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A World in Disarray, What Role for Canada? 

 INTRODUCTION 
 
On May 2, 2017, the Canadian Global Affairs Institute held its annual conference at the Château 

Laurier in Ottawa. The crowd was a mix of people from business, academia and the defence 

industry, as well as diplomatic guests. The panels discussed a broad range of topics, from energy 

to defence procurement.   

CGAI president Kelly Ogle opened the program by welcoming attendees. Senior analyst David 

Perry then announced a new initiative by CGAI and Women in Defence & Security (WiDS), 

focused on publishing, networking and mentoring opportunities for WiDS scholarship 

applicants within the defence and international security world. 

Conference discussions turned upon a relatively small number of topics: defence, Canada-U.S. 

relations (in both trade and defence), and a changing, more unpredictable world. 
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DEFENCE 

ith the imminent release of the much-anticipated Defence Policy Review (the CGAI 

submission to the DPR can be found here), there was much discussion at the 

Château Laurier with regards to Canada’s defence; indeed, the final panel was dedicated to 

defence procurement. 

For the first time in decades, a world in disarray has created questions with regards to Canada’s 

most important defence relationship. Panel moderator Stephen Saideman, a CGAI fellow and 

professor at Carleton University, pointed out that the election of a president less disposed 

towards America’s traditional alliance structure means we can actually describe the U.S.-Canada 

relationship as less than solid. 

President Donald Trump’s attack on Canadian trade issues will be discussed later. However, 

despite this newfound (but not unprecedented) hostility, continental defence has been the glue 

holding the bilateral relationship together. The groundwork for continental defence, and more 

specifically the NORAD arrangement, was laid in the early years of the Second World War and 

has been the cornerstone of U.S.-Canada good will. According to CGAI Fellow Andrea Charron, 

this has led it to acquire almost mythical status — no matter what happens between Canada and 

the United States, there will always be a desire to share in the defence of North America. 

But this too, she said, needs a new look, prompted by a changing threat environment. Charron 

said despite the fact that Russia remains the main driver of NORAD’s threat analysis, the tactical 

threats faced are not the same. Cruise missiles that fly low and fast, can loiter and are semi- if 

not fully autonomous, require two things: a new North Warning System (which Charron 

estimates to be a $4 billion project) and a new doctrine (one which targets not just the “arrows” 

but the “archer” as well). The latter is inherently more offensively minded and requires not only 

maritime warning but a maritime control function. And, she finally adds, Charron added that 

truly modernizing NORAD requires control over cyber, space and land functions. 

Al Stephenson also spoke of renewal and re-evaluation. Stephenson acknowledged that Trump 

has indeed brought more uncertainty into the relationship, but Canada has been doing so itself 

in the defence realm for quite some time in the form of disparate and unpredictable spending. 

The CGAI fellow and former CF-18 pilot says that the time has come for Canada to perform a 

holistic national security — not just defence — review. So far, Canada has shown no evidence of 

a strategic vision in the realm of a safety-security-defence continuum. Canada needs a new 

national security statement based on its own interests.   

Stephenson recently released a CGAI paper which discussed these issues in more depth, and it 

can be found here. 

W 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/cdfai/pages/1085/attachments/original/1467750280/Defence_Collection.pdf?1467750280
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/cdfai/pages/1611/attachments/original/1493437070/Staying_Ahead_of_Trump_on_Security_Requires_a_Holistic_Review_of_Canadian_National_Security.pdf?1493437070
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Defence procurement has worked against the Canadian national interest for decades. The 

conference had an entire panel dedicated to the problem of funding deferment in the recent 

federal budget, something that has occurred over successive governments. 

Procurement has long been seen as a major problem. As Perry said on his panel, even the so-

called “good” projects are late in meeting Initial Operational Capability (IOC) goals. The 

Department of National Defence (DND) is unable to spend the money it is given in a timely 

manner, so no wonder there is a constant deferment of funds. The final panel of the day 

discussed the issue in depth. 

Sahir Khan, executive vice-president of the Institute of Fiscal Studies and Democracy at the 

University of Ottawa, said policy priorities — or national interests, more broadly speaking — are 

responsible for this broken system. The three goals currently being chased in procurement 

projects — getting the right kit, making this work fiscally and creating economic benefits in the 

process — have created too many layers that prevent actually making purchases. He says that 

these three things cannot be achieved simultaneously. And, as governments pile on more and 

more policy objectives in all departments, there is less and less ability to achieve the core 

function of buying kit for the Canadian Armed Forces. 

Khan laid out the basic troubling history and reality of Canadian defence spending: it has been 

decreasing in real terms as a percentage of GDP since the Pearson era, as well as a proportion of 

the federal budget. Defence is not and has not been a priority for decades. As Khan and 

moderator Tom Ring pointed out, Canadians do not care about defence spending, so neither do 

politicians. 

