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Executive Summary
This assessment analyses the international and domestic factors that point to Canada’s most pressing Arctic 

threats and vulnerabilities. Threats directly harm Canadians and Canada whereas vulnerabilities are weakness, 
gaps, and deficiencies that can be exploited by adversaries. Given geopolitical and geophysical changes coupled 
with a lack of sustained attention to and funding for the Arctic on the part of successive Governments of Cana-
da (GoC), the readiness of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) to mitigate threats in, through, and to the Arctic 
(Lackenbauer, 2021)i  is in question. The current government has made the Arctic a defence priority with its 
planned NORAD Modernization commitments and the latest defence policy update (ONSAF, 2024). The time 
horizons to fulfill all of the commitments, however, are measured in decades. 

The potentially most damaging threats to Canadians or Canadian territory are the following:
1)	 Climate change;
2)	 State-based threats especially emanating from Russia and China; and
3)	 An eroding international order based on the rule of law.

These threats to the Canadian Arctic, Canada, North America and the world cannot be resolved by the De-
partment of National Defence (DND) and the CAF alone. Domestic vulnerabilities and challenges, which are 
distinct from military ones, coupled with the lack of priority and strategy setting by successive governments, 
means CAF readiness and campaigning, especially for the Arctic, are compromised. Vulnerabilities in the Cana-
dian Artic are a major challenge, if not, ironically, a threat to the defence of Canada and North America that can-
not be ignored. While this analysis uses the DND/CAF as the lens of focus, it is very clear that the Government 
of Canada needs a more coordinated and integrated approach to all of the Arctic safety, security and defence is-
sues raised. Unfortunately, the Canadian government is not structured to provide an integrated approach to these 
threats and challenges. Nonetheless, the key requirements for the government in the Canadian Arctic is to go be-
yond the rhetoric of a whole of government approach and put it into actual, organizational practice.

In addition to the 26 recommendations provided to the GoC by the House of Commons’ Standing Committee 
on National Defence (NDDN, 2023) and 23 recommendations of the Senate (SECD, 2023), we offer the follow-
ing unique recommendations.  Recommendations 1-6 are internal to Canada.  7-9 are external to Canada.

Recommendations for the next five years:

1.	 Designate a Canadian Arctic champion (similar to US Ambassador at Large for Arctic Affairs (who is not 
from CAF or DND)) who reports to Parliament, whose sole job is to map, facilitate and integrate federal and 
territorial Canadian Arctic projects, facilitate communication among the domestic agencies and connect with 
Canadian Arctic rightsholders.  The Arctic Security Working Group would be chaired by them and the terri-
torial leader who hosts the meetings rather than the CAF/DND. 

2.	 Draft a GoC Arctic strategy that integrates GoC efforts with concrete steps as opposed to aspirational “vi-
sions”. Separate domestic Arctic issues (ideally drafted by Crown Indigenous Relations and Northern Af-
fairs) and international issues (drafted by Global Affairs Canada). Too often the latter obfuscates attention to 
the more pressing domestic issues. Be disciplined referencing threats to Canada’s sovereignty.  Sovereignty 
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i	 Whitney Lackenbauer (2021) notes the importance of evaluating threats through the Arctic (using the Ocean as a short cut), 
to the Arctic (originating from outside the region into the region, such as foreign interference) and in the Arctic (example: permafrost 
melt).
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is not a panacea catchall term for any problems or concerns about the Arctic.  

3.	 The 19 NORAD modernization projects must be delivered on time and integrated with American efforts.  
Their successful delivery must remain Canada’s defence priority. GoC must be more transparent on the op-
portunities and limits of NORAD modernization funding benefits to communities. 

4.	 JTFN must be better resourced.  Civilian “Op LENTUS” responses should be the goal in all but the most ex-
treme cases. 

5.	 Canadian industries in the Arctic must have clauses that allow for access to their infrastructure by emergency 
personnel in times of crisis. 

6.	 Do not open the Nanisivik fuel depot. Instead establish one in Iqaluit and with industries in the region. 

7.	 Reopen Canada’s Arctic office in Norway. Support vigorously, the Inuit Circumpolar Council’s observer sta-
tus at the International Maritime Organization. 

8.	 Come to agreement with allies the United States on the Beaufort Sea maritime boundary and Denmark and 
Greenland on the Lincoln Sea boundary.  

9.	 Better coordinate strategic messaging with allies regarding Arctic exercises.
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Acronyms

ADIZ = Air Defence Identification Zone

AI-ARC = Artificial Intelligence-Based Virtual Con-
trol Room for the Arctic

AIS = Automatic Identification System (for maritime 
vessels)

ASWG = Arctic Security Working Group

CAF = Canadian Armed Forces

CCASCOE = NATO Climate Change and Security 
Centre of Excellence 

CCG = Canadia Coast Guard 

CHARS = Canadian High Arctic Research Station

CJOC = Canadian Joint Operations Command

CRESST = Climate Resilience and Environmental 
Sustainability Science and Technology Strategy 

CRPG = Canadian Ranger Patrol Group

CSIS = Canadian Security Intelligence Service 

DND = Department of National Defence 

FISHPAT = Fisheries patrols

FOL = Forward Operating Locations

FONOP = Freedom of Navigation Operations

GIUK = Greenland-Iceland-UK Gap

GoC = Government of Canada

GPS = Global Positioning Systems (GPS)

ICE Pact = Icebreaker Collaboration Effort Pact

IDEaS = Innovation for Defence Excellence and Se-
curity 

IUU = Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated fishing

JTFN = Joint Task Force North 

NATO = North Atlantic Treaty Organization

 

NORAD = North American Aerospace Defence Com-
mand

NWP = Northwest Passage

NWS = North Warning System

ONSAF = Our North, Strong and Free 

OP = Operation 

OTHR = Over the Horizon Radar

PRC = People’s Republic of China

RCN = Royal Canadian Navy 

RJTF = Regional Joint Task Forces

SAR = Search and Rescue 

SLOC= Sea Lines of Communication

UNCLOS = United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea  

USNORTHCOM = United States Northern Com-
mand 
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Disclaimer
This analysis was requested of us by the Conference of Defence Associations Institute. As its primary au-

dience is interested in DND and CAF issues, that is the lens we used to evaluate the issues of concern facing 
the Arctic. The CAF’s mission is to defend Canada, then North America and then prioritize other places in the 
world and the analysis should start and end with those few defence-specific issues, such as potential foreign state 
armed attacks on Canada, Canadians and critical infrastructure.  

However, it is quite clear that the majority of safety and security issues that are most pressing in the Canadi-
an Arctic are not in the purview of the military to solve but the CAF’s size, planning expertise, strategic lift capa-
bilities and persistent presence in the Arctic mean that it is often aware of and/or called upon to help coordinate a 
response to these non-defence issues. The complexity and diversity of issues discussed in this paper is therefore 
reflective of this muddy context. The fact that Canada’s Arctic Security Working Group (ASWG) is organized 
and cohosted by the CAF’s Joint Task Force North (JTFN) (and the territorial premier who hosts the meeting) 
speaks to the continued implication of the CAF by the Government of Canada (GoC) in non-defence-related is-
sues. The ASWG brings together federal and territorial representatives and all of the federal agencies which op-
erate in the Arctic to discuss issues around safety and security.  The myriad jurisdictions, mandates and varying 
levels of capacity, reach and resources means that the GoC should be organizing and integrating the efforts of 
the various agencies and levels of government. Instead, it falls to the CAF because they are “there”, but this then 
impacts CAF’s readiness levels and its core mission to defend Canada.  
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Introduction
Canada’s 2024 defence policy update entitled Our 

North, Strong and Free: A Renewed Vision for Can-
ada’s Defence (ONSAF) has made climate change 
and “asserting Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic 
and northern regions” (ix) key priorities for the CAF. 
Although climate change, in and of itself, is not a 
military threat (defined as capability + intent that can 
cause significant harm), per se, it does pose a signif-
icant challenge in terms of infrastructure destruction 
and access to the region for the military not to men-
tion an existential threat to life on earth. As for as-
serting sovereignty, this is achieved by “enforce[ing] 
Canada’s legislative and regulatory frameworks in the 
Arctic and North” as stated in Canada’s Arctic and 
Northern Policy Framework (2019, Objective 4). It is 
perplexing, therefore, that it is the defence priority in 
ONSAF given that sovereignty is confirmed by the en-
forcement of laws and regulations, but the CAF lacks 
constabulary powers to enforce Canadian laws.  In 
other words, the CAF is only symbolically “attached” 
to enforcing sovereignty; it hasn’t the mandate or le-
gal powers to enforce the laws of Canada essential to 
asserting sovereignty.  Enforcement of Canadian laws 
belong to agencies like Transport Canada, Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada, and the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (RCMP) to name a few. 

Although the main military threats to the territorial 
integrity and critical infrastructure of North America 
(via the Arctic as the avenue of approach) emanate 
from Russia and potentially China, Canadian domestic 
vulnerabilities (defined as weakness, gaps, and defi-
ciencies) especially in terms of the health and sustain-
ability of Canadian Arctic communities, will affect the 
defence side of the equation. 

