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“Arctic Security: “How best to apply the windfall?” 
Ernie Regehr – Notes for Panel Presentation 
Oct 2/26 
CPG/CIPS Conference 
“Canada and the Middle Power Challenge” 
 

The theme for this panel rightly refers to the fourfold increase in annual 

DND funding over the decade1,2 as a “windfall.” For many other federally 

funded programs, it’s the opposite. They experience the DND windfall as 

ongoing cuts and austerity. 

 

For the economy and tax payers, it’s a mounting national debt and a boost 

to militarized industry that will ultimately be left to compete in the global 

arms market to survive. Former clerk of the Privy Council Alex Himelfarb 

recently asked in the Toronto Star, what we are giving up and what we will 

become: 

“when we spend more than we have ever contemplated on the 

military? We are giving up on peacekeeping which we virtually 

invented. We are cutting back on aid and diplomacy. What are the 

implications of the militarization of our economy and foreign policy? 

What kind of Canada are we building?3  

 

And we end up with a security strategy that leaves us with more than a few 

questions: 

 

-There are questions about the process by which the current path was 

chosen. It was hardly a model of democratic decision-making: conceived, as 
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it was, not in Parliament or in response to thorough, participatory public 

consultations and rigorously independent threat assessments. Instead it 

emerged from the military-centric halls of NATO, their climate of mutually 

reinforced crisis, and, to an embarrassing extent, in response to the 

arbitrary harangues of an erstwhile, mercurial, ally and putative alliance 

leader.4  

 

-We are also left to question the government’s understanding of the 

foundations of security. To be sure, it rightly assumes that a capable and 

prepared military plays a key security role, and I’ll say more about that, but 

it forgets that peace and security are built, as this gathering well knows, on 

so much more; indeed, common security and human security ultimately 

depend on the very programs now being cut – notably, diplomacy, 

development and humanitarian assistance, peacebuilding, and arms 

control.   

 

-Then there is the question of sustainability: in the long run the economic 

burden is bound to weigh more heavily. Although, it’s a burden that could 

yet provide an off-ramp. As costs rise, so will calls, here and in other NATO 

countries, for some sober second thoughts, especially after January 2029.5,6  

 

But here we are, and while the Government and DND have yet to provide 

anything close to a comprehensive plan, or rationale, for the 3.5% plus 1.5% 

of GDP defence spending windfall, the Arctic is routinely cited as a region 

of particular need. That is rightly a broadly accepted view, but it still begs 
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the question of what we are really talking about when we talk about Arctic 

security?  

 

What we’re not talking about are direct military threats to Canadian 

territory.7 Of course, in the European Arctic, security planners are rather 

more wary, and in principle, security planning is a never-say-never world 

where unexpected things can happen. So security planners are tasked to 

prepare, as much as is possible, for surprises. But they’re also tasked to 

assess likelihood and to set priorities. The point is, invasion threats are not 

what drive Arctic defence upgrades.  

 

The most immediate military need in today’s North American 

Arctic is to improve situation awareness – with awareness itself 

being a form of defence and deterrence. The more adversaries expect that 

any hostile actions toward North America would be immediately detected 

and responded to, the greater their caution. And Canada builds trust when 

its leaders can reliably assure the population, and our neighbours, of the 

absence of threats, and reliably provide early warning when threats emerge.  

 

Current surveillance gaps mean such assurances aren’t as credible as they 

should be – that’s particularly serious when tensions and suspicions run 

high. 

 

And as the Arctic becomes more accessible, Canada needs to become more 

aware of happenings throughout its northern territory. So, in 2022, before 

the current elevated spending commitments, the government designated 
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$38.6 billion (over two decades8) for NORAD Modernization, much of 

which is directed towards closing the Arctic surveillance gaps.  

 

Measures taken include: 

a) Acquisition of Arctic and Polar Over-the-Horizon Radars (A-OTHR, P-

OTHR);9,10 

b) early warning and control aircraft (GlobalEye11); 

c) Maritime surveillance aircraft (P-8A Poseidons to replace CP-140 

Auroras) 

 d) Longer-term changes include enhanced satellite air and sea 

surveillance;12  

e) Under-water surveillance sensors (stationary and self-propelled) to 

detect surface and subsurface vessel intrusions.13,14,15,16,17 

 

Of course, while awareness and detection on their own do enhance security, 

the point is obviously also to enable defence.  

 

Emerging hypersonic and advanced cruise missile technologies 

certainly complicate defence efforts, illustrating both the need for and 

limits to active defence. Protection is a sovereign responsibility, but 

credible defence also means recognizing the real-world limits on what is 

possible.  

 

It is the prospect of conventionally-armed versions of hypersonics that has 

become especially worrying to North American military planners. Nuclear 



 
ER Speaking Notes re: 

 “Arctic Security: “How best to apply the windfall?” 
Oct 02/26 CPG/CIPS Conference  

page 5 of 11 

 

armed variants are viewed to be deterred by nuclear retaliatory threats 

(MAD), but limited conventional attacks on, for example, individual 

infrastructure sites are deemed not to be amenable to nuclear deterrence, 

making active defence the only option. But others rightfully question that 

logic, pointing out that any such attack on North America would 

immediately trigger NATO’s Article 5 – as it did on 9-11. In other words, 

deterrence still applies.  