But even if that is the case, it does not mean that the system cannot and should not be fixed so 

that the money available is spent more judiciously. The third panellist, Pierre Lagueux, former 

Assistant Deputy Minister of Materiel and a retired industry consultant, laid out some hard 

truths as well. For one, there is a great deal of uncertainty in the minds of those in industry. 

They ask whether deferment means that funding will not just be pushed into the future, but 

possibly not spent at all. And what does this mean for contracts currently in place?  

Lagueux also pointed out that defence is not a good market in a free-market sense. It is high 

risk, there are few clients, few services, and it does not provide steady business (tanks and 

planes are generational buys). This leads industry to proceed with caution and limit investment 

until it is sure there is hope for a project. Through ineptness, uncertainty and now deferment, 

the government has proven to be a poor customer. And, if it places even more risk on industry, 

you can expect to be charged for it.  
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CANADA-U.S. RELATIONS 

Since last November, no topic has been more thoroughly discussed in Canada than the 

relationship with our largest trading partner, closest ally and geographical neighbour. As 

mentioned, continental defence is considered sacrosanct in that relationship, and in some ways 

free trade and NAFTA have progressed to being seen in that light, too. However, recent rhetoric 

out of the United States — and specifically from the Trump Administration – has brought the 

free movement of goods over Canada’s southern border into question. This has created massive 

instability in Canada’s investment environment — critical for a country that historically relies on 

foreign capital for growth. Both former deputy prime minister John Manley and former Quebec 

premier Jean Charest (panellists and members of the CGAI Advisory Council) agreed that it is 

quite clear from their travels and discussions with leaders around the world that there will be no 

major outside investment in Canada until the NAFTA uncertainty is settled.   

Achieving a settlement, however, will not be easy, and will require Canada to be more forceful in 

identifying what it wants. Laura Dawson, CGAI Advisory Council member and director of the 

Canada Institute at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, said that the Administration 

contains multiple factions with multiple trade agendas, and the dominant one has yet to be 

revealed. This complicates Canada’s negotiations, but Canada can assert itself by using strength 

and innovation. Dawson suggested that in some aspects of the relationship an auto pact-style 

arrangement may be needed, in which companies are forced to do what they need to do through 

incentives. Sarah Goldfeder insisted that Canada needs to have a list of demands and interests if 

it is to succeed in any negotiations, and any negotiating position must be equal parts offence and 

defence.  

Panellists enumerated the reasons for such uncertainty with regards to the NAFTA 

renegotiations. Part of this is because “we didn’t start the fire” as CGAI Advisory Council 

member Ian Brodie suggested — so we simply do not know the reasoning behind the 

negotiations, making it harder to know the Americans’ goals. Dawson warned further that 

Canada will lose something, especially with regards to dairy supply management, a reality that 

dawned in both the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Canada-European Union Comprehensive 

Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA). She added that unlike Mexico, Canada has no ace in 

the hole. Mexico can stop buying American corn and cause major economic disruption. Canada 

has no such lever. Using what she has gleaned through her extensive network in Washington, 

Dawson explained the mood among U.S. lawmakers that compounds the uncertainty. Many of 

them see renegotiating NAFTA as a legislative exercise — they pass it and it happens — and 

forget that they have two other countries with their own internal politics to deal with. Further to 

this, Manley revealed an uncomfortable truth: if autos and energy are taken out of the equation, 

there is little to Canadian exports as a gross percentage. Canadians can discuss diversifying our 

export market away from the U.S. all we want, but our two largest and most significant exports 

rely almost exclusively on our southern neighbour buying them. Manley added that, of course, 

the auto pact has made the industry so integrated between the countries that it is impossible to 

diversify. 
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However, the energy panel provided a counter to this potential negative aspect of Canadian 

exports. Sergio Marchi, president and CEO of the Canadian Electricity Association, said that 

among other elements, the necessary Canadian energy strategy includes sustaining and 

deepening collaboration with the U.S.  Jacob Irving pointed out that not only is Canada a net 

exporter of oil and gas to the U.S., but it holds that status with all forms of energy. 

With the uncertainty south of the border also comes opportunity for Canada. Manley said that 

while this has always been the case, Canada can especially now be a unique voice from the North 

American continent. This is a voice that is sought around the world, one which Canada can 

leverage. 

A WORLD IN DISARRAY 

The conference title was A World in Disarray: What Role for Canada? The reasons for this 

disarray were many and varied. Bob Rae, CGAI Advisory Council member and former Ontario 

premier, described the biggest disrupter: Since 1945 there had been a desire to build a better 

world order guided by U.S. leadership, but the superpower has no desire to maintain that role. 

Charest pointed to the economic crisis of 2008, which forced the West to look inward, as the 

cause for this turn from world leadership. To that Rae added, and Manley concurred, that the 

world was simultaneously undergoing rapid economic, technological and demographic changes 

— a perfect storm for a chaotic world order. Manley elaborated on the lack of clear leadership by 

saying he believes we are witnessing a geopolitical shift, with the American century setting and a 

Chinese one rising. 