This analysis begins with an examination of the 
international context, which is at the heart of the 
threats to Canada and North America via the Arctic, 
and then continues with an assessment of the domestic 
environment which determines how Canada should or 
will respond. It ends with discussions about and solu-
tions for the main Arctic threats and vulnerabilities. 

I. International Context
The Arctic regionii was once considered an “ex-

ceptional” zone of peace (Gorbachev, 1987; Spence et 
al. 2023). Somehow, despite conflicts raging around 
the world, the Arctic was a region of cooperation 
evidenced by numerous agreements including a 
pre-emptive one banning commercial fishing in the 
central Arctic Ocean (Arctic Council, 2021).iii  The 
Inuit Circumpolar Council (a Permanent Participant of 
the Arctic Council) was granted provisional Observer 
Status at the International Maritime Organization in 
2021. Rightsholders were finally having a say in a 
state-ruled world and relatively cordial state relations 
were underpinned by the shared interests reflected in 
the Arctic Council.iv When the Arctic Council cele-
brated its 25th anniversary in 2021, the region was at 
the height of a functional Arctic: states, Indigenous 
peoples (Permanent Participants) and organizations 
working together to solve Arctic environmental and 
sustainable development issues under a Russian 
Chairship.  

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has disrupted 
cooperation in the Arctic. The Arctic Council was put 
on hiatus following the full-scale Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022; a decision made by the seven West-
ern Arctic states without consulting Russia or the Per-
manent Participants. The Arctic Council is only just 
resuming its working group meetings online with Rus-

ii	 The Arctic is an ocean ringed by five states: Canada, the United States, Russia, Norway and Denmark (Greenland).  Sweden, 
Finland and Iceland are also considered Arctic states because they have territory that falls north of the Arctic circle. There is a Russian 
Arctic region, European Arctic region and North American region. They differ in terms of security concerns, geography, temperatures, 
population density and development.  Canada’s Arctic and Greenland are the most sparsely populated and the least developed of the 
seven other Arctic states.
iii	 China, Japan, Russia, Iceland, Norway, South Korea, Canada, the EU, US and Denmark (for Greenland and Faroe Islands) all 
signed the agreement which came into force on 25 June 2021.
iv	 A Canadian creation, it brings together all eight Arctic states, six Indigenous Permanent Participants and 35 Observers (includ-
ing states like China, India, Japan, the UK and France and several organizations) (Arctic Council 2024a)
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sia (Arctic Council, 2024b). The seven Arctic states, 
now all members of NATO, share the Chairship of the 
Council until 2037 when Iceland hands it to Russia. 
Russia, however, is refusing to share important sci-
entific data with the other Arctic states given western 
sanctions against it (Nuwer, 2024). Arctic security fora 
like the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable, the Arctic 
Coast Guard Forum and the Arctic Chief of Defence 
Staff Forum, have only included the seven Arctic 
states since 2014 becoming de facto NATO groups 
with the ascension of Finland (2023) and Sweden 
(2024) to the alliance. 

In effect, the ‘exceptional’ status of the Arctic has 
now become a victim of Russian aggression. Russia’s 
increased military presence, with the re-opening/
modernization of its Arctic military bases, alongside 
an expansion of its military capabilities in the region 
have reinforced perceptions of a Russian military 
threat to the region. In response, in 2018, NATO held 
a large Arctic exercise TRIDENT JUNCTURE with 
50,000 personnel hosted by Norway. During the exer-
cise, Russian military attempted to jam NATO Global 
Positioning Systems (GPS) and ‘buzzed’ allied ships. 
In contrast, NATO’s largest exercise since the Cold 
War, STEADFAST DEFENDER, held from January to 
May 2024 with over 90,000 personnel in and around 
Norway, did not result in Russian spoiling attempts 
(NATO, 2024a). Whether the lack of Russian activity 
was because Russia was overstretched by the war in 
Ukraine or feared provoking NATO remains open to 
speculation. 

The Russian threat to the Canadian Arctic directly, 
and through the Arctic to southern high-value targets, 
has long been air-based. These include long-range air-
craft equipped with air-launched cruise missiles which 
now can be released long before the aircraft approach 
the Canadian (and American) air defence identification 
zones (ADIZ). In addition, two other military devel-
opments pose a threat to Canada and its Arctic; hyper-
sonic vehicles, which can be launched by air, land and 
sea platforms, and a new generation of long-range sea-
launched cruise missiles. Related, greater access to the 
Arctic as a function climate change, and the retreat of 

the polar ice cap are likely to result in more naval mil-
itary activity beyond nuclear submarines which pose 
an emerging new threat.

Deterring and defending against air-based threats 
have been the purview of the binational North 
American Air (later Aerospace) Defence Command 
(NORAD) to address since 1957 when operational. 
NORAD remains the first line of defence for North 
America and its Arctic. Partially due to the sea-
launched threats, NORAD’s maritime warning mis-
sion was incorporated into the binational agreement 
in 2006 and there is need to explore, in more depth, 
maritime defence generally. These air and sea-based 
threats explain the particular focus on NORAD mod-
ernization by the United States and Canada and espe-
cially the need for improved all domain awareness.v  
NORAD modernization is the number one defence 
priority of both the United States and Canada but there 
are always other pressures that can divert attention 
from these goals.

Due to increased global competition between Rus-
sia and the West directly and China obliquely, the US 
2nd Fleet (for which a Canadian naval officer has now 
served as the Vice twice) was reestablished in 2019. 
It is responsible for defending the North Atlantic and 
Arctic and is now twinned to a new NATO command 
– Joint Forces Command Norfolk with responsibility 
from “southern Florida to Finnmark, from seabed to 
space”. Together, they have renewed concentration on 
the strategic and problematic Greenland-Iceland-UK 
(GIUK) Gap, or the “high north” in NATO parlance 
(See the Annex for a map). The GIUK gap joins the 
North Atlantic to the Arctic Ocean and it, along with 
the area around the Svalbard archipelago off the coast 
of Norway, are where Russia has a bastion defence 
to protect its Kola Peninsula engaging in anti-access 
and area denial activity.  The Northern Fleet - Russia’s 
largest - prowls this area, including with nuclear pow-
ered ballistic missile submarines. The latest US Arctic 
strategy (DoD, 2024) focuses on enhancing domain 
awareness and Arctic defence capabilities, engaging 
with Allies, partners, and key stakeholders, and exer-
cising tailored presence. 

v	 Now is the time to rediscover the Tricommand framework for Arctic cooperation created in 2019 which includes NORAD, 
USNORTHCOM and Canadian Joint Operation Command.
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The Chair of NATO’s Military Committee has 
stated that the “Arctic remains essential to NATO’s 
deterrence and defence posture” (NATO, 2023) be-
cause the Arctic Ocean is the fastest avenue of ap-
proach to many NATO member states and to Russia. 
Modern weaponry has increased range, accuracy and 
lethality (Walt, 2024). 

Not all NATO allies can operate in the Arctic, 
however. NATO’s 2024 Washington Summit Decla-
ration (NATO, 2024b) reaffirms a ‘regionalization’ of 
niche expertise. Arctic NATO allies, for example, are 
expected to take the lead in the Arctic including Can-
ada, while southern European NATO states take the 
lead in the Mediterranean. While many of the NATO 
Arctic states host multilateral Arctic exercises, rarely 
does the strategic messaging of those exercises appear 
coherent across the alliance. They also seem to re-en-
force WWII plans that assume North America will 
come to the aid of Europe, not the other way around. 

Assessments about, and thus responses to the 
Russian Arctic threat must be tempered by Russian 
behaviour with regard to the UN Commission on 
the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) process 
to recognize extended continental shelves.vi Russia, 
to date, has followed the procedures laid out by the 
CLCS, indicating a commitment to the process and 
the importance of the Arctic for fossil fuel exploita-
tion (found on the ocean floor) to Russia’s GDP; 20% 
of which is from fossil fuel exports (Yermekov, 2024, 
2).

Although most attention is paid to Russia as 
a major Arctic actor, the threat environment also 
extends to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
Reflective of this fact, the 2024 US Arctic Strategy 
states: “The PRC seeks to increase its influence in 
the Arctic through an expanded slate of economic, 
diplomatic, scientific, and military activities. It has 
also emphasized its intention to play a larger role in 

shaping regional governance” (DoD, 2024). Over the 
last decade, the PRC has expanded its investments 
with a focus on critical mineral extraction, increased 
its scientific activities, and used these engagements to 
conduct dual-use research with intelligence or military 
utility. China is trying to establish its bona fides as a 
polar nation (beyond its consultative status to the Ant-
arctic Treaty), including the highly questionable as-
sertion that the Himalayas constitute a third pole as a 
justification for inserting itself in Arctic decision-mak-
ing. China’s tacit support of the abhorrent practices 
of illegal and unregulated (IUU) fishing and the race 
for protein, which will spill into the Arctic despite the 
current ban on fishing in the Central Arctic Ocean, 
are threats to the international order based on inter-
national law.vii Recent diplomatic efforts to insinuate 
Chinese businesses, media and community interests 
with Canadian Indigenous communities using their 
“unblemished” record of not being a colonizer are 
destabilizing and deflect from the PRC’s human rights 
record (Xie, 2023). China’s ambassador to Canada, 
Wang Di, visited Iqaluit in August 2024 to meet with 
local leaders and the Premier of Nunavut to discuss 
“sub-national level” relationships (Sarkisian, 2024). 
This tactic could be used to create a wedge between 
Canadian Indigenous peoples and the Government of 
Canada (GoC).

