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Introduction

For many observers of Canada's defence scene, an honest,
accurate answer to the question of whether our defence policy is
in need of change would doubtless be painfully obvious. In light
of the litany of problems the Canadian Forces (CF) faces as a
result of the rust-out of equipment, the burnout of personnel, and
years of chronic under-funding , the answer would most certain-
ly be a resounding yes. 

But then again, there are various types of change.  Some
major, some relatively minor. In fact, one could argue that an
answer to the question is both yes and no. "Yes," in the sense that
in terms of maintaining the present system, certain specific
changes and improvements are essential (e.g. in strategic and
tactical lift, in specific types of equipment, in sustainment and
training systems, in terms of reserve restructure, etc.).   

Yet in terms of the system itself (i.e. its overall size, struc-
ture and purposes), the answer may well be no.  In fact, beyond
the retention of a well-maintained, balanced, combat-capable
multipurpose force able to continue to do – more or less – what
the CF have been doing over the last decade, change aimed either
at radically expanding military capabilities, or alternatively at
contracting them, is not really needed. Nor, for that matter, is it
very realistic or wise. 

Such a claim becomes more comprehensible when one con-
siders some of the realities upon which current Canadian defence
policy is based, and the actual record attributable to our current
arrangements. This record is in fact less dismal than is often
claimed. Moreover, proposed alternatives to the status quo
appear not only less realistic, but would likely prove incapable of
delivering a level of benefit sufficiently compelling to generate
incentives to overturn it.

Current Policy: The Status Quo

What is this status quo and why is it seen as so unaccept-
able?

Basically, it consists of a defence policy aimed at protect-
ing and promoting Canadian interests and values2 though use of
a balanced, multipurpose and combat-capable CF.3 And central

among these values and interests are promoting prosperity and
employment, protecting our security within a stable global
framework, and advancing Canadian values and culture within
the world at large.  

Critics observe that resources devoted to secure these ends
are inadequate, equipment is increasingly obsolete and CF per-
sonnel are overworked and underappreciated. Canada's defence
contributions are generally insufficient and unimpressive.
Capabilities are not up to commitments – and the call is for
major change.

Yet such criticism often tends to ignore (or at the very least,
obscure) the difference between CF activities and performance
as a whole and what is actually required to secure Canadian
interests.  In fact, the demands of meeting the latter are relative-
ly modest. 

Notably, both the current and likely future security envi-
ronment are such that – notwithstanding the war on terror –
direct threats to both Canada and North America are relatively
few in number. And, of those that do exist, few clearly necessi-
tate a military response.  In this regard, threats of the spread of
infectious disease are better addressed through enhanced epi-
demiological capacity than armed intervention, and the problem
of illegal refugees by good border control and a solid coast guard
– not by bullets and bombs. Even the spectre of terrorist infiltra-
tion may be better eliminated by effective intelligence gathering
and assessment and civilian policing than through added military
might.  

Meanwhile, Canada's privileged geo-strategic position (i.e.
next to the world's sole superpower) ensures that despite rela-
tively limited resources, those required for fulfilling responsibil-
ities to national security and continental defence need not be
high.  

Responsibilities abroad also appear manageable. Regarding
commitments, most are more "discretionary" than essential, and
– by and large – take the form of contributions to larger, gener-
ally US-led coalitions.  In virtually all such cases, Canadian con-
tributions can rarely, if ever, be strategically decisive.  This
would be the case even if military resources were substantially
increased. In fact, while the military utility of Canadian contri-
butions abroad must be assured, their rationale is heavily diplo-
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matic and political (i.e. to ensure that Canada retains salience as
a useful and, above all, loyal ally).  

When viewed in these terms, current defence policy and
overall force structure is, by and large, grounded in realism and
has generally proven more than adequate.

