejectionists’) and apostates, and has
stipulated that fighting them is more
important than fighting nonMuslims.”10
A similar dynamic existed within Iraq,
where ISIS was able to take advantage
of widespread disaffection among Sunni
tribes towards Nouri Al-Maliki’s Shiadominated government.11
Further complicating matters is that
many of these groups’ patrons have
differing interests and are unwilling to
give even the semblance of cooperation
with each other. For example, while both
Iran and the United States view ISIS as
a preeminent threat in the region, both
countries are politically loath to cooperate
with each other. Sectarianism plays an
important consideration between some of
the patrons, as evidenced with the ShiaSunni divide between Iran and Saudi
Arabia, or Turkish concerns over Kurdish
irredentism along their southern borders.
ISIS has skillfully exploited these
fractures. Faced with a disjointed
opposition, it shuttled their best combat
units from battlefield to battlefield,
isolating opponents and defeating them
piecemeal. This strategy has allowed
the force to concentrate their forces
and achieve decisive victories. There are
several key elements to their military
power. First, ISIS’s combat forces are
led by veteran jihadi and former Iraqi
and Syrian army officers, who come with
deep combat experience.
ISIS troops are also well equipped. They
have access to high quality western
military equipment, much of it captured
from Syrian or Iraqi government forces,
and supplemented by items obtained by

Autonomne et renseigné

smuggling networks. Finally, ISIS forces
frequently employ innovative military
tactics, which provide them an edge in
combat. Perhaps the most apparent is its
ability to deplete the morale among their
opponents’ ranks. A common tactic is to
launch an attack with child soldiers and/
or suicide bombers to sow disruptions,
which are exploited by its forces. This
helps cultivate their fearsome reputation,
which is further enhanced through
various propaganda efforts, such as
brutal summary executions of captured
prisoners. This frequently has led to units
breaking upon contact with ISIS forces
and fleeing the battlefield.

The Siege of Kobanî
There are signs however that ISIS’s
political and battlefield strength has
waned over the past 18 months. The
Siege of Kobanî was perhaps the turning
point, where a combined Syrian Kurd,
Iraqi Kurd, and FSA forces, supported
by coalition airpower defeated a major
ISIS offensive, inflicting thousands of
casualties against the group’s forces.
Many of the losses were among their
elite formations. Since Kobanî, ISIS’s has
suffered several high profile defeats. In
the spring of 2015, the Iraqi Army retook
the major city of Tikrit, followed by a
major offensive to retake Ramadi, which
was completed in December. Other
groups have found success: the Kurdish
Peshmerga completed its Sinjar offensive
in November, which disrupted one of the
main logistical conduits between Islam
States’ territories in Iraq and Syria. While
these are small gains, it is fair to say
that at this stage ISIS has largely lost the
strategic initiative in the field.
There are also signs that their political
grip on captured territories has started
to slip. Many groups initially joined
ISIS due to their overall disaffection
with their existing political order, such
as the Assad regime in Syria, or the
Shia-dominated government of Prime
Minister Nouri Al-Maliki. However
a growing disillusionment has set in
within occupied areas, fueled by the
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mercurial and brutal
repressive measures,
high taxes, and general
war weariness.12 The
weakening
public
support has induced
greater
repression,
including the killing
of prominent tribal
leaders in Iraq. While
this approach will likely
be successful in cowing
potential repression in
many circumstances,
it will only weaken
their potential base
of
support
and
possibly push some
groups towards active
resistance.
In the past, ISIS reacted
to military defeats
A view point of the city Kobanê in Syrian during the bombardment of ISIL targets. (Image credit: M. Akhavan / Persian Dutch Network, via Wikimedia
by pivoting its forces Commons.)
and opening a new
offensive in a different
the early public narrative of inevitability
unwilling to cooperate directly, out-of
area of their territory. Yet its efforts on
that ISIS had carefully cultivated. This
theater attacks have resulted in some
the ground have not found the same
was heavily steeped in the millenarian
limited efforts to coordinate between
success as before. In November 2015,
objectives to transform society into an
different opposition groups, such as
they attempted to take the strategic city
Islamic society. Thus it is important to
various Kurdish and FSA groups, as
of Azaz in the Northwest of Syria, which
consider that the recent wave of terror
well as that of the Iraqi government.
quickly failed. Earlier ISIS attempted to
attacks with direct links with ISIS,
Although 2016 has been marked by
attack positions around Mosul, in which
beginning with the Paris attacks, were
Assad’s battlefield successes over the FSA
Canadian trainers became engaged.
a calculated move to pivot to a new
(rather than ISIS), there has been some
Although this may have been a large
front. This effort may have a number of
progress on aligning forces against the
probing effort to identify weak points
advantages. It has allowed the group to
Islamic State. The UN brokered ceasefire
before launching an offensive, it quickly
maintain a façade of its growing strength,
in Syria between the government and the
petered out in the face of determined
highlight how it was directly challenging
FSA is one such example, despite the fact
resistance by Peshmerga forces and
the West. This would likely draw in
it was reached after a major advance on
coalition airstrikes. The outcome of these
more recruits and funding from foreign
the latter’s territory by Assad’s regime.
battles indicates the growing morale
source and overshadow the serious
and proficiency of the anti-ISIS forces
Prospects
battlefield losses it had incurred over
supported by the west. Iraqi Security
the past year fighting. Finally, the cost of
forces in particular have seen significant
None of this suggests that ISIS will
such operation are relatively inexpensive
improvement: new tactics, training
collapse quickly: it may take months, years
compared to conventional military
and equipment enabled them to take
to accomplish this task, if it happens at
operations in the Levant.
Ramadi.13 Moreover western airpower
all. Many of the weaknesses that enabled
provides the anti-ISIS coalition with a
ISIS’s initial expansion remain. The antiYet it is likely that the Paris terrorist
decisive force multiplier.
ISIS parties remain fractured and have
attacks and subsequent incidents, like the
limited potential to defeat their opponent,
recent Istanbul, Brussels, and Baghdad
Internationalizing the Conflict
despite some apparent successes in the
terror attacks, are unlikely to arrest
field. For example, the Battle of Sinjar
its declining position. While all of the
The battlefield reversals have pierced
exposed a number of simmering ethnic
groups operating against ISIS remain
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and political tensions between Kurdish
forces and Arab groups.14 Consequently
many of these groups will find difficulty
in continuing to push an advance outside
their potential bases of support. Only the
Iraqi government possesses a broader
legitimacy that transcends immediate
sectarian concerns.15 However it has
been deeply tainted by its perceived
Shia dominance, and its potential reach
is limited to its borders. In Syria, the
situation is more nebulous, given Assad’s
own sectarian policies, including ethnic
cleansing, which has alienated large
swaths of the country’s populace.16
If 2014 was a period of volatility in the
conflict with ISIS, looking back at 2015
and up to today there is a growing
stability within the conflict. Certainly
there have been significant events over
the past year; the Russian intervention
into Syria, a number of major offensives,
and a growing number of terrorism
events abroad. However the battle lines
have largely solidified somewhat, with
ISIS slowly being pushed back.
This will further damage ISIS’s reputation,
but also presents significant risk. The
retaking of Ramadi was accomplished at
great human and physical cost to the city.
Mosul is roughly four times the Ramadi’s
size, and could become a pyrrhic victory
of sorts for the anti-ISIS alliance. While
taking the city may be a military victory
for the Anti-ISIS alliance, it could become
a propaganda victory for the Islamic State
and other Salafist groups if completed
with excessive civilian casualties and
damage to the existing infrastructure. 
Richard Shimooka is Research Fellow at
the Conference of Defence Associations
Institute. He lives in Surrey, British
Columbia.
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LESSONS FROM THE PARIS AND
BRUSSELS TERROR ATTACKS
by Dr. Michael Zekulin