In addition, the presence of Chinese aircraft track-
ing in and towards the North American Air Defense 
Identification Zone (ADIZ) (NORAD, 2024)viii, as 
well as the incursion of the 2023 Chinese spy balloon 
in North American airspace means that China poses 
an air threat to North America (Rigby, 2023). In ad-
dition, the Aleutian Islands and Bering Sea have wit-
nessed combined Russian and Chinese naval activity 
met by the US Coast Guard’s 17th District (McKenney 
and Nelson, 2023). 

Unlike Russia, it is difficult to estimate the sig-

vi	 Currently Canada’s Arctic submission is #84 (its Atlantic submission is #70). The CLCS has produced 34 recommendations 
since 2001 on original submissions and 6 recommendations on revised submissions (CLCS, 2024).
vii	 This wording is preferred to the Rules Based International Order (RBIO).  According to Dr. Stephen Nagy, Department of 
Politics and International Studies at the International Christian University, RBIO suggests Russia and the PRC had no part to play in the 
post WWII world order.  This is, of course patently false.  International law and orders evolve.  This wording is reflective of these facts.
viii	 On 24 July 2024, 2 TU-95 Russian bombers and 2 H-6 Chinese bombers buzzed the Alaskan Air Identification zone. They 
remained in international airspace but Russian and Chinese air platforms flying together near North America is new.
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nificance of a Chinese threat to the Canadian Arctic. 
From the perspective of the United States in par-
ticular, China is perceived as a ‘pacing’ threat and 
therefore emerging whereas Russia is a persistent, 
proximate one (NSS, 2022). However, China is not 
an Arctic state, even though it has observer status on 
the Arctic Council. Its primary interests reside in the 
Asia-Pacific. Threatening Canada and North America 
as a function of these interests, however, cannot be 
ignored, and this brings the Arctic into play. In addi-
tion, new Chinese military capabilities, especially the 
development of its strategic nuclear submarine forces 
and expansion of its naval capabilities, pose potential 
threats to the Arctic. 

China’s relationship with Russia is of significant 
concern and cannot be entirely discounted relative 
to the Arctic. The Chinese relationship with Russia 
may be simply a temporary marriage of convenience 
– only time will tell. China’s interests and activities 
in the Arctic may simply be understood as reflecting 
their self-defined status as a ‘Great Power’ on par with 
the United States, whose interests and input in issues 
across the globe should not be ignored. A related, but 
alternative view is that China, for economic reasons, 
has a major stake in the Arctic region as a valuable 
transportation route for Chinese exports to Europe and 
the East Coast of North America, hence China’s focus 
on the establishment of a Polar Silk Road (Sharma, 
2021) which has fizzled of late largely because Arctic 
states have rebuffed offers from China.

In conclusion, the Arctic is on the path to see 
more military activity. This creates the conditions for 
accidents, incidents or misperceptions to escalate to 
conflict. Even so, the likelihood that these activities in 
the Arctic will, in and of themselves, result in a major 
confrontation among states is low. But the probability 
that a major confrontation between the West and Rus-
sia/China elsewhere in the world could spill over into 
the Arctic is comparatively high. Much will depend 
upon steps taken by all Arctic states to manage the 
threat environment through the development of con-
fidence and security building measures. More press-
ing are not the external threats, but the threats that 
greater access to and activity in the region pose to the 
rights-holders in the region.

II. Canadian Context
Canada faces many vulnerabilities in its Arctic. 

The concern is that adversaries can exploit them. De-
cades of underfunding, a legacy of colonization, poor-
er health outcomes and few employment opportunities 
for local inhabitants invites potential foreign inter-
ference and the forfeiture of economic and develop-
ment opportunities directly benefitting rightsholders. 
Canada projects power from the South into the Arctic 
which has mitigated against sustained investment in 
and focus on the Arctic. Canada has several agencies, 
units and commands with Arctic responsibility but no 
GoC Arctic champion. Despite ONSAF’s insistence 
that protecting the Arctic is a national imperative, Arc-
tic responsibilities are dispersed across the military 
and other agencies often in stovepipes dictated by do-
mains and mandates creating jurisdictional seams. 

Large defence investments in the Arctic are ex-
pected via NORAD modernization but there are limits 
as to how these projects can benefit local communi-
ties. The lack of priority and strategy setting by suc-
cessive governments means CAF readiness and cam-
paigning, especially for the Arctic, are compromised.

Canada’s (Managed)  
Disagreements and  
Resources

Canada’s Arctic is vast. It represents 40% of its 
landmass and 75% of the coastline (the largest in the 
world). 200,000 people live in the Canadian Arctic 
which is defined as north of 60 degrees latitude and 
includes the three territories (Inuvialuit and Nunavut), 
northern Quebec (specifically Nunavik) and parts of 
Labrador (Nunatsiavut), representing the four Inuit 
homelands (Inuit Nunangat, 2021). Canada’s Arctic 
population is young and over half are Indigenous 
(Inuit, Métis and First Nations). And yet, Canada has 
no Arctic strategy and is the only Arctic state without 
one. Even non-Arctic states like France, China, and 
Germany have Arctic strategies. The CCG has re-
leased an Arctic Strategy (CCG, 2024) and GoC has 
an Arctic and Northern Policy Framework, released in 
2019, which is geared to ensuring a whole of govern-
ment approach to the Arctic, reinforce the reliance on 
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international rules and confirms that the GoC will en-
gage in meaningful truth and reconciliation with Inuit, 
First Nations and Métis peoples. These are important 
goals, but whereas frameworks outline aspirations, 
strategies provide concrete steps to achieve results.ix 

While successive governments underline the 
“threat” to Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic by 
other states, there is no evidence that any foreign 
state questions the legitimacy of Canadian territori-
al sovereignty. Certainly, the issue of the Northwest 
Passage (NWP) will not disappear in political terms, 
but disagreements regarding its status (Canada’s clas-
sification of it as historic, internal waters versus an 
international strait) is not, itself, a sovereignty threat. 
Canada has managed disagreements with allies. Cana-
da and the United States continue to agree to disagree 
on the status of the NWP. A new CANUS task force is 
set to negotiate the maritime boundary in the Bering 
Sea (GoC, 2024e). Denmark, Greenland and Canada 
reached agreement on shared management of Hans 
Island (now Tartupaluk) and there is every indication 
that an agreement on the maritime boundary in the 
Lincoln Sea will be made soon. Greenlandic and Ca-
nadian Inuit comanage the largest freshwater polynya 
in northern Baffin Bay. When it comes to enforcement 
of sovereignty and management of boundary disputes, 
Indigenous peoples, law enforcement agencies and 
Global Affairs Canada are the leads.x Continued sug-
gestions by GoC that Canada’s sovereignty is under 
threat plays into the hands of adversaries; Canada 
looks weak and disorganized.

The Canadian Arctic is rich in natural resources 
and critical minerals. The GoC has banned offshore 
drilling but there is significant diamond, gold, and 
iron mining, as well as critical mineral projects in 
various stages, including copper, rare earths, zinc 
and lithium. There is also some onshore oil and nat-
ural gas production in NWT (NWT, 2024). There is 

a mix of Canadian and foreign ownership with these 
extraction companies. For example, the Mary River 
Iron Ore Mine in Baffinland is Canadian owned, but 
Rio Tinto (British-Australian) owns Diavik Dimond 
mine and De Beers (South African-British) owns Snap 
Lake Diamond Mine both in NWT. There have been 
instances of China offering to invest in critical infra-
structure in the Arctic including the Chinese Ambassa-
dor’s latest visit to Iqaluit in August 2024 and several 
attempts to leverage ownership with Canadian Arctic 
mining companies (Van Dine, 2024). Absent clear in-
dustry and foreign policy strategies, the GoC is often 
playing catchup.xi The Canadian Security and Intelli-
gence Service is now warning academics, research-
ers, and northerners to be wary of potential foreign 
adversaries’ intentions when they offer to partner and 
finance projects or conduct research (Tunney, 2023). 
But warnings alone are not sufficient. They must be 
followed by a concrete plan to help provide the nec-
essary infrastructure spending that is needed. A new 
federal regulation requiring a minimum of 5% Cana-
dian Indigenous participation in any federal contracts 
has been important to raise the profile of indigenous 
companies. The Inuit-majority owned Nasittuq, which 
has the maintenance contract for the current North 
Warning System (NWS), is an example of the success 
of such a requirement (GoC, 2023a). 