Throughout the 1990s, and despite substantial defence cut-
backs, Canadian contributions to missions abroad were relative-
ly high. In fact, with forces deployed to the Persian Gulf during
the first Gulf War, Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti, Rwanda, East Timor
and Kosovo Canadian defence contributions clearly exceeded
true national interests.  By the end of the decade, the CF had
almost as many personnel in Europe as it had when the Cold War
ended. And unlike much of the Cold War, such experience
involved actual military operations – including combat – and the
need to truly operate effectively with allies.4 In fact, despite
occasional problems, both the force structure and its employ-
ment offered reasonable value for investment, allowing the CF to
undertake a range of missions, up to and including the mid-inten-
sity level of conflict.5

Similarly, and notwithstanding Canada's unwillingness to
contribute forces to the ongoing war in Iraq, contributions to the
war on terror in general have been both salient and solid.
Notably, 9/11 brought relatively prompt Canadian reaction –
with Canadian aircraft taking to the skies under NORAD,
Canadian ships dispatched to the Arabian Sea and Canadian
troops deployed to Afghanistan – all in relatively short order.  In
fact, troop levels actually exceeded 2000 at a time when the CF
was also maintaining forces in the Balkans (and all of this out of
an army of less than 20,000 and a navy of 16 
warships).6

Meanwhile, broader plans for transformation of the charac-
ter of the forces (i.e. to a lighter, more mobile, agile, sustainable
and knowledge-based force) reflect a reasoned response to the
unfolding security environment and the threats and challenges
that could conceivably warrant a Canadian military response
within it. 

Alternative Models

Can one do better?  Certainly, a number of critics think so
and have advanced a range of interesting ideas to back them up. 

a) An Expanded Force?

Some call for a major expansion of the forces – arguing in
effect that not only would this remedy existing shortfalls in the
system, but provide Canada with military capabilities that would
allow her to meet a wider range of contingencies than is current-
ly possible.  

Here, arguments are for constructs that arguably approach
a "general purpose" capability i.e. a force capable of deploying
globally and engaging in conflict ranging from low to high inten-
sity.7 These can feature the addition of new commands, a
marked increase in equipment and personnel, light and heavy-
armour, and acquisition of costly and dedicated means of power
projection and ground combat support. 

For instance, some advocate the creation of a reorganized
DND in which a National Military Headquarters (NMHQ) is dis-
tinct and separate from DNDHQ, a Special Operations Group,
and two new joint commands – Joint Strike Command (JSC) and
Joint Forces Command (JFC).8 The former would be explicitly
devoted to war-fighting operations and would consist of new
purpose-built naval projection vessels, existing surface and sub-
surface combatants, new modern fighter aircraft and helicopters,
aerial tankers, strategic and tactical air transport and largely
light, all-arms army formations, including paratroop and special
forces units.

Supporters contend that this would significantly extend
Canada's abilities to undertake a broader range of operations
(most notably at the higher intensity end). It would increase our
ability to take a lead or even operate independently in operations
abroad if circumstances so warranted. And it would also offer the
prospect of gaining Canada greater political and diplomatic
influence with key allies (the US in particular). 

Yet such ideas tend to ignore economic and political reali-
ties. A significantly expanded force would require a level of
investment that is excessive when considered against the poten-
tial military and political returns promised.   

Implicit acknowledgement of the economic difficulties that
can attend such constructs is evident not only given past experi-
ence,9 but also in light of the discussions embedded in a number
of the proposals themselves – with advocates even going so far
as to propose novel funding arrangements as a means of realiz-
ing what they admit is a tall order.10 When one factors in the
costs of personnel and training, technological innovation and
modernization as well as the additional fact that capabilities
acquired must remain interoperable with those of key allies, the
potential economic obstacles that could arise over the long term
are compounded.  Nor is it entirely clear that the personnel lev-
els that such proposals seek are remotely viable in light of cur-
rent demographic trends. 

Examination of the evolving strategic environment also
raises questions about the military and political value of such a
force. While that environment may well be characterized by high
uncertainty and feature numerous threats and challenges, the
need for a wider range of capabilities – especially at the heavy
combat end – is not entirely self-evident. In fact, a strong case
can be made that most future expeditionary missions in which
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the CF will participate will strongly resemble those conducted
over the past decade (i.e. low-to mid-intensity conflicts, stability
operations, humanitarian aid and disaster relief, etc.).11 And the
vast majority of such commitments will remain discretionary.
Accordingly, and based upon likely future strategic realities, the
need for the CF to undertake a wider range of combat roles and
missions seems less than compelling.    