T

he emergence and subsequent rapid
growth of the Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) continues to confound
policymakers, analysts and academics.
Despite the fact that this group has
existed for close to five years the reality is
that we are no closer to understanding its
inner workings, its true strength, or the
real threat it poses moving forward.
This article, using recent ISIS attacks in
Paris and Brussels, will attempt to provide
some insight into what these events tell
us about the group’s future plans and
how they impact Canada. Two truths
are becoming increasingly evident: first,
our efforts to understand this group and
its capabilities have proven exceedingly
difficult. To date our ability to predict
its strategies remains superficial at best.
Second, the group’s ability to remain
resilient—and in many ways extend
its reach in the face of our efforts to
contain it—continues to surprise us and
should serve as a cautionary tale that
should not be dismissed. We should not
underestimate ISIS in the coming months
or years.
There are many fundamental questions
which have emerged regarding this group
over the past six months. Some of these
include how we should interpret the
attacks in Paris and Brussels, what these
attacks might tell us about ISIS’s strategy,
and whether Canada faces increased
threats of similar styled attacks in the
near future. This article suggests that
we cannot be lulled into a false sense of
security. Despite the appearance that ISIS
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is suffering significant setbacks, the threat
it poses to Western states, at least in the
short term, remains very real. Further,
ISIS is demonstrating tremendous
resilience and may not be tactically
constrained by our recent successes.
While reports indicate that they have lost
territory and face financial challenges,1 it
is unclear how this has, or will, impact the
group’s ability to operate in Syria and Iraq,
nor its efforts to expand in other parts of
the Middle East and North Africa.
Even less clear is how the group might
respond as it feels increasingly pressured.
The most recent attacks in Paris and
Brussels demonstrate that ISIS is intent on
directly attacking Western states, in what
represents a departure from its earlier
strategy. Previously, ISIS had been content
to inspire individuals living in Western
states to attack their own homelands.
We have seen this strategy play out in
over a dozen Western states over the
past several years, where the majority
of plots and attacks are best labelled as
Islamist-inspired homegrown terrorist
attacks (IIHGT).2 This distinction rests
on separating those who are inspired by
the group (or the larger Islamist ideology
as a whole) who then plot and conduct
attacks absent any command, control or
tangible support, from individuals who
are directly linked, trained and deployed
by the group itself.
In order to understand the threat ISIS
poses we need to investigate its most recent
attacks. The obvious point of departure is
the November 2015 attack in Paris which

killed 128 and injured hundreds more.
It is believed that nine individuals were
involved in the attack, seven of whom
were killed. Two individuals, Abdelhamid
Abaaoud and Salah Abdeslam, managed
to evade capture at that time. Abaaoud,
the alleged ringleader, was located and
killed several days later while Abdeslam
remained at-large for more than three
months. Several months later, in March
2016, four individuals committed a
terrorist attack in Brussels. Three of the
attackers killed themselves by detonating
suicide vests while one, Mohammed
Abrini, managed to elude authorities for
nearly two weeks. This attack resulted in
32 deaths and injured several hundred
others. It has been suggested by many
intelligence and police officials that the
catalyst for this attack was the capture
of the previously at-large Paris attacker
Abdeslam, who was caught in Brussels
several days earlier.3 Afraid it had been
identified and compromised, the group
accelerated its attack plans. It was later
confirmed that Abrini and Abdeslam
had roles in both the Paris and Brussels
attacks.
It is therefore only after the fact that we
are able to connect the dots between the
Paris and Brussels attacks and identify
that they were related. Both attacks
were committed by cells centered in the
Molenbeek neighborhood of Brussels.
Viewed independently, these two attacks
provide us with limited insight into ISIS’s
strategy. Taken together however, they
reveal something more troubling. The
sum of these two attacks tells us that
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the Paris attack was not “a one-off,” a
desperate last gasp from a weakened
group attempting to give the impression
that it remained strong. Instead, these
together represent something more
ominous: evidence of a concerted effort
and now a proven ability to directly strike
Western states.
Internal documents recently smuggled
out by ISIS defectors reveal that the
group’s strategy has been to plan and
conduct attacks in Europe all along. We
now know that those responsible for the
Paris and Brussels attacks had travelled
from Belgium to ISIS-controlled
territory and had been selected and
trained specifically to return home to
Europe to conduct attacks.4 In addition,
there are now real concerns that ISIS’s
reach extends much further, and that
additional major European cities have
been targeted for further attacks. ISIS
may have been methodically setting in
motion a longer-term plan involving the
placement of cells, the establishment of
communication, logistical and support
networks, patiently waiting to unleash
a larger campaign of terror. Additional
leaked documents specifically reference
this deployment and the successful
placement of sleeper cells across Europe.5
We know the Paris and Brussels attacks
were directed by ISIS. These attacks,
however, are strikingly different from
another attack which occurred around
the same time in San Bernardino,
California. In December 2015 Syed
Rizwan Farook and his wife Tashfeen
Malik shot and killed 14 people and
injured dozens more. Investigators have
since acknowledged the couple had been
radicalized and adopted the ideology
espoused by ISIS, but that they were
not connected to the group or any of its
representatives. Rather, the couple had
been inspired and acted autonomously,
much to the delight of ISIS, who released
a statement confirming this fact.6 More
recently we have seen a similar-styled
attack occur in Orlando, Florida where
49 people were killed by Omar Mateen
in what appears, at least at this point,