Military Footprint
NORAD (with its Canadian headquarters in Win-

nipeg) is Canada’s first line of defence against air in-
cursions especially through the Arctic. Over 67 years, 
NORAD has detected, tracked and intercepted Soviet/
Russian aircraft and more recently Chinese ones. 
NORAD has been quick to note that these aircraft 
have remained in international airspace (NORAD 
2024, Charron and Fergusson, 2022). That they are 

ix	 While the horizontal initiatives project led by Crown Indigenous Relations and Indigenous Services Canada aims for more 
reporting and coordination by departments on Arctic and Northern Initiatives, this is not the same as a strategy. See https://www.
rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1706209595720/1706209616923.
x	 Canada’s Senior Arctic Official is a Director-General level position as opposed to an ambassador level as was the case until 
2006.  In addition to the SAO role, they are also responsible for Arctic, Eurasia, and European Affairs. 
xi	 For example, China was interested in purchasing a hangar in Inuvik – one of Canada’s FOLs - capable of hangaring C-130 air-
to-air refuellers and Hercules aircraft. It was under lease to the DND until 2021 now owned by the GoC (Hudson, 2024).

https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1706209595720/1706209616923
https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1706209595720/1706209616923
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flying missions together, however, is a new and a wor-
rying development. Any unplanned aviation activity 
can create the conditions for accidents with civilian 
aircrafts. 

Air Defence Identification Zones (ADIZs) are 
common and are established unilaterally by states to 
identify (especially commercial) aircraft. ADIZ can 
and often do extend beyond a country’s sovereign 
airspace. Until 2018, Canada’s ADIZ (or CADIZ) 
matched the extent of the North Warning Systems’ 
“reach”. The series of uncrewed long- and short-range 
radar systems dotted across Canada’s Arctic could 
not see to the full extent of Canada’s Arctic land ter-
ritory, let alone beyond into the approaches. Now, the 
CADIZ aligns with Canada’s sovereign airspace and 
approaches but there is a gap between the CADIZ and 
what the NWS can detect. With the announcement of 
new Arctic and Polar over the horizon radars, Can-
ada will be able to detect air objects beyond its own 
territory and over Greenland (GoC, 2024a). In the 
meantime, more surveillance sorties by NORAD and 
Canada are expected until the radars are functional (in 
the 2030s), and it explains the announcement of the 
GoC to purchase airborne early warning and control 
(AWACs) aircraft and MQ-9B Sky Guardian remotely 
piloted aircrafts. 

The military footprint in Canada’s Arctic is and 
has been very modest. Canada has four forward oper-
ating locations for fighter jets in Yellowknife, Iqaluit, 
Inuvik and Goose Bay2.  These runways need constant 
maintenance especially given climate change and 
resulting permafrost melt. The F35s will need longer 
runways, secure hangers and a large security perime-
ter that will require the very highest level of security 
clearance. 

Canada’s signals’ intelligence base ALERT in the 
high Arctic at the tip of Ellesmere Island provides 
vital geolocation capability to support operations and 
high frequency and direction-finding facilities to sup-
port Search and Rescue (SAR) and other operations 
(GoC, 2019). It is also essential for Environment and 
Climate Change Canada. ALERT is resupplied bi-an-
nually through the RCAF’s Operation BOXTOP de-
ploying from Greenland and US Space Base Pituffik 
(formerly Thule) Greenland.xii This, along with other 
emerging defence requirements raises the place of 
Greenland, and thus Denmark, in North American 
defence. Whereas in the past, and still today, Green-
land has been placed in the NATO and US European 
Combatant Command area of responsibilities, the new 
geopolitical environment suggests that it should be 
engaged within the North American area.xiii  

Beyond NORAD, Canada’s primary military pres-
ence in the Canadian Arctic is Joint Task Force North 
(JTFN) headquartered in Yellowknife (Northwest 
Territories)xiv with small detachments in Whitehorse 
(Yukon) and Iqaluit (Nunavut). JTFN is responsible 
for all of the Arctic - the largest geographic region of 
any of Canadian Joint Operation Command’s (CJOC) 
six Regional Joint Task Forces (RJTF) supported by 
fewer than 300 military personnel. And yet, there is 
no mention of JTFN in ONSAF despite it being the 
primary military presence in Canada’s Arctic and the 
significance ONSAF places on the Arctic which rein-
forces the lack of attention to integrated, coordinated 
action in the Arctic. JTFN needs communication and 
community liaison specialists and would benefit from 
a non-CAF Arctic champion who is responsible for 
coordinating GoC projects and communication in the 
Arctic rather than relying on JTFN. 

The most visible representation of the GoC in 

2	 There are disagreements as to whether or not Goose Bay is a “forward” operating location.
xii	 Note force was particularly left out of the name (Space Base not Space Force Base) to ensure that Greenland and Denmark 
‘felt ownership’. The name doesn’t imply belonging to a specific ‘force’.
xiii	 Specifically, are more access, basing and overflight permissions required in support of NORAD operations? Greenland has 
direct flights from Nuuk to Iqaluit and the Greenlandic and Canadian Inuit have deep, familial ties. Canada has an honorary consul in 
Greenland. Honorary Consulates are staffed by volunteers – often local inhabitants with a connection to the Consulate state. They are 
common in many large Canadian cities.  Perhaps more formal representation is required of Canada in Greenland and vice versa?
xiv	 Yellowknife also hosts 440 (Transport) Squadron – the only RCAF flying unit based in the North - and the Loyal Edmonton 
Army Reserve Regiment, C Company.
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the Arctic is the Canadian Rangers. They are nest-
ed in the Army Reserves. 1 Canadian Ranger Patrol 
Group (1CRPG) is the largest and is headquartered 
at JTFN. 1,725 members in 60 patrols spread across 
the Arctic are the government’s eyes and ears there. 
That they are not combat capable does not make them 
less crucial to surveillance, warning, and operations 
in the Arctic. Rangers use their own equipment, like 
snowmobiles, and receive up to 12 days annual pay in 
addition to compensation for any official CAF task-
ings. Red tape to reimburse Rangers for claims (such 
as damage to equipment, travel etc.) is still overly 
bureaucratic. When a Ranger is waiting for the Crown 
to reimburse for damage (and then there is the matter 
of waiting for a part to be ordered and arrive), this 
impacts not only the member but families and com-
munities.

In addition to the Rangers, the Canadian Army has 
four (mainly reserves) Arctic Response Companies 
(two for summer and two for winter) that are on high 
readiness. Canada’s Special Forces are also redis-
covering Arctic operations. Equipment can be prep-
ositioned at the DND and Natural Resources Canada 
CAF Arctic Training Centre (ATC) located in Resolute 
Bay, Nunavut. ONSAF also makes mention of North-
ern Operational Support Hubs but there are no funding 
or other details yet.

While the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) now has 
Arctic Offshore Patrol Vessels (GoC 2024b), they have 
limited abilities to deal with heavy ice (beyond 1 year) 
and RCN personnel do not have officer powers to en-
force Canadian shipping, pollution and other laws.xv 

This means that there will be greater reliance on 
long-range air patrols for surveillance. The new P-8A 

Poseidon Multi Mission Aircraft (which will replace 
the CP-140 Aurora Fleet) cannot come soon enough 
(Department of National Defence 2023). According to 
the G0C, “full operational capability is anticipated] by 
2033” (GoC, 2024d).

Navigating the Northwest Passage (NWP) has al-
ways been difficult. It is shallow and narrow in parts, 
it is not fully chartered and there are few navigational 
aids. New scientific research suggests climate change 
will make the NWP more not less ice choked and even 
more difficult to navigate (Cook et al. 2024). There 
are no ports in Canada’s Arctic – only a dock in Iqaluit 
which boasts some of the biggest variances in tides in 
the world, beaten only by the Bay of Fundy. There is 
no place to refuel vessels in Canada’s Arctic; vessels 
refuel in Nuuk, Greenland (GoC, 2023b). The GoC’s 
refuelling depot at Nanisivik is likely never to be fully 
operational and probably should be abandoned for a 
better location in Iqaluit and collocated with Arctic 
industries in the region.xvi This means the likelihood of 
SAR requests, because there are no places to dock or 
make repairs in the NWP, will increase requiring CAF 
assistance. 

