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Executive Summary

This Vimy Paper examines three long-term tectonic influences on Canada’s national 
security: geography, demographics, and science.  These macro-level factors tend not to be 
understood well or receive much serious consideration in the public discourse, but in many 
cases can have powerful and sustained impacts on events.  They can also reveal previously 
unrecognized threats.

The discussion is structured in four parts.  Part 1 focuses on geography and its impact 
on regions of strategic interest to Canada.  Part 2 looks at world mortality and demographic 
trends, and the closely related subject of economics, and considers the cases of selected 
nations.  Part 3 considers science at the macro-level – that is, humanity’s collective adaptation 
to it.  Part 4 then draws conclusions about how these issues impact Canada’s national security.

Geography

This paper notes that geography is not an absolute determinant of the affairs 
of mankind, but it has significant influence.  It may offer physical constraints, such as in 
relatively inhospitable regions like the Sahara Desert, or it may offer opportunities such as 
good harbours and navigable inland waterways that enable long-distance commerce.  It can 
also influence the political development of a nation.  

This paper considers the specific cases of Europe, and in particular Russia; Asia; the area 
encompassing Southwest Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa; sub-Saharan Africa; and 
North America.  It draws a number of conclusions about the impacts on regional security and 
the implications for Canada, and identifies several themes that are further considered in Part 4: 

• The deep role geography has had in shaping the history and underlying national attitudes of
countries towards current issues needs to be understood in the planning and execution of
regional security responses;

• Analysis of security problems and the sources of conflict needs to go beyond traditional
political, social, developmental, kinetic, and related disciplines to include emerging insights
from ongoing research elsewhere, including non-traditional areas such as hard science;

• In some regions, the debilitating influence of difficult geography that inhibits communi-
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cation as well as economic development and integration needs greater focus.  Overcoming 
these is an essential enabler to creating conditions for durable regional stability; and,

• While mismatches between geographical and political boundaries are always problematic
to one degree or another, the example of the Canada-U.S border shows that effective man-
agement is possible under the right conditions.  The question is what conditions and how to
achieve them.

Demographics

This paper then turns to demographics and mortality, showing that the 20th Century 
was a decisive time in human history with the three greatest historical causes of human 
mortality – famine, infectious disease, and war – all finally being brought under control and 
caged.  While they have by no means lost all their power, and may periodically see some 
temporary resurgence, it argues that it is difficult to imagine realistic circumstances under 
which they could again acquire anything like the same capacity to repeatedly and massively 
disrupt human civilization that they had throughout earlier history.

This has led to a significant improvement in nations’ abilities to predict and plan 
for future population trends and shape economic development and national capacities 
accordingly.  This paper considers a number of cases of particular relevance to Canada.
The analysis here identifies two themes that are further explored in Part 4:

• Nations today have the ability to reliably predict their own and other nations’ long-term de-
mographic trends.  The insights gained can be used to predict evolving changes to regional
and global power relationships – and actively shape a nation’s own future place in the world by
adopting policies aimed at expanding, contracting, or stabilizing its population – and build-
ing the economic and other capacities needed to achieve the status sought; and,

• All nations are moving away from humanity’s previous acceptance of premature death as a
normal, if unwelcome, occurrence.  Advanced nations in particular are becoming increasing-
ly averse to taking casualties in foreign interventions to solve “other peoples’ problems”.

Science

This paper also notes that there are many issue-specific questions around science and 
technology, and their impact can range from minor to profound to usefully informing.  Their 
sheer number alone represents a major challenge.  A more fundamental question that needs 
to be considered, however, is humanity’s collective adaptation to the march of science.  
The analysis identifies two themes that are further explored in Part 4.  These include:

• The societies and economies of all nations, at varying paces, will continue to evolve in the



TITLE

L’INSTITUT DE LA CAD |  CAHIER VIMY

L'INSTITUT DE LA CAD CAHIER VIMY 3

direction of allowing artificial technologies to take over a greater and greater role from hu-
mans in the business of creating economic wealth.  This, combined with coming significant 
increases in human life spans, will radically change human societies and economies in ways 
we have not yet begun to seriously consider – and introduce new security challenges in the 
process; and,

• In the face of an accelerating pace of scientific and technological change, today’s established
religions and fundamentalist theologies will all be challenged to maintain their relevance and
influence within their societies.  This will take a very long time to play out so competition
among them, and between them and secular humanism, will be a source of confrontation and
sometimes conflict for decades to come.

Implications for Canadian National Security 

At the end, this paper considers the impact of these tectonic influences and themes on 
Canada’s national security and sovereignty.  The analysis identifies a number of weaknesses 
in how the nation identifies and manages its responses to threats, especially complex ones, 
and identifies two major long-term national security threats that traditional analyses of more 
visible and immediate factors would seem to have missed: the threat to our sovereignty posed 
by the continuing erosion of Canada’s economic performance relative to our U.S. continental 
security partners; and the threat to North America’s security posed by Mexico’s economic 
weakness and instability.  

Conclusions are drawn about the need to strengthen the nation’s strategic management 
of national security capabilities, and the planning and management of responses to international 
crises.  This paper argues that these activities cannot be effectively managed in the traditional 
short-term, discrete time blocks aligned to individual four-year government administrations, 
but instead require consistent, sustained strategies over years or even decades in some cases.  

In order to address these issues, the following specific initiatives are proposed:

Establishing Clear Strategic National Priorities:
• Halting and if possible reversing the long-term trend of a widening gap in economic perfor-

mance between Canada and its key North American partner, the U.S.; and,

• Collaborating with the U.S. and Mexico on a strategy to ensure the ultimate success of Mex-
ico as a North American country.

Improving Strategic Management:
• Developing a more sophisticated capacity for assessing international security problems and

how Canada can usefully contribute to finding durable and ultimately successful resolutions;
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• Ensuring that efforts to help resolve international problems are consistently explained well
and justified to Canadians in an effective and sustained manner; and,

• Development, over time, of a reasonable level of national political consensus around the
main thrusts of a sustainable national security policy and strategy.

Improving the Machinery of Government:
• Development of a national security governance architecture capable of delivering effective

and reasonably consistent management over the long term;

• Extending the view of national security beyond its traditional scope of military, police, bor-
der protection, and other intelligence and kinetic capabilities to include aspects of economic,
social, immigration, and other policy areas;

• Broadening the scope of research into issues and problems to look for potentially relevant
emerging insights in non-traditional science, technology, and other disciplines;

• Building more robust and effective Whole-of-Government operational machinery for iden-
tifying and analyzing global and national security threats, and planning and managing coor-
dinated responses to them; and,

• Substantially improving the long-term management of high-cost, high-value security-related
capabilities and their associated investment plans.

Conclusion

This paper concludes that Canada can certainly adopt a “go with the flow” strategy 
and simply ignore long-term factors, noting that this approach may seem attractive as it both 
dovetails nicely with the four-year election cycle and avoids the need to engage Canadians in 
what would be a complex dialogue about time horizons well beyond their normal interest.  
The problem is that this approach will almost certainly condemn the nation, within the 
lifetimes of most Canadians – and even more so within the lifetimes of their children and 
grandchildren – to a much diminished ability to influence the world around it; defend its 
interests; and assure its security, sovereignty, and prosperity.

It closes with a hope that by highlighting the impact of long-term tectonic influences 
on Canada’s national security, it will stimulate further research, thought, and debate 
within government, academia, and perhaps wider society about them – and encourage 
the development of more comprehensive, effective, and durable national security policies, 
strategies, plans, and capabilities.  It calls upon our government and parliament to begin the 
process of substantially improving the nation’s capacities to identify and effectively respond 
to the long-term risks to Canada’s national security and prosperity. 
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Introduction

National security is one of those “Wicked Problems” facing all governments.  It has 
many moving parts, all of which have wide-reaching connections between themselves and 
beyond, and no simple solutions.  It is also the most important “no-fail” task of government.  
As then-Prime Minister Paul Martin stated in Canada’s first (and so far only) published 
National Security Policy in 2004, “There can be no greater role, no more important obligation 
for a government, than the protection and safety of its citizens.”1

In this context, Canada’s 2017 defence policy,2 along with Foreign Affairs Minister 
Chrystia Freeland’s landmark foreign policy speech in the House of Commons on 6 June 
2017,3 does a respectable job of highlighting many of the more visible trends threatening 
global and Canadian national security, identifying in particular the evolving balance of power, 
the changing nature of conflict, and the rapid evolution of technology.  Other factors such as 
climate change and mass migrations are also noted.  

These are very real threats, however there are some less visible and slower, but in many 
ways more powerful, trends inexorably shaping global affairs and affecting Canada’s future 
national security.  It is important that these also be understood when considering long-term 
investments in defence and security capabilities, strategies, and plans.

This paper takes a high-level look at three such tectonic influences: geography, 
demographics, and science.  All three tend to be examined at the micro-level, when they are 
considered at all.  For example, Canada’s size and physical position between the U.S. and the 
former Soviet Union were major factors in Cold War thinking, and remain relevant today.  
Our sparse population has similarly influenced the thinking of Canadian governments on 
continental defence since the Second World War.  The march of individual technologies, quite 
properly, preoccupies security planners today.

With that being said, the wider macro-level influences tend not to be well-understood 
and, to be fair, there is not much current academic research in some of these areas.  Perhaps 
the most comprehensive contemporary analysis of the influence of geography on future 
world events was published in 2012 – not by an academic, but by American journalist and 
author Robert D. Kaplan.  The Revenge of Geography4 synthesizes the work of a number of 20th 
Century and earlier theorists, along with his own deep personal understanding developed 
over the course of a lifetime of travel to some of the remotest corners of the world.  The result 
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is a well-researched, thought-provoking, and very readable narrative.  British journalist and 
author Tim Marshall (another non-academic) has also added useful insights in his 2015 book 
Prisoners of Geography: Ten Maps that Explain Everything About the World.5 

Probably the best strategic analysis of demographic trends and the evolution of 
science (among other things) and their impact on humanity was written by a distinguished 
academic, Professor Yuval Noah Harari of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.  Published 
in 2014 and 2015, his two books – Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind6 and Homo Deus: 
A Brief History of Tomorrow7 – offer remarkable insights into the past, present, and possible 
future of humanity on Earth.  Though academically rigorous, both are intended for a general 
audience and written in a style that is very accessible.  More recently, Harvard University 
Professor Steven Pinker has added depth to many of the issues discussed by Harari in his 
2018 book Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress,8 which 
comprehensively debunks much of the current pessimism and dire prophesy about the state 
of human civilization.