The Eiffel tower with Belgium’s colours following the terrorist bombings in Brussels. (Image credit: CJean Rebiffé,
Wikimedia Commons.)

to be another lone actor, ISIS-inspired
incident.
We need to recognize that the attacks in
Paris and Brussels are very different from
the ones in San Bernardino and Orlando.
While both North America and Europe
remain targets, based on these recent
developments, they may be diverging in
terms of the type of attacks and related
challenges each one faces moving
forward. Recent events suggest that the
threat facing Europe has abruptly shifted.
However, there is no indication that this
shift will also occur in North America.
Prior to the Paris and Brussels attacks,

all Western states, including those in
Europe, had been focused on the threat
posed by Islamic-Inspired Home-Grown
Terrorism (IIHGT). Such individuals are
inspired by the ideology espoused by ISIS
and similar groups such as al-Qaida, but
they do not have any tangible links to the
groups themselves. Often they appear as
a lone-actor or pairs. Their attacks are
less sophisticated, smaller in scale, and
exhibit limited, if any, communication or
coordination between plotters.
Based on these characteristics, these
types of attacks have proven exceedingly
difficult to identify and disrupt, and
place law enforcement and intelligence
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agencies at a real disadvantage.
Autonomy from larger organizations
and the comparatively fewer individuals
involved combine to limit the amount of
communication occurring, which makes
intercepting these communications
nearly impossible. Smaller scale and less
sophisticated attacks, often using everyday household items such as knives
or cars, do not require large resources
or suspicious materials. The absence
of explosives and technical detonators
means there is no need to test them
through trial and error, or to conduct
“dry-runs,” all of which might raise red
flags for agencies to identify. The end
result is that individuals who followed
this modus operandi never surfaced
and rarely came to the attention of law
enforcement or intelligence agencies
as viable threats until the attacks were
underway.
This devolution stood in direct contrast
to the attacks we had witnessed in the
mid-2000s: spectacular, large scale,
sophisticated and coordinated attacks
designed to inflict mass casualties and
destruction (Madrid 2004, London
2005, and disrupted plots in Toronto,
Melbourne and Sydney in 2006). What
we witnessed in Paris and Brussels
appears to be trending back in this
direction; these attacks appear to have
more in common with earlier attacks
than those we have witnessed in the past
three years.
While each country is different and
faces unique challenges, there are three
underlying conditions which affect
Europe and are not applicable to North
America. First, Europe is the frontline
in this conflict based on geography; it is
land-linked to the Middle East, whereas
North America is insulated by the Atlantic
Ocean. Travelling, moving people, and
entrenching communication and supply
lines are much easier in Europe. A second
factor is the bureaucracy of the European
Union itself. Once the outer perimeter
of the European Union is breached,
individuals have free movement within
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the entire zone. However, jurisdictionand information-sharing among law
enforcement and intelligence agencies of
its member states has not kept pace. A
dangerous scenario has emerged because
individuals suspected of posing a threat
may be known to intelligence agencies
in one country but not in others, making
it increasingly likely some of these
individuals fall off the radar.
Third, Canada and the US are not facing
anywhere near the number of radicalized
individuals among their populations
compared to Europe. On a per capita
basis, Belgium has the greatest number
of its citizens who have travelled to
join ISIS.7 We must acknowledge the
tremendous tension which exists in
European countries and the apparent
failure to integrate or assimilate
individuals arriving in their countries
over the past several years. European
efforts have not worked well, leaving
many to feel marginalized and alienated
about their place in Europe. This can
create opportunities for grievances,
disillusionment and anger, potentially
creating or fostering conditions where
radicalization and more importantly a
willingness to commit violence, might
occur.
What does this mean for Canada? While
Canada currently faces a different threat
than Europe, we must recognize that
the situation remains fluid. We need to
remain vigilant and accept that this threat
is likely to remain for the foreseeable
future. The threat is in fact greater than
any one group because it is about ideas,
specifically Islamism, which transcend
any one group at any one time. Currently
this set of ideas motivates a variety of
groups including ISIS, al-Qaida, alShabaab, and Boko Haram. Moreover,
we must be careful not to confuse and
conflate, or fall prey to allusions that these
groups represent Muslims or Islam as a
whole. Islamism is an ideology; Islam is
a religion. Our real concern is that while
ISIS will ultimately be defeated, other
groups which preach a similar set of ideas
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will rise. Already, analysts are concerned
about the growth and evolution of Jabhat
al-Nusra, an al-Qaida offshoot currently
operating in Syria.8
By tying these larger Islamist ideas to our
discussion about the type of threat Canada
may face in the future, we can learn from
the Paris and Brussels attacks. The two
cells responsible for these attacks were
centered in the Molenbeek neighborhood
of Brussels. Islamist sympathies have
long circulated in this neighborhood. As
far back as the early 2000s, radicalized
individuals could be found hiding among
the larger population, who during that
time supported different groups such
as al-Qaida and the Moroccan Islamic
Combat Group (GICM). This fact
shows that we must act aggressively to
confront the underlying ideas espoused
by these groups, preventing them
from entrenching and taking hold
among even minute segments of our
communities. Two cells, comprising
thirteen individuals, were responsible
for creating the carnage and destruction
in Paris and Brussels. They were able
to plot and plan undetected for months
prior to their attacks. One of the main
actors responsible for the Paris attack,
Salah Abdeslam, was able to hide in plain
sight in that same neighborhood for
nearly four months despite momentous
efforts to locate him. This demonstrates
the existence of a much larger logistical
network of supporters or sympathizers
who aided and abetted Abdeslam and
members of these cells.9
These cells, like the larger groups of which
they are a part, require support to sustain
themselves; we must deprive them of this
luxury. More specifically, we need to
prevent ideas espoused by these groups
from finding sympathetic ears, becoming
embedded and potentially spreading
among our own populations. Prevention
and counter-narratives are imperative to
ensure this does not happen. Allowing
these ideas to take hold, even among a
small number of people, significantly
changes the equation and impacts
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our ability to mitigate this threat. The
emergence of these support networks
also potentially increases the likelihood
that Paris and Brussels style attacks,
or worse, could occur here in Canada.
This is not a suggestion that these ideas
resonate with many people in Canada,
but evidence from Europe suggests only
a few is enough to create significant
challenges and issues. 
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UNEX AMINED CONSEQUENCES:

LEADERSHIP DECAPITATION AND THE
RISE OF ISIL
by Dr. Haroro J. Ingram and Dr. Craig Whiteside