Cyber attacks are an increasing concern. The 
Government of Nunavut was confronted by a ransom 
ware incident on 2 November 2019 (Government of 
Nunavut, 2020) followed by a denial of service of the 
Government of Nunavut’s website in 2023. Commu-
nities are highly dependent on internet connections. 
Qulliq Energy was also hit which could have proved 
deadly had power generators been taken offline (Mur-
ray, 2023). There are few back up systems in the 
Arctic, fewer cyber experts and high dependence on 
generic software. Starlink has improved connectivity, 

xv	 The CAF will assist with fishery patrols (FISHPATS) to monitor fishing vessels and enforce fishing regulations in the Atlantic 
Ocean. They do so by conducting ship and aircraft patrols.  See https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/opera-
tions/military-operations/current-operations/fishpats.html.
xvi	 The Nanisivik Fuel depot may never be fully operational and/or of logistical value to the Government of Canada. In 2007, the 
Government announced its plan to convert the deep-water port at Nanisivik to a logistics hub, which will operate as a docking and refu-
eling facility for the Royal Canadian Navy and other government vessels and serve to enhance the Navy’s presence in the North. There 
have been too may delays, providing heat for stored fuel tanks has not been sorted, it will require ice to be broken in an ecologically 
sensitive part of the NWP and will not have the infrastructure to facilitate repairs on government vessels. The latest Auditor General’s 
2023 report estimates it could operate for maybe 4 weeks in the summer only. Our suggestion is to scrap the plan and make Iqaluit the 
resupply port. The Port of Churchill is not technically in the Arctic and currently has berths for only 4 vessels and can be resupplied by 
rail or air only.

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/operations/military-operations/current-operations/fishpats.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/operations/military-operations/current-operations/fishpats.html
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but internet access is still unreliable in bad weather 
and the dependence on one industry supplier is prob-
lematic.  

While the bulk of NATO Arctic exercises are host-
ed by Norway, a future NATO exercise is possible in 
North America but unlikely in the near future given 
several obstacles.  Canada, given current readiness 
levels, could not support a large, all domain NATO 
Arctic exercise, especially not in the NWP given 
concerns about damage to the fragile ecosystem and 
internal water status. Air and land exercises might be 
possible, but not before Canada and the United States 
agree to a NATO exercise as opposed to the current 
individual NATO-allied invitations in the North Amer-
ican Arctic. JTFN would have to be staffed according-
ly. 

Of course, all exercises in the Arctic presuppose 
prior consultation with the Indigenous rights’ holders 
as per Canada’s commitments to the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP, 2007) 
and consideration for the effects on migrating herds 
and the environment by increased air traffic and other 
activity. Communication of exercises to Arctic resi-
dents needs to be broadcast on different media than 
the CAF’s preferred NORAD and RCAF X accounts 
and internet campaigns. CAF and NORAD need to 
use Facebook and radio which are the preferred com-
munication tools of the Arctic. Providing information 
in French and Inuktitut is also advisable.

All postings to the Arctic are considered isolated 
posts which can make recruitment and retention more 
challenging especially given the competition for talent 
faced by all GoC agencies. Even surging forces into 
the Arctic necessary, for example, during the quarterly 
Operation NANOOK missions, can be challenging. 
When surge capacity is needed in the Arctic, person-
nel deployed from the South are required. This means 
that there is often a “negotiation” for resources given 
competing priorities.

Overall, the geopolitical and geophysical envi-
ronments impacting the Canadian Arctic suggest a 
significant increase in military activity in general, and 
increased presence of the CAF in particular. 

Intergovernmental  
Coordination

One of the major challenges to increased interna-
tional and domestic attention and activity in the Arctic 
is Canadian governance structures. While there have 
been improvements to coordination between federal 
agencies, efforts in the Arctic can still be stovepiped. 
For example, the Auditor General of Canada has been 
particularly critical of Canadian maritime agencies’ 
long-standing gaps affecting the surveillance of Can-
ada’s Arctic waters given the expected increased rates 
of unauthorized access, safety incidents, illegal fishing 
and environmental impacts (2023).

Large capital projects financed by one department 
rarely consider their value and utility to other de-
partments. Public expectations as to the purpose and 
limits of funds must be communicated transparently. 
For example, despite the $38.6 billion ear marked for 
NORAD modernization projects, these funds cannot 
be spent to fix sewer systems, recruit public health 
nurses or build schools in the Arctic (GoC, 2024a). 
The GoC, however, has not always been clear about 
what NORAD modernization can and cannot fund. 
Stricter security protocols associated with the F35s, 
for example, will limit who and which agencies can 
access related infrastructure. Promises of dual use and 
multipurpose infrastructure can conjure up assump-
tions about employment and support resources that are 
not available via NORAD modernization funds. 

The quarterly CAF-led Op NANOOK missions 
have been important to bring federal agencies together 
for at least one exercise a year (Op NANOOK-TA-
TIGITT). The Arctic Security Forces Working Group, 
which brings together territorial governments and 
federal agencies, is a valuable step in coordinating the 
activities of multiple departments, agencies and levels 
of government but should not be organized and led by 
the CAF/JTFN given the safety and security focus of 
the meetings. 

An Arctic maritime picture is produced currently 
by the Marine Security Operations Centre (MSOC) 
based in Halifax. This whole of government picture, 
with contributions from Canada’s maritime agencies 
including the RCMP, is shared with Canadian Joint 
Operations Command, allies, USNORTHCOM, and 
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NORAD (in support of its maritime warning mission). 
The picture, however, is heavily dependent on Auto-
matic Identification System (AIS) data which is not 
required of vessels below 300 gross tons – a change in 
legislation requiring more vessels of a lower tonnage 
in the Arctic to carry AIS could help in SAR scenarios 
and reduce the number of vessels of interest to track; 
vessels not displaying AIS are usually doing so for ne-
farious reasons. The next step is to provide a scrubbed 
version to local hamlets, ensuring their awareness, 
especially of cruise ship activity.

Special mention must be made of the CCG which 
has the maritime lead in Canada’s Arctic and has 
deep roots with Nordic and US counterparts. The an-
nouncement to purchase six new icebreakers (Public 
Services and Procurement Canada, 2024) for the CCG 
is significant but they will not be mission ready for 
years. This means an aging CCG fleet will be asked to 
operate beyond its normal serviceable lifespan unless 
the recent ICE pact with Finland and the United States 
accelerates production (The White House, 2024). Be-
sides maritime SAR, and ice breaking services, sup-
port to community resupply remains a key priority for 
the CCG in the summer months. With increased tour-
ist traffic and more challenging ice conditions, there 
is real concern that SAR requests will impede the 
ability of the CCG to aid communities so dependent 
on the summer sea lift for their year’s supply of food, 
construction material, fuel (still mostly diesel), and 
any other goods. The CCG’s mobile maritime domain 
awareness pilot project is one to watch and potentially 
replicate by other agencies (Charron, 2023). 

Human Security Failings
Living conditions in Canada’s Arctic can be ap-

palling. These conditions present vulnerabilities for 
Canada and Arctic inhabitants that do impact opera-
tions in the Arctic. Adversaries use the conditions to 
highlight the disingenuous efforts of successive gov-
ernments to care about their people and can create the 
perfect conditions for foreign interference and wedge 
politics between Indigenous peoples and the GoC 
(Gaignard, 2022; Montgomery, Marc, 2020).

Many hamlets in the Arctic, such as Kugluktuk 
(population approx. 1000), have some of the highest 
rates of teen suicide in the country. Between 2009 and 

2013, the national average suicide rate was 11.3 per 
100,000, while in the Inuit homelands it is between 
60.4 and 275.3 per 100,000 (Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 
2016). Women in Nunavut are the victims of violent 
crime at a rate more than 13 times higher than the rate 
for women in Canada as a whole (GoC, 2020). The 
risk of a woman being sexually assaulted in Nunavut 
is 12 times greater than the national average (GoC, 
2020).

Despite the federal program Nutrition North Cana-
da (NNC), food prices are too high for many and there 
continues to be concerns as to who benefits from the 
program. NNC provided $131 million dollars in 2022-
2023 to subsidize a list of nutritious eligible foods, 
as well as certain non-food items such as diapers and 
soap, hand-sanitizers and personal hygiene products, 
sold by registered retailers, suppliers, country food 
processors and local food growers (GoC, 2022)  And 
yet, the food insecurity rate in Inuvik, for example, is 
46.1% and is over 8 times the Canadian average (Ford 
et al. 2023).

Given that southern food prices are predicted to 
grow by 4.5% in 2024 where consumers benefit from 
economies of scale and lower transportation fees, it is 
no wonder that academic research studies show that 
Inuit in Nunavut have higher rates of obesity and di-
abetes because of the many barriers to healthy eating 
and the fact that “unhealthy (junk) foods are cheaper 
[…]” (Akande et al. 2021, 5). Traditional foods (or 
country foods) which are nutritious, are harder and 
harder to hunt and fish because of climate change. 
Alcohol, cigarettes and drugs, however, never seem 
to suffer from supply chain problems. Treatments and 
supports for substance abuse are rarely available.

The lack of medical staff compounds the issues. 
Many communities are dependent on “locums” - phy-
sicians and dentists deploying to the North for a few 
weeks at a time.  Fewer and fewer specialists are 
interested in these positions. It doesn’t help that the 
hamlets are in competition with each other and pay 
different ratesxvii (SRPC, 2024).