Given the uniquely broad perspectives they offer, these four works are extensively 
referenced in this paper, although many other sources are also cited.  The subject has many 
complexities beyond what can be fully explored here, and readers interested in delving deeper 
are invited to consult this material. Substantially edited selected extracts from an earlier draft 
of this paper, addressing specific issues, have previously been published by the CDA Institute.9

The discussion that follows is structured in four parts followed by some concluding 
remarks.  Part 1 focuses on geography, with a particular emphasis on areas of the globe most 
relevant to Canada’s security interests.  Part 2 looks at world mortality and demographic 
trends, plus the closely related subject of economics, and then considers the cases of selected 
nations.  Part 3 discusses science at the macro-level – that is, humanity’s collective adaptation 
to the march of science.  Part 4 then draws conclusions about how the issues discussed in the 
preceding sections are relevant to Canada’s national security.
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Part 1 – Geography 
The policies of all powers are inherent in their geography.

Napoleon

Overview

Geography is not an absolute determinant of the affairs of mankind, but it has a 
significant influence.  It may impose physical constraints, for example inhospitable regions 
like the Sahara Desert inhibit agriculture and the development of large, complex societies.  
Conversely, it may offer opportunities such as good harbours and navigable inland waterways 
that enable long-distance commerce.  

Nations exercise free will in how they deal with their geographical limitations and 
opportunities, but in many ways geography materially defines the options they have.  Modern 
societies are better able than their predecessors to leverage advanced technologies and 
economic power to overcome geography,10  but doing so remains a challenging and costly 
undertaking.

Geography can also influence the political development of a nation.  The earliest 
European civilizations evolved on Crete and the Cycladic Islands of Greece, close to the older 
civilizations of Egypt and Asia Minor but largely protected by the sea from invasion.11  In the 
modern era, Germany emerged relatively late in history as a confederation of states, none of 
which had geographically secure or stable borders.  The federal state too has faced similar 
problems throughout its existence, with significant impact on its political development.  
Great Britain, on the other hand, was relatively secure on its island, consolidated politically 
much earlier, and developed a stable modern democratic system well ahead of most other 
countries.12  

We will consider in more detail how geography has shaped events in a number of 
regions that have the potential to materially impact Canada’s national security and interests.  

Europe

While Russia today is a pan-Eurasian power, in its earliest incarnations it developed 
in the forested northern areas of the flatlands west of the Ural Mountains – mostly away from 
the successive waves of nomadic invaders that ranged across the southern steppes from the 5th 
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through the 16th Centuries.13  This forest protection was not absolute, however, and the Mongol 
Golden Horde conquered Russia in the 13th Century.  Kaplan argues that this event had two 
significant impacts on the country’s development that have rippled through its history and 
still influence it today: the Mongol occupation cut Russia off from the European Renaissance, 
so when the country was eventually able to resume relations with Europe it developed a deep 
sense of cultural inferiority and insecurity; and it reinforced a deep collective recognition that 
the country essentially had no natural barriers against invasion, leading to a long-standing 
national obsession with expanding its borders or at least dominating neighbouring regions.14

A short diversion into the realm of science is necessary at this point because how 
such perspectives remain active in societies over time may have more than a cultural basis.  
Psychologists have identified remarkable regional persistence of negative personality traits 
and well-being outcomes resulting from periods of intense social stress occurring even 
centuries ago.15  Emerging insights from the science of epigenetics further suggest a genetic 
aspect may exist; stressful events creating particular beliefs or values in one generation could 
result in the genetic coding of similar beliefs or values in subsequent ones even if no similar 
stresses are present.  This has been demonstrated in mice,16 and if it is also found to be true 
in humans, it would provide significant new insights into the difficulty of managing many 
regional security issues. 

It would also open up some new and difficult questions.  How do we overcome 
genetically coded perspectives and successfully encourage consideration of new ones in the 
political and public discourse within the affected nations?  Is there a scientific solution to this 
problem, and if so, what are the ethical and cultural implications of using it?

Exploration of these kinds of questions demands new inquiry beyond the customary 
boundaries of the study of conflict, security, and international relations.  It is unlikely that 
epigenetics is the only non-traditional and seemingly unrelated field where ongoing research 
has the potential to reveal important new insights into national and regional security problems, 
so both government analysts and academics need to cast a much wider net in their research 
into their foundations and potential solutions. 

To return to the main thread of this discussion of geography, Russia is not unique 
within Europe in lacking natural barriers.  From the Pyrenees and Bay of Biscay in the west 
to the Urals in the east, and from the Baltic and North Seas in the north to the Alps, Balkans 
and Carpathian Mountains in the south, most of Europe lacks natural defensive barriers.  The 
major rivers are navigable highways that historically enabled both traders and invaders to move 
long distances quickly and efficiently.17  Only densely forested areas (most of which have now 
been cleared) offered some limited defence against invasion.  The relative stability of today’s 



TITLE

L’INSTITUT DE LA CAD |  CAHIER VIMY

L'INSTITUT DE LA CAD CAHIER VIMY 9

Europe (Russian border areas apart) is therefore an historical anomaly.  For virtually all of its 
past, Europe was an arena for nearly continual struggles to defend or extend national borders, 
preserve or extinguish national independence, and establish or escape regional dominance.  
Not even the Romans succeeded in pacifying and controlling the entire continent.

The current experiment by the majority of European nations to collectively manage 
their relationships peacefully and to mutual economic benefit through the European Union 
offers some hope for the future, but it is still maturing.  It was probably inevitable that stress 
cracks would develop from time to time, and they certainly have in the form of the ongoing 
Greek financial crisis,18 the continuing problems in responding to the refugee crisis,19  and 
of course Brexit20 – the latter certainly influenced by the former two, among other things.  
Further challenges may well emerge and it remains to be seen whether the European Union in 
some ultimate form will become an enduring and successful “polity of polities” around which 
a stable and peaceful Europe can be built.  There is reason for cautious optimism, bolstered 
somewhat by other long-term trends that will be discussed later.

Asia

China, too, throughout its early history, was threatened by the nomadic peoples of 
the dry uplands to its north and west.21  The fact that it endured in various political forms 
and repeatedly succeeded in re-establishing its territorial integrity says a lot about its national 
will – but also about the relative strength of its geography.  The country’s eastern coastline and 
the four great rivers22 connecting it to the interior provided it with a relatively stable anchor 
upon which to build (and rebuild) its polity over many centuries.  The construction of the 
Grand Canal between 605 and 611, linking the Yellow and Yangzi Rivers, greatly enhanced 
the strength of China’s geography by connecting its more productive southern food producing 
areas to its northern regions, with significant and enduring impact on its national unity.23  Only 
in the modern-era did Western nations and Japan, for a time, exploit sea power to dominate 
China’s coastal regions.   These events certainly did much to shape modern China and still 
substantially influence how it views the world around it, including its current approach to 
boundary disputes in the South China Sea,24 but China’s society and polity have much deeper 
geography-shaped foundations underpinning them.

South Asia is more of a mixed situation, with its largest country – India – having 
reasonably clear geographical definition to its southeast, south, southwest (the Indian Ocean) 
and much of its north (the Himalayas).  The region, however, still faces many internal 
geographical complexities that historically have militated against the development of political 
unity even within individual nations, let alone regionally.  Not only do the boundaries 
between India and Pakistan, and India and Bangladesh, pose continuing problems because 
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they are purely artificial with no geographical anchors,25  South Asia’s northern border with 
China also has artificial disconnects from the actual geography and this continues to cause 
conflict today.26  Pakistan’s western borders too are largely artificial27 and substantial areas of 
that country are mountainous and remote, with cultures and social structures that are very 
different from the populous lowlands, all of which makes the development and maintenance 
of a stable, modern polity that much more difficult.

Southwest Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa

West of South Asia stretches one of the most geographically and politically complex 
regions on earth, comprising the Iranian Plateau, the Arabian Peninsula, and Turkey’s 
Anatolian Land Bridge.  Kaplan describes it as:

…characterized by a disorderly and bewildering array of kingdoms, sultanates, 
theocracies, democracies, and military-style autocracies, whose common borders 
look formed as if by an unsteady knife...[T]his whole region … constitutes, in effect, 
one densely packed axis of instability, where continents, historic road networks, and 
sea lanes converge.28

Closely connected to this large area by geography, and to a degree language, religion, and 
culture, are North Africa and the Western Mediterranean lands between Egypt and Turkey. 
 

Parts of this vast region do enjoy reasonable geographical coherence and this 
has influenced their history.  Both Turkey and Persia, the forerunner to modern Iran, are 
generally well-defined geographically and have leveraged that fact in the past to establish 
empires encompassing much of the region for extended periods.  Egypt and Tunisia are also 
age-old sites of civilization stretching back to antiquity for good reason: the former has always 
been defined by the Nile and its flanking more austere regions, and the latter similarly benefits 
from the protection of surrounding desert and mountain areas defining a land geography 
that enabled the ancient Phoenician city of Carthage to remain secure for centuries before 
being attacked from the sea and destroyed by the Romans.29  Many other modern polities 
in the region, however, have little or no geographical definition, limited, if any, historical 
roots (many being arbitrary 20th Century creations), and little social cohesion.  Small wonder, 
then, that establishing sustainable political stability in and among them is so difficult. 
 