T

he tactic of leadership decapitation
has become a crucial component of
Western counter-terrorism policy. It has
been used to great effect in the wars against
Al-Qaeda (AQ), its affiliates, and the socalled Islamic State (ISIL) resulting in the
deaths of crucial military, spiritual, and
administrative figures. Whether by drone,
special forces, or airstrike, eliminating
terrorist leaders can decimate command
and control structures, demoralize
personnel, and shatter organizational
cohesion. Charismatic leaders are a
special subset of organizational leaders
that typically enjoy a symbolic power
that can mobilize supporters towards
action and bind a group together despite
extraordinary internal (e.g., intraorganizational rivalries) and external
(e.g., military strikes) forces. It would
seem, at least on the surface, that there
could be no better example of when
the strategy of leadership decapitation
should be deployed than when it targets
charismatic leaders. Unfortunately, the
inadvertent drawbacks of leadership
decapitation are complex, multifaceted,
and rarely understood.
To explore these dynamics, this article
analyzes how on two occasions – first
with the death of Abu Musab AlZarqawi in 2006 and then Osama Bin
Laden in 2011 – leadership decapitation
inadvertently contributed to ISIL’s rise
to prominence. It begins by examining
the role of Abu Umar Al-Baghdadi’s
leadership of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI)
in the vacuum left by Zarqawi’s death. It
argues that contrary to the conventional
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wisdom, Abu Umar played a crucial role
in stabilizing an organisation that had not
only been rocked by the loss of its leader
but, perhaps more importantly, had been
struggling to deal with the strategic and
organizational volatility that was inherent
to Zarqawi’s leadership. In contrast to this
quite overt example of the direct impact
leadership decapitation had on ISIL’s
intra-organizational dynamics, the next
example is more opaque and highlights
the
broader
inter-organizational
dynamics that may be impacted by this
strategy. It explores how Bin Laden’s
death not only removed a cohesive force
from a fracturing Al-Qaeda but created
a vacuum at the apex of the global jihad.
Bin Laden’s charisma and prestige in
the transnational jihadist milieu long
suppressed the ideological and strategic
tensions in Al-Qaeda brewing since its
inception. His removal released tensions
which ISIL later leveraged in order to
emerge as the new ‘face’ of global jihad
and simultaneously heirs of Bin Laden’s
legacy and his limitations. The two
case studies explored here provide very
different examples of the unintended
multi-level consequences of removing
a charismatic leader and highlight
important considerations for assessing the
pros and cons of leadership decapitation
as a counterterrorism strategy.

The Zarqawi Vacuum: Enter the
‘Faceless Man’
After two years of bloody war in Iraq, it
was clear that the transnational jihadist
milieu had a new star: Abu Musab Al-

Zarqawi. The image Zarqawi portrayed to
the world was of a young and brash field
commander, as pious as he was brave, and
utterly ruthless in his efforts to punish the
occupiers and their local allies. He was
more than a mere symbolic figure. As the
founder of the movement he led, Zarqawi
played an integral role in the recruitment
of its members, the formation of its
strategy and doctrine, and was the
star attraction in its propaganda.1 The
meteoric rise of Zarqawi’s small group
reached its zenith with the merger of
Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) with a handful
of Salafist militant groups under the
Mujahideen Shura Council (MSC) in the
midst of a full-fledged civil war.
Zarqawi’s performance on center
stage would not last forever. By 2006
external and internal forces were placing
extraordinary pressures on the movement
to address growing concerns about his
leadership. The tendency for Zarqawi
and his men to brutally implement
their system of control and reject (if
not simply eliminate) traditional tribal
authorities caused acute tensions with
local populations while inter-resistance
rivalries, fuelled by economic and
territorial disputes, began bubbling over.2
Extreme violence was the tool of choice
for Zarqawi and his men to deal with
these tensions fuelled by their takfirist
proclivities.3 Zarqawi and his men were
increasingly depicted as ‘foreigners’ by
their rivals while others chastised Bin
Laden and Al-Qaeda’s senior leadership
for supporting them.4 While Zarqawi
responded by playing a less prominent
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role in propaganda releases, at the behest
of the Shura Council, the fundamental
issue of how to address the Zarqawi
problem remained. There was a growing
urgency within the MSC to address these
issues and Zarqawi was soon sidelined
by the Shura council. ‘The Stranger,’ as
he illustratively was known, was now
seen more as a liability than an asset for a
nascent Iraqi Islamic State.5 Then, in the
summer of 2006, Zarqawi was killed in
an airstrike. Zarqawi’s killing must have
seemed a blessing for the Shura council
but the fundamental dilemma remained:
who could step into the vacuum created
by Zarqawi’s death and lead the movement
through this tumultuous yet critical
period in its evolution? Four months
later the Shura council announced a new
alliance known as the ‘scented ones’ and
the first emir of the new Islamic State of
Iraq: Abu Umar Al Baghdadi. Among
the many surprising aspects of this new
development was that few outside the
organization seemed to even recognize
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this name.6

The New Emir – Abu Umar al
Hussayni al Qureshi al Baghdadi
The Shura council’s choice of a highly
skilled bureaucrat respected across the
movement is telling. It suggests a deep
awareness of the organizational and
leadership capabilities required after the
loss of a charismatic figure like Zarqawi.
A significant portion of the study of
charismatic leadership is devoted to
understanding ‘routinization,’ which
broadly refers to how an organization
or movement normalizes activities for
the long term following the loss of a
charismatic leader. Weber’s seminal
theory describes charismatic leadership
as the formation of leader-follower
bonds based on emotion. In contrast,
‘legal-rational’ authority is based on
‘rules’ (e.g., election by members or
selection by a panel) while ‘traditional’
authority is based on long-held custom.
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The transition from Zarqawi to Abu
Umar represented a transition from a
charismatic to a legal-rational basis of
authority and implies that the leadership
council desired stability – a steadying
hand to build for the future.7
Abu Umar’s career progression through
AQI reads like that of any successful
public or private sector bureaucrat: the
successful leadership of a small rival
followed by recruitment, a few middle
management roles, then a jump into
senior management based on strong
performances. A local insurgent leader
in the Euphrates River town of Haditha,
Hamid al Zawi’s Sunni resistance
group sheltered Zarqawi on several
occasions before Abu Umar was asked
to join AQI by two legendary Zarqawi
lieutenants, Abu Anas al Shami and
Abu Muhammad al Lubnani. Abu Umar
progressed from local leader in Haditha
to Baghdad’s security manager, to the
Sharia committee, to the emir of Diyala