 

The search for defences against hypersonic missiles is nevertheless part of 

Canada’s NORAD modernization efforts (Peggy referred to this earlier as 

the non-strategic element of missile defence).18,19 As is well reported and 

understood, however, and as experts point out, that’s easier said than done. 

The maneuverability of hypersonic systems means unpredictable flight 

lines and destinations; the speeds with which they approach within the 

atmosphere mean that, once detected, little time remains to intercept them, 

or for layered defence; and the fact that they can be launched from ships 

and aircraft means the Arctic is only one line of possible attack – they could 

come from any direction. There will be no defence dome, golden or 

otherwise, that will provide continent-wide protection from them. Instead, 

defence would have to be pursued through point defence systems at many 

selective sites deemed to be likely targets at extraordinary cost). 

 

These kinds of attacks, as already noted, rank very low on the probability 

scale. And defences are still very much an R&D project, and, by multiple 

accounts, are likely to remain more an aspiration than a reality.  
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More likely security challenges come in the form of “grey zone” or 

“hybrid” security vulnerabilities. These demand their own analysis, 

and I can only allude to some obvious examples, like cyber attacks on 

infrastructure, dual use or ambiguous marine research operations, 

vandalizing undersea cables, misinformation, assassinations (which Tariq 

called “state terrorism”), and so on. 

 

Finally, the security concerns and responses of the indigenous 

populations in the Arctic represent another kind of urgency.20 This past 

summer the Inuit Circumpolar Council released the 2026 ICC Iqaluit 

Declaration.21 It addresses a wide range of issues, including the pointed 

reaffirmation of its landmark 1977 resolution which envisions an Arctic 

“Zone of Peace.” That was a decade before Gorbachev made a similar call 

and ahead of Mary Simons’ clear 1989 assertion that “we do not wish our 

traditional territories to be treated as a strategic military and combat zone 

between eastern and western alliances.”22 

 

But current East-West militarization does in fact treat the traditional, 

national, territories of Inuit and other indigenous homelands as a theatre of 

strategic competition, conflict, and potential combat. Furthermore, as calls 

for a zone of peace make clear, any responsible pursuit of Arctic security 

has to face up to the extraordinary vulnerability of the Arctic environment, 

physical and human, and the unacceptable damage that would be inflicted 

on it by actual combat. In fact, an interesting legal study from 2012 makes 

the point that the inevitability of such damage could render virtually any 

war-fighting in the Arctic a violation of International Humanitarian Law.23  
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Put another way, war in the Arctic can never be won and thus must never 

be fought.  

 

That makes war prevention and the return to greater regional cooperation a 

matter of urgency and the key Arctic security imperative. And that in turn 

calls for substantially strengthened capacity in diplomacy – an 

indispensable tool by which rising tensions and arms races can finally be 

reversed. And that can’t happen without engaging all the states of the 

region, notably the state that comprises more than half of the region – 

namely, Russia.  

Responding to perceived threats and insecurities with a primary focus on 

posing counter threats to deter an adversary (conventional deterrence) is 

inevitably escalatory and further entrenches the sense of insecurity and 

vulnerability – the classic security dilemma. In the long run, security and 

well-being in the Arctic will be found in strategic dialogue, in national 

common security postures that recognise that one’s own security is 

bolstered when neighbours and adversaries also feel secure. A climate of 

stability emerges out of the persistent pursuit of inclusive, rules-based, 

regional governance arrangements that focus on the well-being of the 

people and communities of the region, and on respect for the lands and 

waters where they live – all projects eminently worthy of a funding 

windfall. 
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EndNotes 
 
Notes not part of presentation 
 
And hovering over the region, as they do over the entire planet, are two familiar, persistent, and 
existential threats: climate change and nuclear weapons (now we seem to be adding unrestrained AI to the 
list).  
 
The Arctic already shows the scars of rapid climate change and nuclear weapons – the legacy Russia’s past 
testing and preparations for contemporary testing;24 while combined increases in Russia’s SSBN patrols 
and NATO’s ASW patrols add to regional tensions.25 
 
Ukraine War and Arctic: 
Russia has removed mobile air-defence (S-300 and S-400) systems from Severodvinsk – the speculation 
is that they have gone to southern Russia that is more in range of Ukrainian attacks.26 
 
Multilateralism in the Arctic: 
Three Arctic States (Canada, Norway, Finland) signed on to the “Commitment to Multilateralism” 
statement initiated by Canada and others (PM website, Sept 21/26) speaks of the “triple planetary crisis of 
climate emergency, biodiversity loss, and pollution…” [and] emerging technologies (AI). And in response, 
and in support of multilateralism, they sy the world needs “more effective provision of global public 
goods” and thus pledge themselves “to work together to reform and strengthen multilateral institutions, 
in particular the United Nations…,so they are better able to prevent confict, respond to crises, deliver 
sustainable development, promote fair trade, protect human rights and the rule of law, and address 
existing and emerging global challenges.” 
 Excellent and welcome words and intentions – and it’s worth monitoring implementation. How 
for example will the Arctic states give substance to those intentions in the Arctic? 
 
Escalating patrols in Arctic: 
Swedish, British, american Rivet Joint “(intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions by 
specialized RC-135V/W Rivet Joint aircraft) ptrols in quick succession ner the Kola Peninsula in 
intelligence gathering operations. Norwy doesn’t llow such missions on its territory near the Kola.27 
The previous day Russia had fired an Oniks. 
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