Sub-Saharan Africa

Further south, most of Sub-Saharan Africa also suffers from a severe mismatch 
between its geography and historical social structures on the one hand and arbitrarily drawn 



TITLE

L’INSTITUT DE LA CAD |  CAHIER VIMY

L'INSTITUT DE LA CAD CAHIER VIMY 11

national boundaries on the other.  Worse, it has few good natural harbours and even fewer 
navigable rivers connecting them to the interior, and the coastal regions in many areas have 
historically been isolated from the interior by nearly impenetrable jungle.30  

Successful development of stable, productive economies and polities in these 
circumstances continues to be a difficult “work in progress” for respective national leaders 
and the global community. While it is undeniable that progress is being made,31 the continent 
is badly trailing the rest of the world.  Like most of the globe, Africa is rapidly urbanizing, 
however unlike everywhere else, its major cities are not engines of economic growth and 
global connection.  Rather, they are centres of consumption of national resource wealth by a 
relatively small elite, with the rest of the population left scrabbling to eke out an existence.32  
Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, has a population of about 12 
million – more than London – but only eleven international flights a day from its airport, 
and basic city infrastructure like roads, water distribution, and sewers are crumbling or non-
existent.33  Overcoming the geographic, economic, social, governance and other challenges of 
this vast continent will require prodigious effort and investment over a long time.

North America

North America represents an interesting case.  For much of the continent, geography 
generally favours north-south communication and commerce, whether along the east and 
west coasts, through the Mississippi and St. Lawrence/Great Lakes basins, or on the central 
plains.  An important endeavour in the early political histories of both Canada and the U.S. 
was overcoming their geographies by building unifying east-west rail connections.  Another 
was establishing a binational relationship that manages rather than tries to fight the natural 
north-south flow.  In both cases, the two countries have been remarkably successful.  Kaplan 
comments that “The American-Canadian frontier is the most extraordinary of the world’s 
frontiers because it is long, artificial, and yet has ceased to matter.”34  

The U.S.-Mexico border region is a different story altogether.  To begin with, Mexico is 
not a geographically unified state.  It comprises multiple regions divided by rugged mountain 
ranges, and northern Mexico in particular is more geographically, socially, and economically 
connected to the U.S. Southwest than it is to Mexico City.35  Much of the current border was 
arbitrarily established by treaty after the Texan War of Independence (1835-1836) and the 
Mexican-American War (1846-1848) when most of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California, 
Nevada, and Utah were ceded to the U.S.36  The border bears no relation to the broad, indistinct 
transitional region that geographically characterizes a significant portion of the area.37  If 
history is any guide, the current U.S. administration’s intent to try to seal this border, which 
is only the most recent such effort,38 is unlikely to be any more successful over the long term 



CDA INSTITUTE | VIMY PAPER

CDA INSTITUTE VIMY PAPER VOLUME 38 12

than earlier ones – or for that matter the Soviet Union’s post-Second World War fortifying of 
the Inner German Border.  

This does not mean that the U.S. motivation to better defend the border is misplaced.  
Mexico is a state in considerable trouble, unable to establish effective control over much of its 
territory or protect its population from organized criminal entities that effectively rule large 
areas.  While the country’s government views the problem as one of public security rather 
than national security,39 it is not out of the question that Mexico could become a failed state, 
which would represent a major security threat to North America and the U.S. in particular.  
We will return to this problem later.

Summary

The strategic influence of geography tends to play out over very long terms, although 
it can also have substantive short-term impact.  One only needs to look at the European 
pressure points related to the recent migration crisis to see that they are defined primarily 
by geography.  Kaplan’s and Marshall’s studies focus on the longer-term effects and range far 
more widely than these few paragraphs describe.  They also discuss many more ways that 
geography has shaped our past and present.

The brief analysis presented here reveals several themes that have particular relevance 
to Canada’s national security, which will be further considered in Part 4.  These include:

•	 The deep role geography has had in shaping the history and underlying national attitudes of 
countries towards current issues needs to be understood in the planning and execution of 
regional security responses;

•	 Analysis of security problems and the sources of conflict needs to go beyond traditional 
political, social, developmental, kinetic, and related disciplines to include emerging insights 
from ongoing research elsewhere, including non-traditional areas such as hard science;

•	 In some regions, the debilitating influence of difficult geography that inhibits communica-
tion, as well as economic development and integration, needs greater focus.  Overcoming 
these challenges is an essential enabler to creating conditions for durable regional stability; 
and,

•	 While mismatches between geographical and political boundaries are always problematic to 
one degree or another, the example of the Canada-U.S border shows that effective manage-
ment is possible under the right conditions.  The question, of course, is what conditions and 
how to achieve them.
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Part 2 – Demographics

… and they were given power over a fourth of the earth,
to kill with the sword and with famine and with pestilence…

Revelation 6:8

Overview

The 20th Century witnessed the culmination of one of the most momentous tectonic 
changes in human history.  The three greatest historical causes of human mortality – famine, 
infectious disease, and war – were finally brought under control and caged.  While they have 
by no means lost all their power, and may periodically see some temporary resurgence, it is 
difficult to imagine realistic circumstances under which they could again acquire anything 
like the same capacity to repeatedly and massively disrupt human civilizations that they had 
throughout earlier history.

Famine

For most of humanity’s time on earth, and especially after the agricultural revolution 
that began some 10,000 years ago,40 famine was mankind’s greatest killer.  To cite only 
a few examples, in ancient Egypt and India, severe drought almost routinely caused mass 
starvation, often killing five percent or even ten percent of the population.   Between 1692 and 
1694, fifteen percent of the population of France starved to death following two years of bad 
weather that caused crops to fail and food reserves to be drained.  Many of the survivors were 
severely malnourished, and this would have had a significant impact on the nation’s economy 
for years.  Worse famines struck Estonia in 1695 (twenty percent mortality), Finland in 1696 
(up to thirty percent mortality), and Scotland between 1695 and 1698 (mortality up to twenty 
percent in some areas). 41

These mass casualties occurred because agricultural societies for most of our history 
lived close to the edge of starvation much of the time.  They had very limited capacity to 
cushion themselves against crop failures, and almost no capacity to organize the transport of 
significant volumes of food from areas of plenty to areas of want.  (China’s construction of the 
Grand Canal was an early exception.)

Starting in the 19th Century, and blossoming in the 20th, humanity radically reinvented 
agriculture and the distribution of food to the point where today the negative health effects of 
overeating kill three times as many people as famine.42  This is not to suggest that malnutrition 



CDA INSTITUTE | VIMY PAPER

CDA INSTITUTE VIMY PAPER VOLUME 38 14

does not exist or that famine deaths no longer occur.  Both, unfortunately, continue to plague 
humanity and progress is uneven around the globe.43  Their prevalence and human impact, 
however, is vastly diminished compared to any previous time in our history; both are now 
largely within the political capacities of national leaders and the international community 
to eliminate, or at least to substantially mitigate.  Today’s famine crises have more basis in 
political rather than natural events,44 and nutritional insecurity is most often associated with 
poverty.45  The enemy is no longer nature, it is ourselves.

Infectious Disease

The second great historical cause of human mortality was infectious disease.  Again, 
the agricultural revolution was much to blame as it allowed the concentration of humanity into 
teeming cities and a significant expansion of trade and travel.  Add often poor sanitation and 
ignorance about the nature and causes of disease and this created the perfect conditions for 
serious epidemics to tear through large swaths of society.  A plague ravaged Athens between 
430 and 427 BCE, killing perhaps a third of the population and seriously weakening its efforts 
to defeat Sparta and its allies in the long Peloponnesian War; Athens ultimately lost.46

In the 14th Century, more than a quarter of the population of Eurasia – estimates 
vary between about 75 million and 200 million people – were killed by the Black Death.  
England lost forty percent of its population and the city of Florence fifty percent.  European 
colonization of the Americas was accompanied by the near-annihilation of large parts of the 
indigenous populations through the introduction of new diseases.  The population of Mexico 
alone fell from its pre-Columbian level of about 22 million to less than 2 million over a period 
of just 60 years.47  

These kinds of epidemics periodically swept through human populations killing 
large proportions of them until the early 20th Century, when urbanization and improved 
transportation, if anything, was making disease transmission easier.  While 40 million people 
died in the First World War, an estimated 50 million died during the Spanish Flu epidemic of 
1918-19.48 

Today, however, the mass threat posed by pandemic disease is no more than a shadow 
of its former self.49 Twentieth century scientific and medical developments radically reshaped 
our understanding of disease and gave us an array of tools to identify and combat it to the 
point where it has been possible to begin to eradicate the worst killers.  Smallpox, which killed 
more than 300 million people in the 20th Century, has been essentially eliminated as a threat 
and humans are no longer even vaccinated against it.50 
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Communicable diseases remain a serious problem, but we are able to contain them.  
The 2014 Ebola epidemic in West Africa killed 11,000 people,51 and apart from some isolated 
cases, was contained to that region and effective defences against the disease were rapidly 
developed and deployed.  A subsequent 2017 outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo saw less than a half-dozen deaths before it was contained.52  The disease has by no 
means been eliminated as a threat, and at the time of writing in 2018, a further outbreak has 
been reported in the same country; news reports, however, indicate that relatively prompt 
and effective response measures are being taken.53

Medical science is not always capable of rapid response to disease – for example, it 
took more than ten years to recognize, understand, and begin to develop reasonably effective 
responses to the AIDS pandemic – but this was an exceptionally difficult condition to even 
detect and identify.54  Much research remains to be done if we are to bring it completely under 
control,55 however we are extremely fortunate that AIDS emerged in the late 20th Century and 
not a hundred years earlier when we almost certainly would not have been able to develop any 
effective response, even if we could have somehow determined its pathology.