US soldiers in Fallujah (below) were the main target of Zarqawi and Al-Qaeda in Iraq. (Image credit: Photographer’s Mate 2nd Class Philip Forrest, US Navy.)
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province, before serving as chief of staff
for the entire organization. Moreover,
Abu Umar represented the growing Iraqi
membership of what had originally been
a group of mostly foreigners fighting
the occupation and Iraqi government.
Claiming Qureshi8 tribal ties from Anbar,
Abu Umar reminded his audience: “I have
drunk from the waters of the Euphrates.
I was raised on its dates and I grew up on
its banks.”9 Beyond this advantage, Abu
Umar skills in laying the organizational,
administrative, and strategic foundations
would prove crucial for a movement that
would eventually rip through the Fertile
Crescent in 2014.
Reinforcing the primacy of his ‘legalrational’ leadership status, Abu Omar’s
biography, written by a well-connected
follower not long after his death,
emphasizes his administrative expertise
over his military experiences.10 This
in itself offers a telling insight into
his influence. For example, AQI’s
reorganization from regional bureaus
into the types of structures that have
come to characterise ISIL’s politicomilitary system find their roots in the
post-Zarqawi period. RAND’s analysis
of captured documents relating to ISIL’s
bureaucracy between 2005 and 2010
reveal a surprising level of administrative
sophistication that are too readily
ignored as a factor of what led to their
success in 2014.11 Abu Umar’s value
as an administrator is empirically
supported by primary sources and
secondary source accounts. However,
one would be mistaken to dismiss the
appeal of his personal attributes and
qualities as a communicator. A member
of the Iraqi security services explained
to one of the authors that Abu Umar
often had a magnetic quality, especially
amongst rank and file members, that
is underappreciated due to the trying
times of his reign, and the fact that he
“was killed before he could show this
part of himself.” From naming military
operations as a means to align them
with the broader campaign strategy to
the adoption of his oft repeated phrase
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‘the Islamic State is remaining…’ as part
of the movement’s motto provides some
insights into the unseen dimensions of
the ‘faceless man’s’ leadership. While
Abu Umar and Abu Hamza were killed
together in a 2010 raid, the significant
momentum and increase in attacks seen
in 201112 signify the importance of these
leaders to the organization’s survival –
much to our collective detriment.
The structural reforms implemented by
Abu Umar reinforced the movement’s
organizational resilience while laying
the foundations for its extraordinary
resurgence merely three years later. Yet
the collapse of the Islamic State of Iraq
could have meant the extinguishment
of the politico-military strategy that
underpinned it. After all, senior AlQaeda leadership had repeatedly warned
against the premature declaration of an
Islamic State. This was an issue of great
contention amongst jihadist groups
because it concerned the legitimate
manhaj (methodology) for using politicomilitary actions in that pursuit. As
captured documents have subsequently
revealed, it was an ideological and
strategic point of contention that dogged
Al Qaeda and for whom Osama Bin
Laden had played an important symbolic
and practical role in buffering. This
would change with the Abbottabad raid.

The Bin Laden Vacuum: Enter
the Caliphate and its Caliph
The scholarly field broadly agrees that
the emotion-based bonds (i.e., charisma)
that define the charismatic leaderfollower relationship form due to the
belief that the leader’s personal attributes
are extraordinary and their proposed,
inevitably radical, agenda is vital to
alleviating perceived crises. There are
few who would disagree that Bin Laden
generated a powerful charismatic appeal.
Exuding an image of piety, courage,
and humility, Bin Laden had a deep
appreciation for how the media could
be used to construct and propagate his
image and message. Moreover, Al-Qaeda
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was a mechanism by which Bin Laden
was able to not only operationalize
that message into actions – typically
simultaneous multi-target, mass-casualty
terrorist attacks – but a means to spread
his charisma globally. Al-Qaeda’s senior
leadership considered then Taliban
leader Mullah Muhammad Omar as the
Commander of the Faithful13 but it was
undoubtedly Bin Laden who was the face
of transnational jihadism. Indeed, despite
an extraordinary manhunt forcing him
underground, Bin Laden was still able
to sustain his charisma and prestige
amongst jihadists to varying degrees.
The 2011 Abbottabad raid which killed
Bin Laden represented an enormously
symbolic victory in the so-called War
on Terror. Ayman Al-Zawahiri emerged
as Bin Laden’s replacement. Ageing,
unpopular, and seemingly the antithesis
of charisma, Zawahiri symbolized the
impact of Bin Laden’s removal on AlQaeda. But Bin Laden’s death would have
repercussions beyond Al-Qaeda central
and its affiliates. Bin Laden’s death created
a vacuum at the apex of the global jihad.
Despite it being a largely symbolic status,
it was a tremendously powerful mantle in
not only the battle for ‘hearts and minds’
but the strategic preferences of militant
Islamist groups.
Charismatic leadership theory suggests
that the removal of a charismatic
leader, especially one as powerful as Bin
Laden, will likely result in remaining
members and rival factions competing
to leverage the former leader’s legacy and
charismatic capital for their own ends
– routinization in its many forms. Bin
Laden’s death triggered both a vacuum
at the apex of the global jihadist milieu
and the bubbling over of long festering
tensions about the legitimate manhaj
to achieve an Islamic state. Captured
documents from the Abbottabad raid
reveal two major dimensions of this
manhaj debate. Firstly, Bin Laden’s
private correspondence seemed to focus
heavily on his concern that local jihadi
groups were killing too many Muslims
and domestic attacks should be replaced
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with targeting the United States instead.14
Secondly, the failures of the Islamic State
of Iraq (ISI) disturbed Bin Laden and
Al-Qaeda’s senior leadership rendering
them reluctant to support affiliates, like
Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
in Yemen, who wished to declare an
Islamic state or formally accept the
bayat of groups like Al Shabab that had
implemented systems of government that
were deemed substandard.15
Whether Islamist groups should prioritize
attacks against Western over local targets
and under what conditions an Islamic
State can be legitimately declared are
both strategic and jurisprudential issues.
The manhaj issue is not just about
politico-military efficacy but legitimacy.
The Abbottabad letters reveal that there
was varying degrees of disagreement not
only within Al-Qaeda central but across
the broader spectrum of formal AlQaeda affiliates and informally associated
groups. The Abbottabad letters reveal
that Bin Laden was regularly engaged
in trying to mediate these tensions and,
while it is difficult to assess conclusively
given the limited amount of primary
source information available, his
standing within the global jihadist milieu
must have helped to abate them. While
this may be open to debate, what is not
is what happened after Bin Laden died.
When Baghdadi declared the expansion
of the Islamic State of Iraq into Syria, thus
the emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant (ISIL), these underlying
tensions spilled over into a very public
propaganda war with Al-Qaeda that soon
became violent. While Al-Qaeda and its
Syrian affiliate Jabhat Al-Nusra stated
that ISIL did not have the authority to
declare an Islamic State, ISIL responded
with counter-narratives that often
leveraged Bin Laden’s legacy as a source
of legitimacy for their claims.
The root of the ISIL and Al-Qaeda/Jabhat
Al-Nusra split can be viewed through
the lens of the post-Bin Laden (i.e., postcharismatic leader) vacuum and the
ensuing process of routinization. The
second video of a 2014 nine-part ISIL-
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produced series titled The Establishment
of the Islamic State features Bin Laden
praising the 2006 founding of the Islamic
State in Iraq.16 The overt and implicit
messaging is clear: we had Bin Laden’s
approval then, it follows that we would
have it now, and therefore we are the
new champions of his legacy and vision.
This was further reinforced by videos
featuring respected figures such as AlZarqawi,17 Anwar Al-Awlaki,18 Abu
Hamza Al-Muhajir,19 and Abu Umar
Al-Baghdadi;20 the underlying message
was the same. Typical of ISIL’s counternarrative strategy, which is to respond
to the criticisms of rivals with waves
of defensive messaging, ISIL released
several speeches spearheaded by its
spokesman Abu Muhamad Al-Adnani
all heralding the politico-military,
strategic, and ideological legitimacy of
their manhaj and condemning Al-Qaeda
for deviating from the methodology
of not just Bin Laden but the Prophet
Muhammad himself.21 For example, in
‘Apologies, Amir of Al-Qaidah,’ ISIL’s
jurisprudential and strategic case against
Al-Qaeda is methodically laid out for its
audience.22
Having leveraged Bin Laden’s legacy in its
effort to legitimise its agenda, ISIL now
sought to fill the vacuum at the apex of the
global jihad. Charismatic leadership is,
by its very nature, volatile and ephemeral.
Despite Bin Laden’s charismatic appeal,
his leadership had been dogged by
his distinct lack of religious authority.
Indeed Bin Laden had frequently been
criticised for fatwas that he had little
to no religious authority to produce.
Consequently, while Bin Laden may have
been considered by many supporters
as a strong Muslim politico-military
leader, he would have been perceived by
very few as a religious authority. When
ISIL declared the establishment of its
Caliphate in 2014, it also presented to the
ummah a Caliph that, at least according
to ISIL’s proclamations, all Muslims were
obliged to support.23 Once again, in the
aftermath of a charismatic leader being
removed, on this occasion Bin Laden,
ISIL sought to establish a legal-rational
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basis for the authority of its leader. Of
course, the Qureshi-tied Abu Bakr AlBaghdadi had been selected by ISI’s shura
council as Abu Umar’s replacement years
earlier. Abu Bakr’s doctorate in Islamic
jurisprudence underscored the legalrational basis of his authority overcoming
a vital shortcoming in Bin Laden’s
leadership. Moreover, for as long as the
Caliph has his Caliphate, the fundamental
legal-rational basis of his authority in the
eyes of many supporters remains intact.
By viewing these dynamics through the
lens of charismatic leadership and its
routinization, this case study has sought
to provide a unique interpretive lens
through which to not only conceptualize
ISIL’s skilful political manoeuvrings but
the complex repercussions of leadership
decapitation beyond the immediate
organization.