Colonization, residential schools, tuberculosis 
sanatoriums and a lack of consistent and adequate 
funding to Arctic communities by generations of Ca-
nadian governments are all contributing factors. The 
Indigenous governments of the Arctic, such as the 
Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami representing all Inuit in Can-
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ada, are not sitting idle. Indigenous-owned and man-
aged companies, like Canadian North, are filling vital 
needs in the Arctic but most of its flights are filled 
by northerners having no choice but to fly south to 
seek medical attention, including to give birth, or get 
chemotherapy, or dialysis. Inuit organizations in Win-
nipeg, for example, have bought hotels in the city to 
ensure northerners have a place to stay while undergo-
ing treatment and, most importantly, have a network 
of support during their stay which can be for months 
at a time. Big cities, however, can be unsafe places for 
Indigenous women and girls.xviii

Infrastructure and Energy
The CAF relies on infrastructure and energy for all 

operations in the Arctic, but they are inadequate at the 
best of times but stand in stark relief to the deplorable 
housing conditions of most Arctic inhabitants. Diesel 
remains the most reliable fuel option, but it is pollut-
ing, poor for health and impractical for the increasing 
number of uncrewed and remote military infrastruc-
ture forecasted.

Lack of housing is a problem for all of Canada but 
in the Arctic, it is dire. Limited capacity of govern-
ment and non-government organizations to support 
housing, low-income levels and high costs of living, 
complex social challenges, underdeveloped econo-
mies, and aging infrastructure combine resulting in 
much higher rates of households in need. Nunavut 
currently has 39% of households in need, while the 
Northwest Territories has 20%, and Yukon 15%. The 
national average is 13% (Northern Housing, n.d.) 
Budget 2023 highlights that billions of dollars are 
earmarked for everything from housing to dental care, 
but the amounts may not cover the full cost of pro-
grams and will not keep pace with the growing and 
very young population of the Arctic (GoC, 2023c).  

More of a team Canada approach is needed. For 
example, the Mary River Mine has infrastructure 

(such as Milne port and gravel runways) that could 
be used by federal and territorial agencies in times of 
crises. Agreements that allow for federal agencies to 
make use of industry-built runways and infrastructure 
need to be in place.

Successive governments have balked at spending 
what is needed on infrastructure but there is a security 
cost to that indecision. Indeed, Greenland’s rebuff of 
Chinese offers to pay for infrastructure in exchange 
for access to ports is instructive (Bennett, 2018). Criti-
cal infrastructure in Canada’s Arctic will be expensive 
but it is a security imperative. Indigenous rights hold-
ers must be part of codeveloped projects and planning 
must extend beyond federal election cycles. 

Green alternatives to diesel fuel for power needs 
in the Arctic has long been a goal. New energy sourc-
es for the Arctic, such as small nuclear power reactors, 
synthetic fuels and batteries are all possibilities that 
Northerns are exploring. The CAF and other GoC 
agencies will need these new sources too. The part-
nerships forming between northerners, industry and 
government are promising but there is much more to 
do. Failed projects like the wind turbines in Rankin 
Inlet, Cambridge Bay and Kugluktuk that do not 
think through the long-term operations, maintenance 
and sustainability budgeting are decidedly unhelpful 
(CBC, 2012).

Increased Number of  
Domestic Emergencies,  
Disasters and Search and 
Rescue Incidents

Operation LENTUS captures CAF missions that 
provide support to provincial and territorial authorities 
in response to natural and human-caused disasters in 
Canada, and these calls for assistance are increasing 
on a year-to-year basis. 2023 was a record-breaking 

xvii	 For example, Rankin Inlet pays $1500/24 hours to be on-call, with callbacks billed after 17:30 at $150/hour. Backup in Rankin 
Inlet pays $600/24 hours plus all callbacks at $150/hour. ER in Iqaluit pays $175/hour. OBS in Iqaluit pays $2500/24 hours. Hospitalist 
pays $1400/day. Anesthesia pays $2000/day. There is no fee-for-service pay structure.
xviii	 Based on discussions with NGOs working with indigenous groups in Winnipeg. 
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year for forest fires, doubling the amount of forest 
destroyed since 1989. The equivalent total area of 
Greece and more was lost, and this trend is expected 
to increase (GoC, 2023d). CAF is in danger of being 
the resource of first resort rather than last. There is 
no civilian version of Op LENTUS (although civilian 
agencies also provide assistance). Too often, due to 
lack of resources and absent a fully functioning ci-
vilian Canadian operations centre (as opposed to the 
current GoC Operations Centre which coordinates 
federal responses), the CAF is the safety net of other 
governments and agencies. 

Canada has no civilian equivalent to OP LENTUS 
which means costs and resources across civilian agen-
cies and NGOs cannot be tracked easily. Public Safety 
Canada, created in 2003, can coordinate some action 
but does not take charge to direct other civilian federal 
agencies. Given climate change, the Arctic will feel 
its effect most acutely. From more forest fires to new 
invasive species to bio habitat destruction, given the 
size of Canada’s Arctic, climate change is the number 
one threat to Canada, and this is confirmed in ONSAF. 
But no civilian agency is in charge with the resources 
and mandate to react. Where, for example, was the 
oversight on Victoria Gold’s Eagle Mine that might 
have prevented the cyanide gas leak (attributed to a 
landside) into the Yukon River in July 2024 (Pilking-
ton, 2024)?

While climate change is expected to make Cana-
dian Arctic waters more accessible to external actors, 
with a range of implications, caution is warranted. The 
increased rate of maritime-based tourism raises the 
likelihood of accidents and pressure on the local com-
munities to respond.

Canada’s Arctic is highly dependent on volunteer 
organizations for SAR. Community-based Ground 
Search and Rescue (GSAR) teams, Canadian Coast 
Guard Auxiliary (CCGA) units, the Canadian Red 
Cross, Marine SAR Societies, Civil Air Search and 
Rescue Association (CASARA) members, supported 
by the CAF Canadian Rangers play essential roles in 
Arctic SAR (Kitikmeot SAR, n.d.)  

These volunteer resources coupled with the likeli-
hood of increased incidents of requests for assistance 
from federal agencies for disaster assistance and SAR 
are insufficient for the growing needs putting pressure 

on the CAF to provide more and more assistance.

Lack of People 
The CAF currently faces a serious recruitment and 

retention problem, resulting in a significant shortfall 
of personnel to meet growing demand. The CAF is 
considering many different and innovative hiring pro-
grams (Duval Lantoine, 2024) but not specifically for 
the Arctic. The lack of housing, hospitals, secondary 
education opportunities and employment for spouses 
frustrate recruitment for the North. 

Northern Premiers have all identified the need for 
careers and opportunities for Northerners. All files for 
northern applicants for the CAF should be prioritized 
in the manner that Indigenous applicants’ files current-
ly are and allow military personnel to have a career 
in the Arctic for those who wish. It is often difficult 
for Northerns to compete for positions, given south-
ern-based education standards and the need for securi-
ty clearances.

Of course, the most glaring lack is of people will-
ing and able to live in the Arctic. Too few resources, 
infrastructure and employment opportunities are part 
of the problem but so has been the legacy of harm. 
Now that Canada’s Arctic is devolved, Indigenous and 
Northern-led development must be supported with 
consistent, predictable levels of funding.

III. Prognosis? Immediate 
Threats and Vulnerabilities 
and their Mitigation  
Measures

Geopolitical tensions around the world are not 
likely to resolve soon which means the Arctic’s ex-
ceptional days are long over and exclusive reliance 
on fora like the Arctic Council to contain competition 
is problematic. While all Arctic states still maintain 
that a full-blown conflict in the Arctic and about the 
Arctic is unlikely, there is serious concern that misun-
derstandings could precipitate an unintended armed 
response that sets off dangerous escalation.  The Arc-
tic is sparsely populated, with too few resources and 
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a lack of persistent, consistent federal funding. This 
has been the status quo for decades but these facts are 
jeopardizing the CAF’s ability to detect, deter and de-
feat state adversaries with lethal weapons and/or use 
grey zone activity. The most immediate threats, there-
fore, accessed for their immediate or potential physi-
cal destruction to Canadians or Canadian territory, are 
the following. 

1.	 Climate change and eroding international order 
based on international law – GoC purview.

2.	 State based kinetic threats – CAF purview.

Note, however, that the climate change and erod-
ing international order fall to a whole of government 
response while state-based kinetic threats fall to the 
CAF for response. The lack of attention to the needs 
of Northerners by successive governments means 
CAF readiness and campaigning (defined as “conduct 
and sequencing of logically linked activities to strate-
gy-aligned activities over time”) (DoD, 2022, 12), will 
be challenged, especially for the Arctic. 