It is possible that a new communicable disease will emerge to which modern medical 
science cannot effectively respond, but this is highly unlikely and becoming less so every year 
with continuing advances in our scientific knowledge and medical technologies.  We have 
turned an important corner.

War and Conflict

The third great historical killer, war, is also coming under control despite the 
impressions one might get from watching current media coverage.56  In ancient agricultural 
societies, about fifteen percent of deaths were from war and other forms of human violence, 
and war was considered a normal tool for resolving disputes between polities into the early 
20th Century.57  Conversely, in 2015, human violence in all its forms accounted for only about 
2.3 percent of deaths, war casualties representing perhaps a tenth of that.58  

This diminishing trend in mortality due to war is not linear,59 but as Canada’s defence 
policy correctly observes, the nature of the conflicts involved is different.60  Other observers 
agree. Military historian John Keegan wrote as early as 1993 that “War…may well be ceasing 
to commend itself to human beings as a desirable or productive, let alone rational, means of 
reconciling their discontents.”61  The change will take time to play out in all regions of the 
globe, but there is a clear trend in that direction.62 
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The reason is that nations are increasingly recognizing that war is no longer a realistic 
option for resolving conflicts with their neighbours.  For nuclear powers (North Korea 
and perhaps Iran being current uncertainties) war between them would be suicidal.  More 
fundamentally, the nature of the global economy is reshaping the calculation.  Not only are 
most nations’ economies now more highly dependent on trade, which would be seriously 
disrupted by any major conflict, wealth today is gradually becoming less defined by physical 
assets such as mines or rich agricultural regions than it is by knowledge.63  While the former 
can be physically seized in war, the latter cannot.  (It can of course be stolen, but typically 
through non-lethal means such as cyber theft or other criminal actions.)

While conventional state-on-state warfare is progressively receding as a risk, we are 
seeing the emergence of new forms of armed conflict.  The Canadian defence policy observes:

The distinction between inter- and intra-state conflict is becoming less relevant 
in terms of intensity.  Intra-state conflicts are increasingly playing out in high 
threat, high intensity environments with well-armed, organized groups.  With 
states using proxies to commit violence on their behalf, there has been a rise 
in the last five years in the number of active intra-state conflicts with external 
troop involvement.64

Though locally severe and with some ability to cause effects further afield, these kinds of 
conflicts tend to lack the capacity to inflict the levels of mass casualties historically seen in 
traditional inter-state war65 and it is difficult to see conditions emerging where mortality rates 
could return to those earlier levels.  More likely, the world will continue gradually working 
out more effective strategies for better containing these localized events and resolving their 
underlying causes.66

Another emergent threat is terrorism, but terrorists generally operate from a position 
of weakness.  They achieve success primarily by indirect means – by undermining public 
confidence in political leadership and state institutions and by provoking overreactions that 
alienate segments of the population.  Professor Harari describes it this way:

Terrorists are like a fly that tries to destroy a china shop.  The fly is so weak 
that it cannot budge even a single teacup.  So it finds a bull, gets inside its ear 
and starts buzzing.  The bull goes wild with fear and anger, and destroys the 
china shop.67

In 2016, global deaths from terrorist attacks numbered something over 25,600, of which more 
than a quarter (6,700) were the attackers themselves.  Although attacks took place in 104 
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countries, three quarters of all deaths occurred in just five: Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Nigeria, 
and Pakistan.68  This casualty rate is of course tragic, but it is also very, very small in relative 
terms.  Well over twice this number were killed globally in cycling accidents the previous year 
(2015) and in that same year cancer and other non-communicable diseases killed nearly 40 
million.69  Terrorism is not capable of inflicting human casualties on the mass scale previously 
seen in war.70  Even in a worst-case use of a weapon of mass destruction, the casualties, however 
horrific, would not approach the levels that historically almost routinely resulted from war. 

Cyber warfare is another emerging 21st Century threat, but while cyber-attacks have 
considerable potential to seriously disrupt critical infrastructure and other economic targets 
– in the process potentially inflicting some number of human casualties – this domain of
conflict is fundamentally non-lethal in nature.  It is difficult to envisage cyber evolving to the
point where it could become anywhere near as lethal as the conventional conflicts of our past.

Humanity’s Relationship with Death is Changing

This fundamental change in humanity’s relationship with death is important.  Through 
virtually all of human existence, death was an accepted, normal occurrence – whether it was 
the result of one of the three big killers or something else.71  Today, however, the more advanced 
a society is the less accepting it tends to be of death.  When somebody dies of anything other 
than old age, we either look for someone to blame or seek ways to prevent a recurrence: build 
better things; pass stronger laws; increase oversight; spend more on scientific research; or pull 
people out of that kind of situation.  This is a reaction that was unknown prior to the late 20th 
Century and it is already significantly changing the way nations respond to global security 
challenges.  Among other things, they are becoming less willing to use means that require 
“boots on the ground” in higher-risk circumstances.

The Demographic Future

The waning influence of famine, communicable disease, and war on human mortality, 
by largely eliminating recurrent vast-scale mass casualty events, is also bringing some relative 
stability to long-term global demographic trends.  To be sure, tragic occurrences involving 
hundreds, thousands, or potentially even tens of thousands of deaths can still be expected – 
some natural, but many our own doing – but these are very unlikely to ever have the impact 
the three great historical killers once had.  Only some catastrophic natural event such as a 
major asteroid collision or super-volcano eruption72 – or colossal human stupidity leading 
to a global conflict involving the wide-scale use of weapons of mass destruction – have the 
potential to approach those earlier scales of human mortality.
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Even so, the study of global demographic trends, like any predictive science, remains 
difficult and highly dependent upon informed assumptions about the future.  A number of 
organizations do this work, but for the purposes of this paper, we will rely on two principal 
sources: the United Nations’ World Population Prospects 2017 Revision73 and the Population 
Reference Bureau’s 2017 World Population Reference Sheet.74  Both documents provide current 
population data and predicted populations of virtually every country looking out to 2030 and 
2050.  The UN analysis also looks out to 2100.

A nation’s future place in the world will be defined by many variables, and population 
is one of them.  Economic and military power may be even more defining, but both have 
major demographic components.  Indeed, it is impossible to discuss a nation’s demographics 
without reaching into the realm of economics, and vice-versa.  We will therefore touch on 
both in considering how key populations are expected to evolve in the coming decades.

Among the current G7 nations,75 Canada is forecast to have the highest population 
growth rate in the coming decades, growing 10-12% by 2030 and 23-28% by 2050, driven in 
part by its higher immigration rate.  Despite this, the country will remain relatively sparsely 
populated and dispersed – placing ongoing limits on its economic development.76  At the 
other end of the scale, Japan is expected to see its population decline by up to 6% by 2030 and 
as much as 20% by 2050 due to its aging population, low birth rate, and very low immigration.  
It will retain considerable economic strength, however, due to its still greater population size 
and density.  Germany and Italy both also show longer-term population contraction trends.  
The U.S. will grow at a rate only slightly less than Canada.

Among the emerging economies of the BRICS nations,77 South Africa is forecast to 
lead population growth, increasing by up to 14% by 2030 and 33% by 2050.  India, starting 
from a much bigger base, will be not far behind in growth rate.  Russia, on the other hand, 
may lose up to 2.5% of its population by 2030 and perhaps as much as 8% by 2050.  China 
will also see some population decline by 2050, but unlike Russia, this is the result of deliberate 
state planning to reign in the demographics of the world’s most populous nation.

Another group of nations worth noting is those with populations over 100 million, 
but which do not formally belong to either the G7 or BRICS groups.78  Of the seven countries 
in this category, all are projected to see substantial population growth.  Nigeria will lead, with 
an increase of about 38% by 2030 and 110% by 2050.  The lowest rate of growth for the group 
will be in Indonesia, at 12% by 2030 and 22% by 2050.  Of considerable interest to Canada, 
Mexico is forecast to grow over 14% by 2030, to nearly 148 million people, and 27% by 
2050, to over 164 million, or nearly half the projected population of the U.S.  We will look at 
Mexico in more detail later.  
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 In general, it can be expected that nations with shrinking populations may 
see their national capacities to protect their interests and influence global events 
diminish proportionally over time, unless they are able to offset the impact with 
improved economic efficiency, military power, and/or other measures.  Nations with 
growing populations have the potential to act to greater effect provided there is supporting 
economic growth and adequate national resources are directed towards building the 
required instruments of state power.   These changes in the dynamics around the 
management of global security and other affairs will be imperceptible year-over-year, but 
in the long term will be significant.  

Summary

Prior to the 20th Century, nations were susceptible to periodic catastrophic 
reductions in their populations, and hence their economic, military, and other capacities to 
exert influence or defend their interests.  Such setbacks could in extreme cases effectively 
extinguish long-standing polities, something that happened to a number of North 
America’s pre-Colombian indigenous populations.

But no more.  The three major causes of such national calamities – famine, 
infectious disease, and war – have been brought under effective control and it is difficult to 
see conditions in which they could again emerge as killers on the scale that they once were.  
The great killers of today, and our future (other than old age – so far), are nowhere near as 
deadly and all are within humanity’s ability to control to one degree or another.

This analysis reveals two important themes that will be further explored in Part 
4.  These include:

• Nations today have the ability to reliably predict their own and other nations’ long-term de-
mographic trends.  The insights gained can be used to plan for evolving changes to regional
and global power relationships – and actively shape a country’s future place in the world by
adopting policies aimed at expanding, contracting, or stabilizing its population – and build-
ing the economic and other capacities needed to achieve the status sought; and,

• All nations are moving away from humanity’s previous acceptance of premature death as a
normal, if unwelcome, occurrence.  Advanced nations in particular are becoming increas-
ingly averse to taking casualties in foreign interventions to solve “other peoples’ problems”.
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Part 3 – Science

Rise above oneself and grasp the world.
Archimedes

Overview

On the face of it, science may seem to have little in common with geography and 
demographics in terms of the scope of this paper, and indeed the pace and visibility of progress 
in science and technology is breathtakingly fast compared to the other two areas of tectonic 
influence.  We have already seen, however, how medical science has radically altered our world 
by effectively eliminating infectious disease as a major force capable of wholesale destruction 
of human populations.  Famine has similarly been largely contained as a large-scale threat 
through advances in agricultural science and transportation technology.  Together, they have 
vastly increased our capacity to produce and distribute food.  The significant reduction we 
have witnessed in human casualty rates from war since the middle of the 20th Century can also 
be in good measure attributed to scientific and technological advances in weapon precision, 
sensor systems, and many other areas.  Perhaps paradoxically, nuclear weapons have also 
introduced a new dynamic in the form of Mutual Assured Destruction, which has helped to 
make total war a less realistic option in confrontations between states that have them.  