There is more to this re-ordering than geopolitics though, because at a more granular level 

populism and nationalism have gripped the world’s imagination. While the results of the recent 

French presidential election have led to some rejoicing over the end of a nationalist/populist 

wave, Charest warned that these elements do not need to be elected in order to affect attitudes 

and change politics. Charest also pointed out that the standard examples the media give — 

Brexit, Trump, Marine Le Pen — are not the only or even most dangerous ones. Nationalist 

rhetoric is on the rise in Russia, China and both Koreas, and in these countries it is combined 

with a marked increase in defence spending. This dangerous phenomenon will directly affect 

Canada with regards to the NAFTA renegotiations. Dawson explained during her panel remarks 

that Mexico is not immune to populism — in fact, it has a strong history of nationalism and 

populism which is distinctly anti-American — and Trump’s attacks have brought this aspect of 

Mexican political culture back to prominence. 

Charest suggested that until the West finds a visionary leader who offers a positive direction, 

populism will persist. Closer to home, Brodie said that were it not for the strength of oil and gas 

in Alberta providing good, high-paying blue collar jobs, Canada would not look as immune to 

the populist wave as it appears on the world stage now. But that could change. The conference 

had a dedicated energy panel, but many other participants touched upon the idea of the 

uncertainty and disarray of getting Canadian resources to market. 
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It is no secret that Canada has had a hard time building the infrastructure required to get oil and 

gas to market, and there are several reasons for this. For starters, there is a lack of consultation.  

Politicians and the media are mainly focused on consultations with aboriginal stakeholders, an 

issue that, according to both Rae and Charest, can be solved through negotiated action (as 

opposed to symbolism), as well as through recognition and respect. This requires a new 

relationship that is not based simply on money, whether from the government or resource 

companies. While this issue has been the most high-profile, other stakeholders remain. The 

provinces must also be brought on board. This was stressed by Mike Cleland and Manley, who 

said that Canada may have already missed a major opportunity in Asia with regards to natural 

gas due to the inability to come together on infrastructure. 

This confusion has not only cost Canada market share, but investment in the overall economy. 

Charest said there is a sense internationally that until Canada is able to figure out how to build 

things in a timely manner, there will be no investment. To get the energy house in order, Marchi 

said Canada needs a “best” policy containing four elements: 1) Approve and execute the 

Canadian energy strategy that governments and industry have agreed on; 2) Government has to 

build and sustain a consensus for a long-term climate change strategy; 3) Sustain and deepen 

energy collaboration with the U.S.; and 4) Talk to the next generation of Canadians to create an 

atmosphere of being builders again. Cleland insisted we need a coherent narrative surrounding 

our energy plans, as well as reform to the process, so that approvals can be sped up. But, in the 

end, Marchi said simply we need leaders who have the courage to act in the national interest to 

make decisions and to follow through on them.   

CONCLUSION 

We live in interesting times, but it does not have to be a curse, as the Chinese proverb suggests.  

Canada may have significant challenges — at home and sometimes of our own making, and 

abroad, as massive changes take hold and shape the future. However, a country celebrating its 

150th birthday also has many advantages that have not only served us well, but will continue to 

do so. Canada is blessed with natural abundance and human resources that have provided 

wealth and prosperity to its people. This requires a place for Canada in the world. As Rae said, 

the world is in us as much as we are in the world — we are a country of international citizens, 

and one that relies on international trade. This does not come easily, and takes effort and 

thought. A discussion such as that held by the Canadian Global Affairs Institute is the perfect 

example of what the people of Canada need. 
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The Canadian Global Affairs Institute focuses on the entire range of Canada’s international 
relations in all its forms including (in partnership with the University of Calgary’s School of 
Public Policy), trade investment and international capacity building. Successor to the Canadian 
Defence and Foreign Affairs Institute (CDFAI, which was established in 2001), the Institute 
works to inform Canadians about the importance of having a respected and influential voice in 
those parts of the globe where Canada has significant interests due to trade and investment, 
origins of Canada’s population, geographic security (and especially security of North America in 
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nations. The Institute aims to demonstrate to Canadians the importance of comprehensive 
foreign, defence and trade policies which both express our values and represent our interests.  
 
The Institute was created to bridge the gap between what Canadians need to know about 
Canadian international activities and what they do know. Historically Canadians have tended to 
look abroad out of a search for markets because Canada depends heavily on foreign trade. In the 
modern post-Cold War world, however, global security and stability have become the bedrocks 
of global commerce and the free movement of people, goods and ideas across international 
boundaries. Canada has striven to open the world since the 1930s and was a driving factor 
behind the adoption of the main structures which underpin globalization such as the 
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Institute recognizes Canada’s contribution to a globalized world and aims to inform Canadians 
about Canada’s role in that process and the connection between globalization and security.  
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publications and programs are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
Institute staff, fellows, directors, advisors or any individuals or organizations that provide 
financial support to the Institute. 
 
 