Table 1: Summary of Threats, Vulnerabilities and Mitigation Efforts
GoC Concerns
Threat Mitigation Efforts
Climate change is an existential threat to Canada and 
the world. The Arctic is particularly vulnerable. 
i.)	 Requests for assistance are unsustainable.
ii.)	Destruction of infrastructure
iii.)	Security/Climate Change Nexus 

i)	 Consider CAF’s role in assistance missions.
ii)	 Take advantage of latest science and Indigenous 

knowledge for building materials and locations
iii)	Canada is hosting NATO’s Climate Change and 

Security Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE) in 
Montréal 

Eroding International Order Based on Law
i.)	 Affecting the integrity of the Arctic Council and 

other fora
ii.)	Future disagreements on maritime and other 

boundaries
iii.)	IUU, scientific research as guise for spying

i.)	 Encourage cooperation via the Arctic Council 
working groups. Canada should coordinate its 
Chairship (2029-2031) now and with the 6 other 
NATO Arctic states.

ii.)	Continued support of international fora but limit 
Chinese trends to talk about the Arctic as a “global 
common”.

iii.)	Education campaigns for academics and funding 
for infrastructure. Consider a Northwest Atlantic 
Fisheries Organization-like organization for the 
central Arctic Ocean in the future. Prosecute ille-
gal activity and require Canadian partnerships of 
foreign scientists 

GoC Vulnerabilities
Priority Mitigation efforts
The Arctic has not been a sustained priority.
i.)	 Human security challenges and lack of infrastruc-

ture
ii.)	Distract from defence of Canada.
iii.)	Stovepiped federal initiatives

i.)	 Development of the Arctic is defence of the Arctic. 
Revisit funding and support to JTFN.

ii.)	Arctic is the main avenue of approach for an at-
tack. 

iii.)	Need an Arctic strategy. Heed the advice of the 
Auditor General on maritime domain awarenesss. 

Table 1 continues on the following page.
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Government of Canada  
Responsibilities: Climate 
Change

Climate change is the most dangerous threat given 
the impact on the world and ecosystems. However, 
the CAF is not the solution to climate change. Rather, 
its main responsibility is to be ready and equipped to 
mitigate the risks. The CAF is not a first responder. 

A government decision must be made about the 
continued role of the CAF in OP LENTUS missions. 
The current tempo means that the CAF’s readiness 
level for other missions is dangerously low and a 
campaign plan for the Arctic is impossible to follow 
if created. Canada needs to allow the CAF to consider 
climate change as an operating environment factor and 
not a series of surprise, ad hoc assistance missions. 
Provincial and territorial readiness levels are uneven, 
and Canada lacks a centralizing civilian organization 
to provide planning, and coordination capacity. In-
stead, CAF planners are often called in, CAF training 
is interrupted, and military personnel and assets are 
relocated. This cannot continue given future, projected 
disaster incident levels. 

CAF Concerns
Threat Mitigation efforts
State Based Threats
i.)	 Russia is a proximate persistent threat (both 

directly and indirectly via gray zone activi-
ties). PRC via increased influence 

ii.)	Lack of Situational Awareness
iii.)	Foreign interference especially exploiting 

lack of services and attention in the Arctic
iv.)	Revisit Canada’s Position on missile de-

fence.

i.)	 Need a foreign policy, national security strategy, and 
defence strategy that makes clear defence of Canada 
(which means defending the Arctic) is the priority of pri-
orities. Name adversaries and their nefarious intent vis-à-
vis Canada. 

ii.)	 Improved understanding of the operational environment 
and complete 19 NORAD projects.  

iii.)	Prioritize Canadian codeveloped industry. Keep 5% re-
quirement in gov’t contracts for Indigenous owned com-
panies.

iv.)	Given new technology, Canada must rethink its “no” to 
continental missile defence on the defeat side (NORAD 
should remain responsible for warning)

Military infrastructure in the Arctic will be affect-
ed by climate change but new science and Indigenous 
knowledge is making for more resilient infrastruc-
ture and an appetite for new energy sources. Federal 
programs, like Innovation for Defence Excellence 
and Security (IDEaS) in addition to research by the 
Defence Research and Development Canada should 
preference these solutions. New sources of green 
energy are needed including synthetic fuel and small 
nuclear reactors. 

Canada now hosts a NATO Climate Change and 
Security Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE) that 
investigates how climate change affects security and 
the operational capabilities of allies. CCASCOE is 
particularly interested in understanding the effects 
of climate change on allied defence levels – from 
local communities to geopolitical developments. The 
CCASCOE will focus on four pillars: awareness, 
adaptation, mitigation, and outreach. This is a step 
in the right direction as is the CAF/DND’s Climate 
Resilience and Environmental Sustainability Science 
& Technology Strategy (CRESST).xix

Table 1: Summary of Threats, Vulnerabilities and Mitigation Efforts 	 (cont’d)

xix	 CRESTT aims to reduce the military’s carbon emissions and protect the environment, while preparing for and adapting to a 
world transformed by climate change. See https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/over-
view-dnd-caf-climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy/climate-resilience-environmental-sustain-
ability-science-technology-strategy-cresst.html. 

 https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/overview-dnd-caf-climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy/climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy-c
 https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/overview-dnd-caf-climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy/climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy-c
 https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/corporate/reports-publications/overview-dnd-caf-climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy/climate-resilience-environmental-sustainability-science-technology-strategy-c
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negotiations on the Bering Sea maritime boundary 
(GoC, 2024e) and the status of the NWP can remain 
an “agree to disagree” issue. The Commission on 
the Limits of the Continental Shelf process will take 
decades. In the meantime, Canada should continue to 
collaborate with members of the US Senate to under-
line the merits of accession to UNCLOS.

Lessons learned from organizations like the North-
west Atlantic Fishing Organization regarding IUU 
fishing is essential. Vessels which engage in IUU in 
the NAFO regulatory area are banned from docking 
at ports of member states. Enforcement, however, is 
never 100%. An Arctic version of NAFO may be war-
ranted in the future. 

Recognize that scientific studies can often be a 
guise for collecting vital intelligence. No foreign sci-
ence team should operate in Canada’s Arctic without 
Canadian scientists and Indigenous rights-holders.

Make the Arctic the  
Persistent Priority for  
Successive Governments of 
Canada

Concerted, consistent attention to the domestic 
vulnerabilities of Canada’s Arctic is the best form of 
defence against foreign interference and criminal ac-
tivity. 

ONSAF confirms that the Arctic Ocean is the 
main avenue of approach for an attack against Canada 
and the United States. The attacks can come in many 
forms via several domains (space, air, land, maritime, 
cyber and cognitive). The Standing House of Com-
mons Committee on National Defence made 26 rec-
ommendations, and the Standing Senate Committee 
on National Security, Defence and Veterans Affairs 
made 23 recommendations to improve Arctic Security 
that were feasible, logical, and immediately imple-
mentable (NDDN, 2023; SECD, 2023). In many cas-
es, Canadian investment from a military perspective 
is moving in the right direction – especially with the 
announcement of the NORAD modernization projects, 
but JTFN has been completely overlooked. Staying on 

Eroding International Order 
based on International Law

Russia’s continued participation in the Arctic 
Council is tied to the conflict in Ukraine. Where 
Russia can contribute to environmental protection 
efforts, they must be encouraged. Its Arctic is the 
largest and consequences there (including Cold War 
legacy radioactive material or methane release from 
melting permafrost) will impact the rest of the world. 
It is short-sighted then that Global Affairs Canada shut 
down its Canadian International Arctic Centre in Oslo, 
Norway in 2023 (Exner-Pirot, 2023). Tromsø Norway 
is home to the Arctic Council and Indigenous Perma-
nent Participants’ Secretariats and Norway is widely 
considered the locus of Arctic geopolitics. 

Whether at the UN or in the Arctic Council, the 
(NATO) Arctic 7 must ensure that China does not 
erode the rights of coastal states or damage relations 
between Indigenous peoples and the GoC. The Cen-
tral Arctic Ocean is a global common but the rules 
and processes of UNCLOS, as they relate to coastal 
states, must be protected.  Most importantly, GoC and 
public servants should stop referencing China as a 
“near Arctic state”. This is Chinse language from its 
2018 Arctic strategy (PRC, 2018). There are only two 
categories of states – Arctic or non-Arctic. Using near 
Arctic suggests a special, third category for China 
which does not exist in UNCLOS or the Arctic Coun-
cil. Canada also needs to be far more disciplined and 
circumspect about references to losses of sovereignty. 
Canada looks weak, alarmist and disorganized espe-
cially considering the war of aggression by Russia 
against Ukraine. Three years on and Ukraine has not 
lost its sovereignty (confirmed by its continued seat 
and vote in the General Assembly) nor does it refer-
ence losses to sovereignty; rightly, it points to occupa-
tion of territory. Sovereignty is not something that can 
be taken by other states – that is Russian propaganda. 
And sovereignty has not been ceded by Canadian 
Indigenous Peoples. Canada’s sovereignty can only be 
jeopardized by Canadian government neglect. 

Canada must work with Denmark and Greenland 
to solve the Lincoln Sea boundary dispute. Canada 
and the United States announced a task force to begin 
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time and on budget will be hard if the Canadian gov-
ernment diverts efforts to new or different priorities.  
NORAD modernization and support to JTFN are not 
discretionary; they are Canada’s most important prior-
ities.