In considering the impact of future trends in science and technology, there are many 
other issue-specific questions that can be considered, such as working through the ethical 
dilemmas surrounding genetic engineering, autonomous systems, expanding artificial 
intelligence capabilities, and other potentially controversial scientific advances.  Their impact 
can range from minor to profound to usefully informing, an example of the last being the 
previously mentioned science of epigenetics that can potentially provide important new 
insights into the foundations of entrenched national perspectives on regional and global 
issues.  The importance of broadening the traditional focus of national security-related study 
and analysis to look for other possibly relevant insights emerging in seemingly unrelated 
areas of science, technology, and other disciplines has also been previously noted.

The sheer number of such questions is a major challenge and one that is growing fast, 
but there is another, broader perspective that needs to be considered, one where the impacts 
on nations and the global community are more gradual but no less profound – humanity’s 
collective adaptation to the march of science.  Here, focus will now be briefly directed.
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The Human Impact

Advances in artificial intelligence, robotics, and other disciplines are already radically 
reshaping not only military operations, but also workplaces and the nature of work. At least 
two trends will require careful management.  The first is increasing productive lifespans.  To 
this point, the natural lifespan of humans (absent premature death from famine, disease, war, 
or other misadventure) is little changed from our earliest times.  Early hunter-gatherers who 
survived childhood could live into their sixties and some into their eighties.79  Michelangelo 
was eighty-eight when he died, Newton was eighty-four, and Galileo seventy-seven.80  Our 
longer average lifespans of today are therefore more the result of the elimination of many of 
the causes of early death than life-extending scientific advances.81  

This is likely to change in the coming few years as science begins to push back the 
natural causes of aging and mortality.82  We are already finding it challenging to adapt to 
the impact of longer working lives83 resulting from improved health among older workers 
coupled with overall aging of populations.  As science begins to materially extend natural life 
spans, this will radically change human societies and our economies in ways we have not yet 
begun to seriously consider.

The second trend is the displacement of humans from the workplace by advanced 
technologies.  This too is something we are already experiencing, but the trend is accelerating 
and will have increasing social and economic impacts on human societies.  More important, 
the changes we are beginning to see today are unlike anything humanity has experienced in 
its history.  As Professor Harari has observed:

Humans have two basic types of abilities: physical abilities and cognitive 
abilities.  As long as machines competed with us merely in physical abilities, 
you could always find cognitive tasks that humans do better.  So machines 
took over purely manual jobs, while humans focused on jobs requiring at least 
some cognitive skills.  Yet what will happen once algorithms out-perform us 
in remembering, analysing and recognising patterns?84

These human impacts will inevitably drive some radical changes in national 
and global economies in ways that are difficult to predict.85  Moreover, the 
process will not unfold evenly around the world, with some countries adopting 
new technologies more quickly and comprehensively than others – and 
reaping the associated economic, social, and other benefits.  This asymmetry 
could well introduce new strains in international relationships.  The change 
will undoubtedly be progressive over time, but countries at the leading edge 
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of the wave need to be thinking now about how to adapt their economies 
to a radically different future,86 and how to manage the problems created by 
technological asymmetry between nations in the future global community.

The Religious Impact

A potentially more difficult problem is the disruptive impact of the advance of science 
and technology on religion.  As Professor Harari has observed, “Religion and technology 
always dance a delicate tango.  They push one another, depend on one another and cannot stray 
too far away from one another.”87  Religions in early agricultural society were fundamentally 
different from those of hunter-gatherers, and the great modern monotheistic religions are 
today substantially changed from their original forms.88  That process of change, however, has 
not been orderly or smooth. Witness the Catholic Church’s efforts to stifle Galileo and the 
Copernican theory that the earth and planets orbit the sun.  It was not until 1758, more than 
a hundred years after Galileo’s death, that the Church lifted its ban on works supporting this 
theory.89  Religions may be slow to adapt to the technology of their time, but adapt they must 
or they will gradually become less and less relevant to their societies.

As with any long-term evolution, progress is not linear.  Fundamentalist resurgences 
will periodically happen and change will occur at different times among different groups.  
There are still societies practicing animist religions today that are not much different from 
those of our pre-agricultural ancestors – typically among those that still include hunting and 
gathering in their subsistence.90  Today’s major religions can likely similarly endure for a very 
long time, but how widespread and how influential they remain will in large measure depend 
on how well they manage their adaptation to the technological change that is so much a driver 
of social change in their populations.  The recent rescinding of the long-standing Saudi ban 
on women driving automobiles91 and decision to allow cinemas to open92 may perhaps be as 
much an attempt to close such a gap as measures to strengthen the economy by encouraging 
diversification and enabling more women to join the workforce.  Religions also need to find a 
way to compete with the emerging strength of humanism.93  

Over the long term, it is difficult to see religions that do not adapt to the technologies 
of their time maintaining any sustained influence, or having any long-term impact on the 
future course of history.  In this kind of shifting dynamic, gradual though it is, the potential 
for periodic religious conflict is real.  Especially for more fundamentalist philosophies, their 
struggle to establish or defend their credibility and relevance in the face of scientific and 
social change can be disruptive for a time, as the current struggle against Salafi jihadism 
demonstrates.  There will undoubtedly be further conflicts of this type in the future.
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Summary

Science is moving humanity inexorably towards a future that will have important 
differences from anything we have experienced before, and the pace of this change is also 
unprecedented.  It is too easy to become immersed in the minutiae of the technologies 
involved and lose sight of the wider strategic picture they collectively paint, but all nations 
will have to deal with this wider impact.  They can do so reactively by waiting for problems to 
emerge and dealing with them at that time, or proactively by planning for it in advance.  
This analysis has revealed two important themes that will be further explored in Part 4.  These 
include:

•	 The societies and economies of all nations, at various paces, will continue to evolve in the 
direction of artificial technologies taking over more and more of the business of creating 
economic wealth.  This, combined with coming significant increases in human life spans, will 
radically change human societies and economies in ways we have not yet begun to seriously 
consider – and introduce new security challenges in the process; and,

•	 In the face of an accelerating pace of scientific and technological change, today’s established 
religions and fundamentalist theologies will be equally challenged to maintain their relevance 
and influence within their societies.  This will take a very long time to play out so competition 
among them, and between them and secular humanism, will be a source of confrontation and 
sometimes conflict for decades to come.



CDA INSTITUTE | VIMY PAPER

CDA INSTITUTE VIMY PAPER VOLUME 38 24

Part 4 - Implications for Canadian National Security

I skate to where the puck is going to be, not where it has been.
                                                                                        Wayne Gretzky

Overview

The national security threats faced by Canada have many dimensions, all of which need 
to be understood if we are to respond effectively to them.  The tectonic influences discussed 
in this paper are particularly challenging in that they often remain in the deeper background 
to a problem.  They certainly can have immediate and obvious impacts, for example the 
way geography has defined the major pressure points in the European refugee crisis.  More 
frequently, however, their impact is long-term and less readily visible as something requiring 
near-term response, for example the evolving transformation of the respective roles of humans 
and technology in generating economic wealth.  

We ignore these seemingly less immediate questions at our peril though.  In many 
cases, when they do ultimately generate serious problems, it is too late to respond effectively 
– the solutions needed to have been initiated long ago and pursued consistently over time.  All 
that can be done after the fact is cope with the impact.  

Perhaps equally important, proper analysis of tectonic influences can identify new 
threats that more superficial analysis has missed.  At the very least, it offers new insights.  In 
considering their impact on Canada’s national security, it is useful to consider the themes 
identified in the first three parts of this paper in greater detail within the context of the 
traditional priorities for the country’s security and defence policies.  As articulated in the 
2017 defence policy, they are:

•	 Strong at home;

•	 Secure in North America; and,

•	 Engaged in the world.

Strong at Home

The policy sets out a vision in which the country’s “sovereignty [is] well defended by 
a Canadian Armed Forces also ready to assist in times of natural disaster, other emergencies 
and search and rescue.”94  As an articulation of defence policy intent aimed at defining a suite 
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of military capabilities to be acquired or maintained by the nation, it is perhaps a reasonable 
statement of ambition.  In the wider context of national security, however, the concept of 
“strong at home” requires a broader perspective.  Further, the nation’s ability to act in the other 
domains – “secure in North America” and “engaged in the world” – requires the existence of 
an adequate foundational “home base”.