Conclusion
This article has explored two very different
examples of how leadership decapitation
may have inadvertently contributed to
ISIL’s successes in 2014. From the first
study it is possible to draw direct causal
links between Zarqawi’s death and the
rise of a brilliant organizational leader
in Abu Umar Al-Baghdadi who, in his
brief tenure, laid the core administrative,
organizational, and strategic foundations
for the movement that would later
sweep through eastern Syria and large
areas of Iraq, and inspire wilayats
around the world. However, leadership
decapitation can have more than just
intra-organizational repercussions and
while direct causal linkages are less
clear the ramifications can be equally
significant. Bin Laden’s death created
a significant vacuum within the global
jihadist milieu that, inevitably, factions
and groups attempted to fill by leveraging
his charismatic capital. While it is
impossible to forecast events if Bin Laden
had not died, his death and the ensuing
vacuum was leveraged by ISIL to their
advantage. As charismatic leadership
theory suggests, affiliates and rivals
jockeyed to become the champions of
his tremendous legacy as a platform to
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promote their own interests. At least in
the short-term, it seems ISIL’s was most
successful. 
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STRATEGIC THINKING: EMPOWERING

SUCCESS IN THE CONTEMPORARY
OPERATING ENVIRONMENT
by Dr. Emily Spencer
Strategic thinking is the art of outdoing an
adversary, knowing that the adversary is
trying to do the same to you.1

I

n a way, the concept of strategic
thinking is as simple as the above
citation suggests: at its core, strategic
thinking is about outsmarting an
opponent who is simultaneously trying
to outmaneuver you.
Within a defence paradigm, however,
the situation in which one needs to apply
strategic thinking is rarely so simple. First,
the issue is generally neither contained
between two belligerents, nor acted out
within the construct of a zero-sum game.
Instead, multiple players may be involved
and mutual gains and/or losses are
possible. A further complicating factor
in this non-zero-sum (“black-and-white,
you win, I lose”) scenario is that success
is interpreted subjectively. Moreover, not
only is the meaning of success potentially
different between players, its delineation
may even fluctuate within a specific state
over time. The omnipresence of the media
simply underscores these challenges by
allowing nearly everyone, particularly
those not in harm’s way, the capacity to
simultaneously judge the actions of those
on the ground in near real time through
their own subjective lens of right and
wrong, success and failure.
In the case of conflict and war, the
decisions made by the men and women on
the ground are not easy and they can have
grave consequences. These individuals
are often subjected to unwieldy amounts
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of information and misinformation, of
which they need to make sense in a short
amount of time. Significantly, it is not
sufficient to simply gauge the immediate
consequences of their actions. They
must also factor in the second and third
order effects that may occur as a result
of their actions (or inactions) within the
complete ecosystem in which they are
operating. Importantly, while the area of
operations for kinetic activities may be
contained (i.e., within a specific, defined
area of operations), the reactions and
ripple effects caused by these actions,
often carried via media wavelengths to
homes across the world, can be global
in scale. Consequently, the decisions
made by military members in potentially
hostile environments with limited
time can have a large impact on many
different audiences, including political
and military decision-makers, as well as
the general public. Not surprisingly then,
it is important to ensure that military
members not only make good decisions,
but make the right ones. As such, strategic
thinking should be a core capacity that is
taught to Canadian Armed Forces (CAF)
members in order to empower them for
success in the contemporary operating
environment.