Major federal projects in the Arctic must be coor-
dinated across all departments. Care must be taken to 
be transparent about the purpose and extent of funding 
to benefit local communities directly. The MSOCs 
are a model of interagency coordination but there are 
still clearly gaps in terms of sharing information to 
achieve maritime domain awareness as noted by the 
Auditor General. 

State Based Kinetic Threats
Of late, there has been a noticeable and palpable 

shift in Canada’s attention to its military readiness 
and support to allies. It is dawning on Canadians and 
Americans that North America can be held to ransom 
by adversaries targeting key infrastructure using the 
Arctic as an avenue of approach. 

In an age of deterrence by denial (Charron and 
Fergusson, 2021), the most pressing need for Canada, 
the United States and allies, is situational (or all do-
main in military speak) awareness. This speaks to the 
bona fide military threat that is an attack on Canada or 
North America by Russia, China or other adversaries. 
The Auditor General of Canada has written several 
scathing reports noting Canada’s deficiencies (2023).xx 

 To achieve domain awareness (in space, underwater, 
on the land, in cyber space and in the air) new net-
worked sensors are required. NORAD’s moderniza-
tion projects are essential to assuring that these sen-
sors are put in place and networked securely so that 
allies, other government departments, and northerners 

are aware of the activity in the Arctic. This will not 
only provide the government of Canada with more op-
tions to respond to potential concerns in advance of a 
crisis, but it is Canada’s most important contributions 
to its NORAD and NATO commitments.

Therefore, the 19 NORAD projects must remain 
the government’s top military priority (GoC, 2024a). 
It is recommended that Canada appoint a NORAD ci-
vilian champion, someone highly respected, with deep 
connections to the United States, to keep Canada’s 
projects on time. Normally, the Permanent Joint Board 
on Defence would serve as a champion of sorts, but 
it meets too infrequently, and Canadian and US co-
chair membership is currently mismatched.xxi   There 
are serious concerns that the NORAD modernization 
targets will not be met given their complexity, and 
other competing priorities.  For example, transmission 
and receiver sites that must be in southern Ontario for 
the Artic OTHR to function have yet to be announced 
as of 28 November 2024. Given that the target imple-
mentation date for Arctic OTHR is 2026, and a radar 
system has yet to be selected and networked, time is 
running out (Canada Buys, 2023).

The 12 new “conventionally powered subs” re-
cently announced are also an important (though far in 
the future given Canada’s normal procurement record) 
contribution to domain awareness. Conventionally 
powered subs might be acquired in a decade. As tes-
tified by VAdm Auchterlonie (CJOC Commander at 
the time), new technology, such as air-independent 
propulsion that could allow diesel-electric submarines 
to operate under Arctic ice, means a conventionally 
powered sub is a good choice for Canada (Dean and 
Dagenais 2023, 64). Remotely piloted subs will also 
be vital – especially given the size of Canada’s Arctic 
coast. 

xx	 The Auditor General concludes: “Overall, the federal government has not taken the required action to address long-standing 
gaps affecting its surveillance of Canada’s Arctic waters. As a result, the federal organizations that are responsible for safety and secu-
rity in the Arctic region do not have a full awareness of maritime activities in Arctic waters and are not ready to respond to increased 
surveillance requirements. These requirements are growing as a warming climate makes our Arctic waters increasingly accessible to 
vessels and as interest and competition for this region grows” (6.12).
xxi	 The US Cochair is the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs. She is a technical 
expert and deeply involved in budget and DoD decision making. Canada’s Co Chair is a member of Parliament who is not privy to the 
‘in-the-weeds’ details that NORAD modernization projects demand because of position and security clearance.
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Foreign interference is tackled with a clear strate-
gy for the Arctic, intelligence, clear rules about own-
ership and percentage of control of companies and 
support to local and indigenous companies to compete 
for contracts. The best defence is for the Government 
of Canada to invest the necessary funds to entice Ca-
nadian industries to partner and codevelop sustainable 
projects. 

Finally, the decision by the Paul Martin govern-
ment in 2005 to not participate in the defeat side of 
the US continental ballistic missile defence system 
(the US ground based, midcourse system ideally ori-
ented for missiles from North Korea) needs reassess-
ment.  The plan is not to participate in the current US 
system necessarily but in future ones.  Hypersonic 
weapons and other new technologies mean that the de-
fence of Canada and North America are imperatives.  
Likely discussions are underway given new missile 
technology but now, considering new command and 
control systems are coming online for NORAD, is the 
time to enter discussions. There will be deep resis-
tance to open the NORAD agreement lest it be disap-
peared. Therefore, a plan that can be accommodated 
by existing terms of reference or other arrangements 
will have a better chance of success. This, however, 
will take more than five years to complete given the 
emerging nature of missiles and defence systems.

Conclusion
The list of threats and vulnerabilities are not new. 

Decades of inattention, under funding and lack of 
guidance and strategies means that in today’s global 
contested world, the CAF cannot prioritize the de-
fence of the Arctic as required by ONSAF. 

Climate change is a worldwide problem, but the 
Arctic will feel its effects first. Scientists and north-
erners have the information. Politicians must be 
guided by their expert advice; derelict wind turbines 
and Nanisivik are what happens when politics trumps 

informed, expert advice.

Given that the NATO Arctic States will share 
the Chairship of the Arctic Council until 2037 when 
Iceland, in theory, will hand the Chairship to Russia, 
now is the time to plan and coordinate the 13 years of 
Chairs on environmental protection and sustainable 
development with Indigenous Permanent Participants. 

If the international order based on international 
law is to be preserved, Global Affairs Canada will 
need to be more engaged on Arctic files, consider re-
opening their centre in Oslo and consider an Arctic 
champion. 

Silos of excellence will not work in an Arctic con-
text. A whole of society effort is needed. The federal 
government and its agencies need to coordinate and co 
develop projects with territorial premiers and commu-
nities.

Most importantly, for Canada, the Arctic cannot be 
seen as simply a bulwark to protect southern Canada. 
It is a homeland, and the government needs to pay 
sustained attention to and provide resources for north-
erners. 

Recommendations for the 
next five years:

In addition to the many recommendations made by 
various Standing Committees, we offer the following 
unique considerations. Recommendation 1-6 are inter-
nal to Canada while 7-9 are external to Canada.

1.	 Designate a Canadian Arctic champion (similar 
to US Ambassador at Large for Arctic Affairsxxii 
(who is not from CAF or DND) who reports to 
Parliament, whose sole job is to map, facilitate and 
integrate federal and territorial Canadian Arctic 
projects, facilitate communication among the do-
mestic agencies and connect with Canadian Arctic 
rightsholders.  The Arctic Security Working Group 

xxii	 The Office of the Ambassador-at-Large for Arctic Affairs leads and coordinates the advancement of US interests in the Arctic 
related to safety and security, sustainable economic growth, and strengthening cooperation among Arctic States to perpetuate and 
defend the rules-based order in the region https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/dr-mike-sfraga-confirmed-us-ambassador-large-arctic-
affairs

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/dr-mike-sfraga-confirmed-us-ambassador-large-arctic-affairs
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/dr-mike-sfraga-confirmed-us-ambassador-large-arctic-affairs
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would be chaired by them and the territorial leader 
who hosts the meetings rather than the CAF/DND. 
  

2.	 Draft a GoC Arctic strategy that integrates GoC 
efforts with concrete steps as opposed to aspira-
tional “visions”.  Separate domestic Arctic issues 
(ideally drafted by Crown Indigenous Relations 
and Northern Affairs) and international issues 
(drafted by Global Affairs Canada). Too often the 
latter obfuscates attention to the more pressing 
domestic issues. Be disciplined referencing threats 
to Canada’s sovereignty. Sovereignty is not a pan-
acea catchall term for any problems or concerns 
about the Arctic.  

3.	 The 19 NORAD modernization projects must be 
delivered on time and integrated with American 
efforts.  Their successful delivery must remain 
Canada’s defence priority. GoC must be more 
transparent on the opportunities and limits of 
NORAD modernization funding benefits to com-
munities. 

4.	 JTFN must be better resourced and civilian “Op 
LENTUS” responses should be the goal except in 
extreme cases. 
 

5.	 Canadian Industries in the Arctic must have claus-
es that allow for access to their infrastructure by 
emergency personnel in times of crisis. 

6.	 Abandon the Nanisivik fuel depot. Instead es-
tablish one in Iqaluit and with industries in the 
region. 

7.	 Reopen Canada’s Arctic office in Norway. Sup-
port vigorously, the Inuit Circumpolar Council’s 
observer status on the International Maritime Or-
ganization. 

8.	 Come to agreement with allies the United States 
on the Beaufort Sea maritime boundary and Den-
mark and Greenland on the Lincoln Sea boundary. 
 

9.	 Better coordinate strategic messaging with allies 
regarding Arctic exercises
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Annex: GIUK Gap
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