Beyond this, and once again given the fact that Canada will
doubtless play the role of coalition partner in future engagements
(and quite likely a relatively junior partner at that), the likelihood
of gaining appreciably more political or diplomatic capital from
a substantial investment in additional capabilities – particularly
at the high-intensity end – is unclear.

Ultimately, the ability to prevail in such engagements will
lie in the hands of coalition leaders rather than those of the led.
And forces mirroring those of the lead nation may well be redun-
dant at best and irrelevant at worst. In such cases, a larger force
may yield at best marginal returns militarily and limited addi-
tional salience and influence politically and diplomatically.
Consequently, the pursuit of general purpose or at least marked-
ly larger constructs may result in a force that is not only overly
costly, but one with a number of capabilities that are rarely – if
ever – used.   

b) Emphasizing the Assets: Niche Options

Alternatively, we might consider moves toward niche force
specialization and the emphasis of certain key military assets.
Here the argument is that if economics is truly the main con-
straint facing an improvement in our defence strategy, then let's
really get serious about it. A balanced force offers too little capa-
bility at too high a cost.  Far better to specialize and bank on the
near certainty of doing certain things well than risk mediocrity –
or perhaps even failure – by undertaking a range of tasks and
thereby spread forces too thin. Simply put, force specialization
promises exceptional security value at reasonable cost.

In fact, many see niche logic as the key to both small and
middle powers playing a major role in addressing the challenges
of a highly fluid – and uncertain – security environment. Today,
security threats and challenges are so diverse, diffuse, localized
and technology-driven that a country with special competencies
or positioning can have "huge leverage." As one commentator
has observed; there may be a number of opportunities "for
Davids to fight alongside Goliaths, if they bring the right sling-
shot."12 Indeed, effective niching holds out the prospect of turn-
ing an economic necessity into a military virtue.

Certainly, recent years have witnessed growing interest in
the potential benefits of specialization among other nations and
their militaries. In fact, such logic is already operative in the

Norwegian armed forces – a fact reflected in an increased spe-
cialization in the areas of mine-clearing, mountain reconnais-
sance and urban operations, as well as in the armed forces of
Poland, (i.e. for stabilization operations), Latvia (i.e. live-ord-
nance disposal) and the Czech Republic (i.e. chemical and bio-
logical weapons detection).13

In Canada's case, ideas tabled have included: the creation
of a force dedicated to reconnaissance, aerial surveillance and
monitoring, a rapid-deployment stabilization-type force,14 a
peace-building and reconstruction force,15 and a force emphasiz-
ing a special operations capability (e.g. "Ranger-like" capability,
or Marines).16

Still, wholesale adoption of niche strategies carries a num-
ber of risks. On the one hand, choosing an optimal niche focus
can be difficult – particularly within an international security
environment strongly informed by uncertainty and rapid change.
Developments in the international arena may generate contin-
gencies in which specializations pursued are rarely required.
Indeed, given the present and likely future security environment,
distinctions between missions may increasingly blur.
Peacekeeping may quickly morph into enforcement and war-
fighting. And even domestic contingencies are likely to become
more multifaceted and complex.  Accordingly, forces that are too
specialized may prove incapable of coping with the contingen-
cies that arise (and would be highly vulnerable).  

A niche orientation may also work to encourage a percep-
tion of a national force as "excessively limited" – either inca-
pable or perhaps even unwilling of doing much else. And if the
niche chosen is an area characterized by particularly high
demand, one may become a prisoner of one's own success.
Indeed, effective niching may lead to an over-dependence of
allies on certain military contributions and an increase of exter-
nal pressure on the nation involved to contribute. The result may
well be some narrowing of one's perceived freedom of action
when considering participation in coalition operations.