Strategic Thinking Defined
Strategic thinking (or, as some argue,
thinking strategically) is an essential
tool in ensuring that the best possible
decisions are being implemented. As
is the case with many complex terms,
there is no standard definition of

strategic thinking. In fact, both military
and business literature have several
functional definitions, many of which
actually contradictory. Additionally, the
term has often been erroneously used
as a substitute for military strategy and
strategic planning. As such, it is first
useful to distinguish between military
strategy, strategic planning, and strategic
thinking prior to deconstructing the
elements within strategic thinking.

Military Strategy
Within contemporary discussions of
war and conflict, three main levels
of war are generally discussed. Tthe
tactical level of war is comprised of the
planning and execution of battles or
individual combats. In its simplest terms,
it is characterized by, relatively speaking,
small group kinetic (fire and manouevre)
and non-kinetic actions that occur on
the battlefield. The next level of war is
operational, which refers to simultaneous
or sequentially planned tactical actions
within an area of operations aimed
at achieving a defined objective (i.e.,
campaigns). These campaigns connect
the tactical level of war with the third level
of war, the strategic level, by assigning
missions, tasks, and resources to tactical
operations. The strategic level of war
refers to the overall military aim within
the conflict. It is concerned with the art
and science of employing, or threatening
to employ, military power to achieve
national goals.2 Notably, in addition to
these three levels of war, the term grand
strategy is also often used to refer to
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the degree of mobilization of a nation’s
complete resources (political, economic,
social, and military) to achieve a desired
end-state.
Strategic thinking should not be confused
with military strategy or grand strategy,
however. Strategic thinking will improve
one’s ability to make and execute effective
decisions at the strategic levels of war.
Nonetheless, it is equally as valid a tool
to employ at the tactical and operational
levels of war as it concerns itself with the
process of decision making, not the level
at which decisions are being made.

Strategic Planning
Strategic planning is an organization’s
means of assigning processes and
resources to achieve a desired endstate. As such, it is distinct from the
more holistic thought process that is
ideally involved in determining strategy.
Professor Henry Mintzberg explains,
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“Strategic planning isn’t strategic
thinking. One is analysis, and the other
is synthesis.” He elaborates, “Planning
has always been about analysis—
about breaking down a goal or set of
intentions into steps, formalizing those
steps so that they can be implemented
almost automatically, and articulating
the anticipated consequences or results
of each step.” Conversely, strategic
thinking, as Mintzberg articulates, “is
about synthesis. It involves intuition and
creativity.”3

Strategic Thinking
Strategic thinking, as Mintzberg
identifies, is about synthesis and combines
many different methods of thought. In
general, definitions of strategic thinking
tend to focus on the holistic and creative
nature of the thought processes involved
in order to deal effectively with an
uncertain future environment.4 While
these skill-sets are often associated with
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the right side of the brain, the logical
analysis associated with left brain activity
is also required in order to assure that
root causes and concerns are being
properly addressed. By drawing on the
multiple definitions currently at use, as
well as extrapolating other skill-sets that
should fall under the rubric of strategic
thinking, a good working definition is as
follows:
Strategic thinking is the art of applying
critical, creative and emotional
intelligence in a holistic manner in
order to achieve sustainable success
within complex, dynamic and multiplayer environments.5
Within a military context, US General
(Retired) Martin Dempsey, former
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
aptly comments on the skills required
for military leaders to apply strategic
thinking in the post-Afghanistan and
post-Iraq
operating
environments.
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Dempsey surmises:
Our [US] focus has naturally and
correctly been orientated on winning
the wars we’re in. As the demand to
support these wars is reduced, we need
to be ready to add to the knowledge,
skills, and attributes of our brilliant
tactical leaders and prepare them to
operate at the strategic level. … strategic
leaders must be inquisitive and open
minded. … they must think critically
and be capable of developing creative
solutions to complex problems. They
must be historically minded; that is
they must be able to see and articulate
issues in historical context. … they
must be able to navigate successfully
in ethical ‘gray zones’, where absolutes
may be elusive. Similarly, they must be
comfortable with ambiguity and able
to provide advice and make decision
with less, not more information.6
Notably, for military members, the
difference between success and failure
often comes down to decisions made in
non-optimal conditions. For example,
in their account of the March 2002 US
engagement against al-Qaeda forces at
Takur Gar, Afghanistan, which resulted in
seven American casualties prior to taking
the mountain, observers and veterans of
the US 160th Special Operations Aviation
Regiment fittingly describe the decisionmaking environment often facing special
operations forces (SOF) as well as
conventional forces in theatre. As they
recount, “Many men would be making
decisions that day – some good, some
bad, some carefully considered, some
instinctive. Later on, with the comfort
of armchair analysis, some would call the
events on Takur Gar a mishap, a tragedy
or a fiasco. They would blame poor
planning, miscommunications and faulty
equipment. But it was none of those
things.” As the authors explain, “It was
just war, and incidents of war often take
place in very close quarters, and with as
much time to consider one’s responses as
in an unprovoked bar fight.”7 As such,
it is vital to make sure that the decision
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making processes are the best they can
be and become instinctive prior to being
tested in battle.

Strategic Thinking Deconstructed
In order to effectively apply strategic
thinking there are three conditions that
must be maintained. These conditions
are: having a systems perspective;
remaining goal focused, and appreciating
the connections between the past, present
and the future.8 In brief:

Systems Perspective
This perspective means that you need
to understand the whole operational
ecosystem and appreciate that actions
will create reactions and thereby shape
the future environment. In general,
multiple players and/or groups will be
involved. There will not necessarily
be clear winners or losers; instead,
multiple gains and or loses can occur that
complicate the decision-making process.
Additionally, the media has the power
to globalize local issues. In essence, one
must be aware of second and third order
effects and how your actions shape the
potential outcomes.
The constant question that military
members must repeatedly ask themselves
is how their tactical actions will affect the
political and/or the Commander’s intent
for the mission. For example, Marcus
Luttrell recalls thinking of the second
and third order effects of killing his target
when he finally had the opportunity to
following the death of three of his fellow
Navy SEALs in Afghanistan. Luttrell
recalls, “he had green eyes, and they were
filled with a hatred that could have melted
a U.S. army tank. He stared right though
me and spoke not one word. I noticed he
was unarmed, and I tightened my grip on
the Mark 12 [special purpose riffle] and
very slowly turned it on him until the
barrel was aimed right between his eyes.”
As Luttrell explains, “I had a powerful
instinct to shoot that bastard dead.”
Despite the loss of his comrades and the
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fact that terminating the target was his
mission, Luttrell correctly realized that
given the circumstances, those actions
would not support the strategic aim of
the mission. Lowering his weapon he
concluded, “If I’d shot him, I would not
have lasted twenty seconds. His guys
would have gunned down both me and
Gulab [the local individual who had
been aiding him] and, then, minus their
beloved commander in chief, probably
would have massacred the entire village,
including the kids.”9 The collateral
damage would have likely exceeded any
gains made by completing the original
mission. Thus Luttrell exhibited a clear
intuitive understanding of the importance
of having a systems perspective.