In this context, Canada’s national security is in many ways tied to its economy.  As a 
trading nation in an increasingly globalizing economic environment, we of course depend on 
a stable and open international marketplace and this is a traditional area of focus in defence 
and security policies and plans.  However, there is a more important link between security and 
economics: a nation’s ability to assure its security is highly dependent not only on political will 
and action, but also its economic capacity to afford the required investments – or as Churchill 
put it, “The power of any government depends ultimately upon its finances.”95  The symbiotic 
dependency between the economy and national security96 is rarely considered in government 
policy or public debate in Canada, but it is a fundamental dynamic.97

Geography presents the nation with significant economic challenges.  Not only is 
Canada the second-largest country on earth, it has vast maritime areas equal to about 70 per 
cent of the country’s landmass, as well as the world’s longest coastline.98  The approximately 
5,000 kilometres between St. John’s and Victoria is roughly the same as the distance between 
Lisbon and the Ural Mountains, or the distance between New Delhi and the southern Japanese 
island of Kyushu,99 but Canada’s population is a mere fraction of that of Europe or Asia.  
Most of the country is very sparsely inhabited, with its main centres largely concentrated 
along its southern border with the U.S.  The populations of the Yukon, Northwest Territory, 
and Nunavut combined add up to considerably less than that of the City of St. Catherines, 
Ontario.100

Add to these factors the generally north-south orientation of the natural flow of North 
America’s geography, which forces significant investments in east-west infrastructure for 
much of our domestic economy to function effectively, as well as the vastness of our northern 
regions, and Canadian governments will continue to have to overcome a good deal of friction 
as they try to encourage and guide sustained economic growth.

Clearly, these challenges are not new and most Canadians and their governments have 
come to see them as just part of the landscape of the country.  The problem, however, is that 
Canada’s strength and ability to respond to national security threats is not defined by purely 
internal considerations.  Rather, it is in large measure defined by how the country’s capabilities 
and capacities match up against those of its neighbours, partners, and potential adversaries.  
Put another way, its ability to act in its own defence or in furtherance of its interests at home, 
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within North America, or globally, depends very much on what and how much it brings to 
the table relative to the other actors involved.

In this regard, Canada is on a long-term path of national weakening, particularly 
compared to its most important neighbour and partner, the U.S.  This is best illustrated by the 
ongoing widening of the gap between the two in the important measure of GDP per capita (a 
major indicator of productivity and economic efficiency).  In 1980, Canada’s GDP per capita 
was roughly 90 percent of that of the U.S., but today (2018), it is only about 75 percent.101  This 
increasing gap has been the source of warnings by economists for years,102  and it represents 
an insidious threat in that its impact only becomes evident over the long term.

Figure 1 shows this economic trend for the three North American economies.  (Mexico 
is included as it will be discussed later.)  As may be seen, there have been short periods where 
the gap between Canada and the U.S. was closed to one degree or another due to unique 
circumstances at particular times; closing it on a more enduring basis would require the 
government to take sustained actions over a long period and the current Finance Minister’s 
Advisory Council on Economic Growth has recommended a number of measures for doing 
so.103  One of these is increasing Canada’s population through higher levels of immigration, 
and journalist and author Doug Saunders has studied this issue in some depth.104   He suggests 
that the foundations of Canada’s lagging economic efficiency lie with the combination of our 
small population and our geographical dispersion, meaning the absence of a critical mass in 
population density to enable real economic success.  There may be merit to his argument.  
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While there are economically successful countries with much smaller populations – Sweden, 
for example, has a third the population of Canada but a substantially higher GDP per capita105 
– none has a population as widely scattered as Canada’s. 

Even within our major metropolitan areas, population density is low by global 
standards.  Toronto has a population density of just 4,334.4 people per square kilometer,106 
while Stockholm’s is 4,800107 and New York’s is over 10,000.108  This has significant implications 
for the efficient delivery of critical economic enablers such as urban transit and municipal 
utilities, but also seriously limits the potential strength, productivity, diversity, and capacity for 
innovation in the economy.109  This is reflected in the number of Canada’s “best and brightest” 
entrepreneurs, scientists, engineers, artists, and others who feel compelled to move to the 
U.S., Europe, or Asia to achieve their ambitious visions.  Some eventually move back after 
establishing their reputations and careers in more densely populated and vibrant centres, but 
not all.  Just under nine percent of Canadians live abroad, not all of them for these reasons to 
be sure, but it is clear that the combination of our big geography and low population density 
is a source of serious ongoing friction in our economy.110

These economic efficiency problems need to be addressed because we cannot afford to 
fall seriously out of step with our North American neighbours.  It is our economic performance 
that determines our national capacity to acquire and sustain the means to assure our security, 
defend our sovereignty, and meet our continental and global security commitments.  The 
long-term risk to our ability to be “Strong at Home” and preserve our sovereignty is a 
particular concern – not because of any malicious intent on the part of our neighbour, but 
because the U.S. will quite legitimately do what it must to defend itself and its maritime and 
air approaches, which by and large are also Canada’s maritime and air approaches.  

If Canada’s economic capacity relative to the U.S. continues to gradually erode, then 
so too will the country’s ability to afford the investments required to adequately defend its 
own shores and territory or maintain the kind of secure “home base” necessary for it to be 
able to shoulder its share of the continental and global security burden in a world of shifting 
power balances, the weakening ability of international mechanisms to effectively arbitrate 
and defuse conflicts, and quickly evolving defence and security technologies.111  The process 
will be slow, and change therefore largely imperceptible year-over-year, but the impact on 
Canada’s sovereignty and security will be significant over time.

Secure in North America

The gradual downward drift in Canada’s economic capacity to be “Strong at Home” 
is our greatest long-term national security threat and needs to be our top priority, but we 
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also need to do our part to deal with the greatest threat to North American security – which 
does not lie in Canada or for that matter in Asia, Europe, or any other continent.  It is in the 
southern part of the North American continent, in Mexico. 

As noted earlier, the border between the U.S. and Mexico is artificially defined for 
much of its length and is often at considerable variance with both the geography of the region 
and its demographics.  On the U.S. side of the border, both history and long-term Hispanic 
immigration have created a regional population that is closely connected to northern Mexico.  
Nearly one-third of immigrants to the U.S. come from Western Hemisphere Spanish-speaking 
regions (Mexico, Central America, South America, and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean) and 
just under half of these are from Mexico.112  Immigrants from Mexico tend to settle in the U.S. 
Southwest and represent a concentrated population among whom Spanish endures as a living 
language into third generations and beyond,113 unlike other immigrant communities in the 
U.S.  

The strong geographic, cultural, linguistic, and familial ties in the region led the late 
University of New Mexico professor Charles Truxillo to predict that the southwestern U.S. 
states and northern Mexican states would band together to form a new country as early as 
2080.114  This may be one possible outcome, although the challenges of implementing such 
a solution would be large and result in a whole new set of problems for all of the polities 
involved.  Other alternatives may be preferable, ideally more akin to the U.S.-Canadian border 
solution.  After all, strong cultural, linguistic, familial, and economic ties are equally prevalent 
along much of it, so in theory something comparable should be possible in the southern 
portion of the continent.  

Unfortunately, several very significant practical problems stand in the way.  To begin 
with, the U.S. and Mexico have the greatest disparity in both GDP and GDP per capita of 
any two contiguous nations in the world.115  Mexico’s faster population growth rate116 and 
generally lower level of technology adoption also add complexity to the relationship.  Further, 
Mexico is locked in a long-term national struggle to try to assert effective state control over its 
many disparate regions – and it is not at all certain that it will ultimately prevail, or if it does, 
what success will even look like.  

These conditions have bedevilled attempts to better integrate the economies in the 
southern regions of North America for years and make it impossible to adopt anything 
resembling the U.S.-Canada border solution.  To the contrary, they add up to a festering 
continental security problem that will only worsen with time unless Mexico can become 
an economically much stronger, more secure, and successful polity.  While much of the 
responsibility for the prodigious effort required must be, and is being, shouldered by Mexico, 
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it is equally in the national interest of both the U.S. and Canada that it ultimately succeeds.  
A common North American strategy for providing appropriate support to Mexico’s national 
development would therefore make sense, with at least three principal areas of focus: 

•	 Economic development, aimed at gradually moving Mexico’s GDP per capita and its rate of 
technology adoption closer to those of its North American partners;

•	 Infrastructure development, aimed at overcoming Mexico’s geographical fragmentation by 
strengthening unifying transportation and communications links within the country; and,

•	 Justice and internal security, aimed at building a stronger national capacity to effectively 
maintain law and order in a way that holds the confidence of Mexico’s population.

To be fair, some of this has been happening.  While the current U.S. administration has a 
very particular view of the issues along its southern border, fundamentally the U.S.-Mexico 
relationship has very deep and broad economic,117 security,118 and other roots.  For its part, 
the Canadian government has also been pursuing various bilateral economic initiatives with 
Mexico since at least 2004,119 and more recently in the area of justice and security.120  It is 
clear in both bilateral relationships, however, that tangible results have been at best limited 
and there is no evidence of any substantial priority being placed on the effort.  Many of the 
Canada-Mexico discussions in particular have been largely self-driven at the technical level 
with no clear objectives, no sense of an overarching strategy, and no integrated plan guiding 
the work.121  

This needs to change and the continent needs a common strategy for helping Mexico 
succeed as a North American country.  If the necessary foundational conditions can be put 
on a path to being achieved, and continuing progress can be demonstrated, Mexico would be 
much better positioned to effectively address the many other challenges it faces.  The process 
would take decades, but at some point it may be possible to begin to replicate the successful 
model of the U.S.-Canada border in the southern region of the continent.  This would be the 
ultimate sign that North American security and economic strength was no longer threatened 
by significant internal issues.  

In comparison to this internal problem, North America’s external threats are easier 
and more straightforward to manage.  Most of them, such as the North Korean and Iranian 
missile threats, in fact are rooted in local and regional problems that require regional or 
global responses that may or may not involve participation by Canada, Mexico, or potentially 
in some cases even the U.S. in a substantive way.
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Engaged in the World

Unlike its domestic and continental security obligations, most would see Canada’s 
engagement in global security responses as almost entirely discretionary.  Short of a NATO 
member triggering an Article 5 response,122  and even then each member state can determine 
the nature and scale of its commitment, the government can decide whether or not to 
participate globally, and if so, how and with what resources.  As will be seen, however, this 
perspective is only partly true.