Nor, despite some recent evidence to the contrary, are such
strategies especially popular with the armed services. Not only
would a niche focus require major alterations in strategy, pro-
curement, and training, but considerable bureaucratic adjust-
ment. The contraction of missions and capabilities that niching
generally involves would risk an elimination of long-standing
and important competencies from the military repertoire, and
would stunt both the learning processes and expectation horizons
of soldiers and their leaders alike.17 And on the political side,
leaders embracing a niche focus may be tempted to sacrifice mil-
itary effectiveness to considerations of economy – seeking out
the safest and cheapest roles, as well as those requiring a mini-
mum of equipment.18

Accordingly, strict pursuit of a niche specialization is not
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only politically unrealistic, but excessively risky on a number of
counts.19

c) "Constabulary-Like" Variants 

A final – albeit distinctly minority view – would have us
move to some variant of a constabulary (or policing) force. Here
the tendency is to advocate constructs calling for an emphasis on
territorial defence and sovereignty protection – yet with a mod-
est expeditionary mission as well.  Most notably, land force mis-
sions abroad would be confined to traditional (i.e. non-combat)
UN peacekeeping activity.20

In one such vision, peacekeeping commitments would be
heavily – if not exclusively – UN focussed, with the CF con-
tributing to the UN Standing force (i.e. SHIRBRIG).  At the
same time, Canada would withdraw military and financial sup-
port from NATO, and pull out of all peace-enforcement/stabi-
lization operations involving the prospect of combat operations
(e.g. Bosnia, Afghanistan). 

The model would forsake all "offensive-oriented" capabili-
ties associated with the so-called Revolution in Military Affairs
(RMA). Accordingly, forces for air-to-ground attack, heavy
artillery, heavy armour, tanks, submarine and anti-submarine
warfare capacities would be discarded.21 Canada would with-
draw from the joint strike fighter (JSF) programme, and use its
existing fighter-capability only for territorial defence. Plans to
convert transport aircraft into long-range refuelling aircraft
would be cancelled. And concerted efforts would be made to
eliminate any waste or mismanagement in the procurement sys-
tem (i.e. rid forces of obsolete and unwanted equipment).22

Resources saved would be used to better fund the remain-
ing force – most notably by adding additional capacity to engage
in traditional peacekeeping missions. Accordingly, greater
emphasis would be placed on securing well-equipped light
infantry and support vehicles, as well as dedicated strategic lift.
Additional savings would be directed towards increasing non-
military capacities for contributing to international peace and
security (e.g. a strengthened diplomatic corps, increased and
more effectively directed foreign aid).23 The result, some argue,
would be a force capable of ensuring security and sovereignty at
home and a force that would possess more international legiti-
macy and relevance than a NATO-based approach.  

Certainly, the forces inherent in such visions would not
likely pose excessive fiscal or economic burdens on a govern-
ment. In fact, given that resources saved by forsaking future
combat missions abroad would be re-directed to a more limited
set of commitments and tasks, constabulary models would be
attainable. And it is likely that the ability of all three services to
meet their principal responsibilities would not only be achieved,

but also bolstered.24

Beyond this, advocacy of an additional concentration on
traditional peacekeeping operations and the curtailing of any sig-
nificant combat role abroad would undoubtedly play to a sec-
ondary but nevertheless significant strain of opinion in the
Canadian body politic. Indeed, this addresses the desires of those
groups advocating greater independence of thought and action in
Canadian policy, greater support for the UN and a CF primarily
devoted to traditional peacekeeping. 

Still, such a profound revision of missions and capabilities
would pose innumerable problems. For instance, it presents a
clear challenge to the culture and ethos of the CF.  In particular,
it directly and fundamentally threatens longstanding visions of
the Canadian army as an expeditionary force "par excellence,"
whose core purpose is to engage in combat. Internal opposition
to such plans would therefore be considerable.

Movement in such a direction would also carry diplomatic
risks. Indeed, it could well be taken as signalling an abrupt
retreat of Canada from the international stage.25 Proposals argu-
ing for Canada to abandon NATO would necessitate a marked
scaling back of Canada's commitments,26 and would imply far
less willingness to share key burdens and risks associated with
the pursuit of a stable and secure international order. One result
could well be an erosion of relationships with key allies as well
as a decline of Canadian influence and status in a range of inter-
national security institutions and councils. Yet another would be
the loss of much of the technical, scientific and intelligence
information that Canada's involvement in such security relation-
ships inevitably generates.