Goal Focused
Strategic thinking is about achieving a
goal, even if that goal needs to be adapted
given changes in the environment.
For military members, and leaders in
particular, this element translates into
mission focus with an understanding
that the tactical mission may need
to be adapted to assure that it still
reflects strategic goals. For example,
during Operation Colossus, on 10-11
February 1941, 7 officers and 31 noncommissioned officers (NCOs) were
parachuted into mid-eastern Italy to
destroy the Tragino aqueduct which fed
water to a number of key port facilities.
During the aerial insertion the engineer
party and most of the explosives were
lost. The team could no longer complete
the mission as planned. Nonetheless, the
team assembled what equipment and
explosives they found and moved off to
the objective. Disappointingly, upon
arrival they found that the aqueduct
was made of reinforced cement and
not brick as intelligence had indicated
and their shortfall in explosives and
expertise was now even more severely
underlined.
Showing ingenuity and
agility of thought, the Commander
understood that the importance of the
mission was not destroying the actual
aqueduct, which would have caused a
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temporary disruption at best, but rather
striking the enemy on his own territory
where he thought he was safe. As such,
this thinking process drove him to realize
that the creation of destruction and chaos
was the important factor, not simply
destroying the aqueduct. Therefore, they
stole a locomotive and damaged what
they could of the aqueduct. Despite the
challenges that the team faced and the
fact that they were unable to accomplish
their originally assigned mission and
destroy the aqueduct, they continued to
pursue the strategic aim of the mission.
By destroying even part of the aqueduct,
they were able to demonstrate the ability
of allied forces to strike into the heart of
Italy and caused Fascist dictator Benito
Mussolini to tie-down approximately
400,000 troops to rear area security
for the remainder of the war. Clearly,
there is a relationship between having
a systems perspective and being able to
remain focused on the strategic goal even
if this requires adapting tactical actions
to better suit the dynamic operating
environment.10

Connecting the Past, Present and
Future
In order to apply strategic thinking, a
connection between the past and the
present needs to be formed in order to
help to visualize the future. Notably, as
the famed baseball player Yogi Berra so
aptly remarked, “Prediction is difficult,
especially about the future.” The past,
however, can provide insight into future
probable outcomes. While it is an error,
and sadly a common one, to prepare
for the last war rather than the current
one, one should not deny that the past
shapes the present and helps to define
the future. The historian Sir Michael
Howard, captured it succinctly in 2010:
“No matter how clearly one thinks, it is
impossible to anticipate precisely the
character of future conflict. The key is to
not be so far off the mark that it becomes
impossible to adjust once that character
is revealed.”11 Nothing exists without
roots. As such, decisions should be made
within their proper historical context.
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As such, with these three conditions
being applied, strategic thinking can be
achieved. In the absence of any one of
these elements, however, good decision
making will be challenged.

Building
Capacity

Strategic

Thinking

Working with the idea that strategic
thinking is the art of applying critical,
creative, and emotional intelligence in
a holistic manner in order to achieve
sustainable success within complex,
dynamic, and multi-player environments,
it follows that critical, creative and
emotional intelligence are key elements
within the process. In fact, these three
types of intelligence help you understand
yourself and your opponent, as well
as the operating environment – three
conditions that the legendary warlord
and military strategist Sun Tzu identified
as instrumental for victory in war.
This deconstruction is particularly
helpful when you consider that the goal of
strategic thinking is to enable individuals
to determine the best course of action,
and often under non-optimal conditions
in the case of the military. Specifically,
the decision space for CAF personnel
will regularly require members to make
quick decisions with limited and/or,
paradoxically, too much, information,
which may have strategic consequences.
Remarkably,
in
many
military
environments, education is sometimes
neither prioritized, nor highly valued.
What should also be recognized,
however, is that while education and
training require many resources,
they pay dividends in the field, even
when decisions are made seemingly
unconsciously. A good example occurred
during Millennium Challenge ’02, a large
American war game. In this scenario, the
Americans represented the Blue Team
and were given enormous resources to
combat their opponent the Red Team,
led by retired US Marine Corps (USMC)
Lieutenant General Paul van Ripper. In
the early stages, the Blue Team carefully
and thoroughly analyzed each option
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presented to them in an attempt to limit
what is often referred to as the fog of
war. While van Riper was not opposed
to rational analysis, “he thought that it
was inappropriate in the midst of battle,
where the uncertainties of war and the
pressures of time made it impossible to
compare options carefully and calmly.”12
His more esoteric approach to the
scenario caught the Blue Team offguard and led to several serious initial
set-backs. As author Malcolm Gladwell
comments regarding the decisionmaking process during the exercise, Blue
Team “conducted a thoroughly rational
and rigorous analysis that covered every
single contingency, yet that analysis
somehow missed a truth that should have
been picked up instinctively.”13 The Blue
Team essentially exhibited “paralysis
through analysis.”14 While the Red Team,
as noted, also valued analysis, they had
conducted their detailed analysis prior
to the battle. Once the belligerence had
begun, they behaved more instinctively.
Most importantly, however, as Gladwell
remarks, “being able to act intelligently
and instinctively in the moment is
possible only after a long and rigorous
course of education and experience.”15

Concluding Remarks
Ultimately, strategic thinking is about
trying to optimize the decision-making
process, whether by applying logic,
creativity, and/or intuition. Moreover,
the strategic thinker should recognize
that there are too many variables within
the human domain to understand, let
alone control. Nonetheless, it would be
unconscionable for those potentially in
harm’s way to not try to understand and
perfect the decision-making process,
especially as their decisions could have
grave consequences for the nation. As
former Delta Force Commander, Pete
Blaber observes, “History has proven that
it’s not the quality of men or the quality
of weapons that makes the ultimate
difference; it’s the ability to out-think and
out-imagine the enemy that always has,
and always will, determine the ultimate
victor.”16 In the end, whether decisions
ON TRACK ÉTÉ 2016
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are made consciously or unconsciously,
through logical analysis, creative insight
or difficult to identify emotional cues,
good decisions are born of education and
experience. As such, it is vital to build
this core capacity within the CAF. 
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