Certainly any decision to contribute to the resolution of international security 
problems faces the reality that Canadians today have a low tolerance for committing national 
resources to solve “other people’s problems”. They have to see a tangible national interest in the 
mission.  Also, like most other Western countries, their tolerance for casualties is much lower 
than at any previous time in our history.  Leaving aside the unique circumstances of the First 
and Second World Wars,123 Canada lost over 500 dead between 1950 and 1953 in the Korean 
War, but stayed in the fight.  A little more than half a century later, 158 deaths124 spread over 
nearly a decade were a major factor pushing the Canadian government to withdraw its forces 
from Afghanistan.

Understanding the underlying complexities of the problem to be solved, and the 
regional dynamics, is a critical foundational step to making and explaining a decision to 
commit national resources – be they military, diplomatic, financial, or anything else – to 
an international security response.  This would include recognizing that in regions such 
as Eastern Europe, the Middle East, much of Africa, and elsewhere geography has been a 
powerful force shaping competition among peoples and states for centuries if not millennia, 
and this competition continues in one form or another today.  Any solutions will need to 
acknowledge this reality.  For example, trying to import Western liberal democratic political 
institutions into societies that have come to depend upon strong, centralized leadership to 
protect them from external threats is not likely to be a successful strategy.  Solutions need 
to suit the society as it is, not what some might like it to be – or become.  They can and 
should where possible help set conditions for the society to evolve in beneficial ways, but that 
evolution has to be principally internally driven and will take time.

Demographics, both current conditions and long-term trends, also need to be 
understood.  Ethnic divisions that cause local dynamics leading to displacement of, or 
higher mortality in, some groups and not others in a country or region will naturally trigger 
conflict.125  Asymmetric demographic growth between regional competitors can also create 
strains over time, as will significant asymmetry in associated economic strength.  The U.S.-
Mexico example has been discussed earlier.  Israel and the Palestinian Authority offer another 
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good example of both issues.  While today Israel’s population is nearly double that of the 
Palestinians, by 2050, the gap is projected to close to as little as 30%.126   Palestinian Authority 
GDP and GDP per capita, however, already just a fraction of Israel’s,127 are both forecasted to 
substantially lag the latter in growth over the next five years and likely for some time beyond.  
This worsening economic disparity will inevitably make finding a framework for peaceful co-
existence between the two even more difficult the longer the peace process is delayed.

Weaknesses in how polities manage the social impacts of the advance of science and 
leverage new technologies to modernize their economies can also add domestic and regional 
stress, especially if significant asymmetries exist.  Africa’s continuing inability to even 
remotely match most of the rest of the world in building and managing critical infrastructure, 
equitably adopting technology, and realizing the potential social and economic benefits 
of urbanization is a case in point.  The extreme rich-poor divide in cities like Kinshasa128 
represents a debilitating anchor against progress. In some cases, religious divides also add 
serious complexities to conflicts, especially if one or more of the religions are struggling to 
remain relevant to its population in the face of scientific progress.

When dispute becomes conflict, the moral powers of the United Nations Charter can 
today lead some protagonists to be less overtly violent in their actions, but for others the old 
rules still apply.  Either way, in order to find durable solutions to regional conflicts in the 
many areas where geography, demographics, science, or other underlying factors misalign 
with circumstances on the ground, broad-based comprehensive approaches encompassing 
political, economic, military, and other capabilities are required,129 probably for sustained 
periods of time.  Further, the effort cannot be confined to a single protagonist.  All of the 
parties that share the geography need to be included.  If not, the stress points will simply move 
around within the region.

In these circumstances, Canada needs to be very thorough in assessing how it can 
usefully contribute to finding resolutions.  As CDA Institute Research Fellow Colonel (Ret’d) 
Dr. Mike Cessford has observed, it is important for the government “… to critically and 
objectively…determine where (or if) Canada’s contributions can achieve tangible, lasting, and 
positive outcomes....”130 It is also important to understand the origins and underlying causes of 
the problem, as well as factors that might constrain potential solutions and outcomes, their 
likely durability, and potential paths to achieving them.  As we have seen with the science of 
epigenetics, study of these factors needs to regularly include a scan for potentially relevant 
emerging insights from ongoing research in seemingly unrelated areas.

Where it is decided to commit national resources, the government must bring 
Canadians along with it and keep them with it by clearly and continually communicating why 



CDA INSTITUTE | VIMY PAPER

CDA INSTITUTE VIMY PAPER VOLUME 38 32

it is necessary and how success is intended to be achieved.  This was identified by the Manley 
Panel as a critical failure in the Afghanistan conflict:

To put things bluntly, Governments from the start of Canada’s Afghan involvement 
have failed to communicate with Canadians with balance and candour about the reasons 
for Canadian involvement, or about the risks, difficulties and expected results of that 
involvement.131

 More fundamentally, in some cases a direct approach to the problem may actually be 
counterproductive, or at least ineffective on its own.132  Indirect approaches may take much 
longer but ultimately yield more success.  For example, long-term commitments to support the 
development of regional economies through infrastructure, education, training, institution-
building, or other investments may be necessary to put in place the foundations that will 
ultimately enable regional conflicts to be mitigated or resolved. These require sustained focus 
by successive governments, however, if they are to be successful.  A clear plan leading to 
an achievable and useful end state, supported by a well-defined performance management 
regime, is essential.

The sheer breadth and complexity of all of this may lead some to conclude that it is 
“all too difficult” and Canada, as a middle power, should exercise its discretion to mostly stay 
out of global problems and focus on the home game.  To be sure, we have periodically tended 
towards this kind of approach, but it is one that is extremely myopic and contrary to our 
national interests.  

In order to succeed as a nation and society over the long term, and to escape the 
previously discussed ongoing erosion of economic performance relative to our U.S. 
neighbours, Canada needs to consistently succeed economically in the global community.  
To do this it needs a world order characterized by reasonable stability, equity in economic 
opportunity and growth, and effective and fair rules-based mechanisms for regulating global 
affairs.  This in turns requires an “all-hands” effort by nations according to their capacity and 
Canada, both as a G7 country and one that is more than many dependent upon rules-based 
international systems, needs to be an influential player.  

The solution to the breadth and complexity of the problem is therefore not for the 
country to try to avoid it, but rather to build, sustain, and successfully wield the national 
machinery needed to act effectively, with allies and partners, in its own interests in response 
to global security threats.
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Implications for Canada’s National Security Capability Investments

If there is one overriding lesson to be learned from this examination of tectonic 
influences on Canada’s national security, it is that the nation must take a long-term, integrated 
view when considering the resulting challenges and potential responses.  Failure to do so will 
condemn the country to a path of progressive erosion in its capacity to defend itself, preserve 
its sovereignty, protect its interests, and productively influence regional and global events. 

 
We have seen the effect of this within the lifetimes of many living Canadians.  The 

Canada that contributed so significantly to the creation of the post-war world order – the 
foundation of the United Nations, the creation of NATO and NORAD (and giving them 
a meaningful share of the initial teeth needed to be effective), the development of then-
innovative international mechanisms such as peacekeeping – has lost much of the national 
capacity and influence it had to do so and stepped back in recent decades to become a more 
marginal player.133  Qualitatively, the country can clearly still make useful contributions 
diplomatically, militarily, in regional development, and in other ways.  The scale of its capacity 
to do so, however, is much reduced in relative terms134 and hence it is forced to be more 
selective in what it chooses to take on.

It can perhaps be argued that this has not entirely been a bad thing, as in some cases 
the resources that had been consumed in those efforts may have been diverted instead to 
building the domestic economy and social framework we enjoy today.  Conversely, it is clear 
that with better focus of the resources successive governments did allocate to national security 
capabilities, we could have obtained much better effect.135  Either way, protecting those social 
gains for future generations will require sustained effort across a range of national capabilities.

To be successful, this effort needs to be built upon sound and durable foundations 
designed for not only the many specific threats articulated in Strong, Secure, Engaged, and 
traditionally reflected to varying degrees in its predecessor policies, but also their underlying 
influences including those discussed in this paper.  As a minimum, it needs to be pursued at 
three levels:

1. Establishing clear strategic national priorities for concerted national action to identify, 
develop, and implement durable plans to address the most serious long-term threats to the 
country’s security and ability to defend its sovereignty and interests. This paper has identified 
two of the most serious long-term threats to Canada’s national security – the continuing wid-
ening of the gap in economic performance between Canada and the U.S. and the risk to North 
America posed by instability and economic weakness in Mexico.  

Significant economic mismatch between neighbouring states inevitably creates 
pressure to thicken borders in the name of security or economic protection.  For 
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North American countries, the problem is compounded by the continent’s geography, 
which generally favours north-south connections, so border thickening adds further 
friction to the economic development of all three neighbours – and especially the 
smaller economies.  

Significant asymmetry in the national capabilities that countries can afford to maintain 
also makes it very difficult to sustain positive, productive, and meaningful partnerships 
between nations on defence, security, and other matters of mutual importance.
The first priority for Canada should therefore be development and sustained pursuit 
of strategies to address these two threats.  In the case of Mexico, this needs to be a 
continental strategy developed and pursued by the three partners together.

2. Improving strategic management of national security responses, particularly those 
requiring sustained commitment and consistent approaches.  Planning and orches-
trating national security efforts represents a formidable challenge as it requires the 
development of a national security governance architecture capable of delivering ef-
fective and reasonably consistent management over timeframes much longer than the 
typical four-year mandates of Canadian governments.  This in turn requires the estab-
lishment of a certain level of national political consensus around the main thrusts of a 
sustainable national security policy and strategy, something no Canadian parliament 
in recent decades has sought to create.  Other countries have faced a similar problem 
and found ways to respond to it, and Canada needs to begin that process.136

Further, the concept of national security in Canada needs to be extended beyond its 
traditional scope of military, police, border protection, and other intelligence and 
kinetic capabilities to include aspects of economic, social, immigration, and other 
policy areas.  There are signs that this is understood to a degree in some parts of 
government, but clearly not in the central agencies of the Government of Canada 
or at the political level.137  It needs to become a fundamental tenet.  As discussed 
earlier, the greatest long-term threat to Canada’s national security and sovereignty is 
the ongoing erosion of our economic performance compared to our U.S. neighbours, 
and no amount of kinetic capability can address that.