Commitments to more active diplomatic engagement, for-
eign aid and continued participation in traditional (i.e. inter-posi-
tional) peacekeeping operations would not likely relieve con-
cerns over such a move. While diplomacy and foreign aid are
undoubtedly crucial to the pursuit of international peace and sta-
bility, they are also not be sufficient in and of themselves to guar-
antee it. Violent conflict will continue to occur.  In fact, with
ongoing trends in the international security environment strong-
ly suggesting a future in which conflicts will be highly fluid,
complex, and increasingly deadly, combat forces capable of
engaging in peace enforcement are likely to remain the order of
the day and few opportunities for traditional peacekeeping are
likely to arise. 

Put simply, the practical result of a traditional and primari-
ly UN oriented peacekeeping focus could well be less an asser-
tion of a valued Canadian tradition than confinement of the CFs
expeditionary role to a state of irrelevance. And the diplomatic
payoffs offered would undoubtedly prove equally unimpressive.  
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Conclusion:
Stuck with the Status Quo?

At the end of the day, and despite its problems, the status
quo and the multipurpose, combat-capable force model which
informs it retains considerable power. What's more, it offers a
stronger, more realistic choice than major alternatives.  More
economically and politically viable than either a broader, more
general-purpose construct, and more useful militarily, politically
and diplomatically than a constabulary-type force, the multipur-
pose option appears to offer the right amount of capability and
insurance at a reasonable cost.

The superiority of such a model is also evident when com-
pared with niche force thinking. Indeed, while such constructs
would offer greater capability to perform certain specific mis-
sions, the obstacles associated with their achievement are likely
to prove prohibitive – particularly given the fact that an
improved, multi-purpose force would provide at least some of
the capabilities that each would offer. 

Does this mean that nothing should be done to improve the
present state of affairs? Certainly not.  The CF must continue to
grapple with key shortfalls such as strategic and tactical lift,
problems of sustainment, and with ensuring that it has sufficient,
well-trained personnel in the years ahead. 

Adoption of some of the thinking advanced by advocates of
niche logic could also produce benefits. When added to or given
somewhat greater emphasis within a multipurpose construct,
such ideas could in effect result in a model more tailored to the
challenges and threats that are increasingly likely to characterize
the emerging security environment.  

For instance, the development of enhanced light forces may
be a particularly fruitful avenue for exploration. Indeed, pursuit
of such forces would increase capabilities to meet asymmetric
challenges in complex environments (e.g. irregular and urban
combat), yet still offer additional and improved generic skills
which would be applicable to contingencies throughout the spec-
trum of conflict as well as in Operations Other than War
(OOTW). 

A slightly greater emphasis on domestic and continental
operations could also be useful. Such a move would aim at
sharpening capabilities primarily -- although not exclusively --
for the purpose of meeting asymmetric threats (terrorism in par-
ticular). 

Here, the potential payoffs, both in terms of security and
political optics, could be considerable. While non-military activ-
ities are likely be more important than military power in the pur-
suit of continental security, greater military cooperation with the
US, as well as provision of some additional military capability in
this area (e.g. NBC defence, protection of critical infrastructure,

crisis response) would not only bolster Canadian security, but
would offer reassurance to the US at a time when such reassur-
ance is increasingly crucial to the US-Canadian relationship.
Given that the US is Canada's most important ally and largest
trading partner, ensuring Washington that Canada is vigilant in
the war on terror is clearly in the national interest. 

Continued pursuit of the department's defence transforma-
tion agenda is vital as well. In fact, it is more in the area of
changing the character of forces and the processes by which
they operate and interact that significant improvements can
occur – not in the area of overall force size and structure. In this
regard, continued pursuit of a more knowledge-based, lighter,
more flexible, and agile force is essential. So too is an enhanced
ability to network efficiently and effectively both with other mil-
itaries, with other government departments and agencies and
with NGOs. Given the complexities likely to characterize future
threats and challenges, no one department is likely to have a
monopoly on ensuring security.

Last, but certainly not least, we must think more carefully
about how, or more accurately, how often our forces are
employed and to what purposes. While Canada's recent perform-
ance may be relatively solid, future judgements about when and
where Canada should contribute to missions abroad must contin-
ue to be informed by sound analysis of Canada's core interests
and goals in the years ahead. 

The views expressed are those of the author, and do no neces-
sarily reflect the views of the Institute or its members.
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