3. Improving machinery of government to better integrate the planning and coordina-
tion of national security responses within government.  In addition to substantially 
broadening the traditional focus of study and analysis to look for potentially import-
ant insights emerging in seemingly unrelated areas of science, technology, and other 
disciplines, Canada needs to build much more robust and effective Whole-of-Gov-
ernment machinery for identifying and analyzing global and national security threats, 
and planning and managing coordinated responses to them.  The operations of the 
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interdepartmental Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team in Afghanistan were 
often hampered by legal, policy, and institutional stovepipe obstacles back in Ottawa 
that no amount of in-theatre collaboration could overcome and most of these struc-
tural impediments persist today.138  This needs to change.

Canada is not alone in encountering this kind of problem.  Other nations have also 
concluded that successful execution of Whole-of-Government efforts requires the 
creation of new, better integrated mechanisms designed to enable effective planning 
and management of national responses.  Even more important, ways have to be found 
to successfully and consistently bridge the cultural differences that naturally exist 
between government departments and agencies.139  Similar cross-cultural issues exist 
between the individual armed services of most Western nations and these are typically 
overcome by extensive joint training, education, and common operational planning 
methodologies.  This model works, and could certainly be applied by those elements 
of the Canadian government that need to collaborate in international, continental, or 
domestic national security responses.

In parallel with this operational machinery, Canada needs to substantially improve 
how it manages its high-cost, high-value defence and security-related capability 
investments.  Typically, these have operating lives extending years or decades and 
cannot be built or rebuilt overnight because of the complexity and cost of the human, 
physical, and other elements they comprise.  The four-year political cycle of our 
democracy has made it extremely difficult for successive governments to exercise 
sound and consistent stewardship of critical national assets ranging from the Royal 
Canadian Navy140 to the Parliamentary Precinct.141  While it would be easy to blame 
this on the governments that happened to be in power when given problems came 
to public attention, the reality is that there is a structural defect in our democracy’s 
capital asset and major capability management framework that only parliament can 
correct through a non-partisan effort.142

Summary of Solutions Required

To briefly summarize, the long-term tectonic influences on Canada’s national security 
cannot be effectively dealt with through the traditional short-term responses of individual 
four-year administrations, or even longer tenures of governments able to put together a 
sequence of re-elections.  They require reasonably consistent sustained strategies over years 
or even decades in some cases.  We have discussed the key strategic and operational level 
challenges that need to be addressed, and to summarize them they include:
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Establishing Clear Strategic National Priorities:
• Halting and if possible reversing the long-term trend of a widening gap in economic perfor-

mance between Canada and its key North American partner, the U.S.; and,

• Collaborating with the U.S. and Mexico on a strategy to ensure the ultimate success of Mex-
ico as a North American country.

Improving Strategic Management:
• Developing a more sophisticated capacity for assessing international security problems and

how Canada can usefully contribute to finding durable and ultimately successful resolutions;

• Ensuring that efforts to help resolve international problems are consistently well explained
and justified to Canadians in an effective and sustained way;  and,

• Development, over time, of a reasonable level of national political consensus around the
main thrusts of a sustainable national security policy and strategy.

Improving the Machinery of Government:
• Development of a national security governance architecture capable of delivering effective

and reasonably consistent management over the long term;

• Extending the view of national security beyond its traditional scope of military, police, bor-
der protection, and other intelligence and kinetic capabilities to include aspects of economic,
social, immigration, and other policy areas;

• Broadening the scope of research into issues and problems to look for potentially relevant
emerging insights in non-traditional science, technology, and other disciplines;

• Building more robust and effective Whole-of-Government operational machinery for iden-
tifying and analyzing global and national security threats, and planning and managing coor-
dinated responses to them; and,

• Substantially improving the long-term management of high-cost, high-value security-related
capabilities and their associated investment plans.

By making these improvements in all three areas – strategic priorities, strategic management, 
and machinery of government – Canada’s national security capabilities, programs, and 
activities would become much more effective and cost-effective.
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Conclusion

If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.
George Harrison, Any Road

Canada can certainly adopt a “go with the flow” strategy and simply ignore long-term 
national security trends and influences, instead addressing specific issues as they arise based 
on a near-term view.  Politically, this approach is attractive as it both dovetails nicely with the 
four-year election cycle and avoids the need to engage Canadians in what would be a complex 
dialogue about time horizons well beyond their normal interest.  There are also few, if any, 
discernable consequences that can be immediately attached to political leaders because the 
year-over-year impacts of long-term trends are largely imperceptible.

The problem is that this approach will almost certainly condemn the nation, within 
the lifetimes of most Canadians living today – and even more so within the lifetimes of their 
children and grandchildren – to a much diminished ability to influence the world around it; 
defend its interests; and assure its security, sovereignty, and prosperity.  It also risks materially 
diminishing the global value and influence of the Canadian model.  We should not over-hype 
the idea that “the world needs more Canada”143 but nor should we minimize the value of the 
example we set as a polity and society that, though clearly not without faults, is relatively 
inclusive, tolerant, fair, principled, and stable.  

Our ability to sustain those characteristics, preserve our sovereignty, and defend our 
national interests requires strong economic foundations and these are being steadily eroded by 
the continually widening gap in economic efficiency between ourselves, our U.S. neighbours, 
and other key trading partners.  This is a particular problem in the North American context 
because if Canada’s economic capacity relative to the U.S. continues to erode, then so too 
will its ability to keep up as a meaningful continental security partner.  As noted earlier, this 
represents a serious long-term threat to our sovereignty – not because of any malicious intent 
on the part of our neighbour, but because the U.S. will quite legitimately do what it must 
to defend itself and its maritime and air approaches, which by and large are also Canada’s 
maritime and air approaches.

Many factors underlie this complex problem, but as this paper has demonstrated, 
the most insidious and difficult ones are founded upon Canada’s large geography and small 
demographic.  Together, they represent a source of economic friction that is difficult – 
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though not impossible – to overcome.  The current government, to its credit, has taken some 
measures that may begin to address parts of the problem by investing in infrastructure, raising 
immigration levels (as did the previous administration, to be fair), and implementing tax 
measures that may encourage some families to have more children.  These actions, however, 
do not address the full scope of the problem, and if there is an integrating strategy being 
followed, it is not obvious and has not been articulated to Canadians.144  

We have also seen that, while direct external threats to Canada’s security and 
prosperity are relatively few, indirect threats can be no less destructive over time.  The ongoing 
insecurity in Mexico with its foundations in geography, economic disparity with its northern 
neighbours, and other complex factors represents the most substantive risk – not because the 
instability is likely to spill over directly to our country, but because of its impact on the U.S.  
American responses to the problem will often inevitably also affect economic intercourse 
across its northern border, adding further friction to our economy.   More fundamentally, 
it is in all three countries’ long-term economic and national security interests that there are 
strong commercial relationships within the continent founded on domestic stability, effective 
governance, and reasonable economic compatibility.

Looking globally, trade diversification is important to Canada’s prosperity, and a core 
tenet of its foreign and national security policies has long been the promotion of free movement 
of goods and services.  Such a belief has not been consistently backed up, however, with 
commitments of resources and sustained effort to contain or eliminate the regional conflicts 
that threaten it.145  In most cases, such conflicts will have deep geographical, demographic, 
social, economic, or other underlying roots.  Finding durable resolutions to them means, 
at least in part, actively working with international partners on a sustained basis to identify 
and as far as possible address those foundational elements and develop ways to change the 
dynamics that they have historically produced.

At none of these levels – domestic, continental, or global – will solutions designed 
around short-term horizons be durable over the long term, although these may be necessary 
to buy time.  Enduring benefit will only come from well-planned and sustained initiatives 
designed to address the fundamentals of the problems in addition to their more visible 
elements.

Canada’s role and responsibilities in each of these areas are, of course, different.  We 
own the domestic economic problem outright and the fact that we have known about it for 
years but failed to effectively address it can be blamed on no one but ourselves.  It is past time 
for our nation and its leaders to act, and it is to be hoped that the current government will 
heed the advice of the Finance Minister’s Advisory Council on Economic Growth and others 
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in taking more substantive steps to change the trend lines and at least halt, if not reverse, the 
long-term widening of the gap in relative economic performance between Canada and the 
U.S.

In considering how best to contribute to the resolution of continental and other 
regional threats to security and prosperity, Canada potentially has much to offer.  At the very 
least, we represent a societal model that many would like to emulate in one way or another.  
We also have developed a reasonably effective national capacity to find viable compromise 
solutions to difficult issues, and bring little legacy baggage to conflict resolution tables around 
the globe.  To these strengths we need to develop a greater ability to identify and understand 
the root causes of regional discord and conflict so that we can contribute meaningfully, with 
international partners, to the search for ways to mitigate and resolve them.  We also need to 
become more effective in developing, resourcing, implementing, and sustaining the long-
term strategies necessary to be ultimately successful.

In order to act effectively – whether domestically, as a continental partner, or globally 
– Canada needs to strengthen its capacity to respond to the complex array of national
security challenges it faces today and will face in the coming decades.  It needs to “up its
game”.  Although the purpose of this paper has been simply to explore the problem from a
different perspective, this analysis of tectonic influences on national and global security has
highlighted fundamental weaknesses in three important areas: strategic priorities, strategic
management, and machinery of government.

The problem is complex and needs further research, thought, and debate within 
government, academia, and wider society – but it also needs to see action towards the 
development of more comprehensive and effective national security policies, strategies, plans, 
and capabilities that will yield better long-term outcomes for Canada and future Canadians.  
This paper represents a call for our government and our parliament to begin the process of 
substantially strengthening the nation’s capacities to identify and effectively respond to the 
long-term risks to Canada’s national security and prosperity. 
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