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Of opportunities and warning signs along the militarization highway 
 
In a remarkably speedy departure from what had become its traditional military posture, Canada has now 
launched the plan to quadruple military spending. There are both opportunities, though not the dubious 
economic ones that are promoted through official talking points, and warning signs to be heeded along the 
militarization path we’ve now joined.  
 
Having merged onto the militarization highway, Canada is now on track to take military spending from 1.3% of 
GDP to the target of 3.5%, plus another 1.5% on related infrastructure. So far, the prevailing national narrative 
labels it a highway to economic opportunity.  
 
No matter how challenging the burgeoning national debt might become, any talk of military spending as a 
“burden” now has a kind of blasé, almost anti-social, ring to it. There are certainly no Churchillian calls on 
Canadians to endure sacrifice, to rally round, in the face of an urgent security crisis. No, Canadians are simply 
assured that if the Government just borrows a lot more money and cuts some civil service jobs in the name of 
efficiency, new fighter jets and submarines will transport us toward a prosperous new dawn.  
 
The Prime Minister and his Government still have a chance to convert this dramatic military expansion into at 
least two kinds of genuine opportunity and meet urgent needs in the process. One is to finally meet the previous 
Government’s promise, currently ignored but not yet explicitly disavowed, to re-engage with UN-mandated 
peacekeeping and to contribute to similarly mandated multilateral peace support operations. The other is to 
match military expansion with a commensurately expanded capacity in diplomacy.  
 
In the fourth quarter of 2025, Nanos Research conducted an extensive survey, commissioned by the University 
of Calgary, of Canadian attitudes towards defence and security issues.1 On the general question, “What should 
be Canada’s role in the world,” respondents wrote in their preferences and it was the category of  
“peacekeepers/mediator/voice of reason” that topped the list. That was the priority for 30 percent of 
respondents, more than double the second highest choice, “a strong trade partner/economic leader/natural 
resource exporter,” the preference of 14%. The survey report lists the top 11 responses and they don’t include 
any reference to a military role. When asked directly whether Canada needs a strong military to be effective 
internationally, 65 percent said yes, but 66 percent also said yes to the proposition that the best way for Canada 
to be a world leader is through building international consensus. 
 
Those results should tell us two things: 1) that Canadians want to see a significant part of Canada’s major 
increases in defence spending devoted to supporting a return to serious peacekeeping; and 2) instead of cutting 
its diplomatic capabilities, Canada should substantially increase them, with a specific mandate to engage in 
sustained peace diplomacy, mediation, and arms control – to build consensus and strengthen the voices of 
reason that the world desperately needs. 
 
 
 

http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/
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Peacekeeping 
UN Peacekeeping is currently under-funded, under-staffed, and most certainly under-appreciated – and 
Canadians are telling the Government to recover its peacekeeper and peacebuilder role. 
 
Prof. Walter Dorn, a foremost Canadian peacekeeping expert at the Canadian Forces College and Royal Military 
College, says it’s not too late for Canada to offer timely leadership to help revitalize peacekeeping as a vital 
“tool for conflict resolution and international mediation.” He points out, not only that “many current conflicts 
need UN peacekeepers to reach a stable and sustainable peace,” but also that with the skills of Canadian men 
and women in uniform, this country “could once again become a responsible and reliable leader in UN peace 
operations” – we just “need action-oriented politicians to make it so.2 
 
Diplomacy 
An extensive, informative report by Neil Moss in Hill Times reviews planned spending cuts at Global Affairs 
Canada and the reactions of senior former diplomats and academics.3 A key point they make is that the Prime 
Minister has laid out an ambitious international agenda in trade and security cooperation, which former senior 
diplomat Roy Norton points out requires “labour-intensive” diplomacy to “follow up and move things from 
verbalization to actualization.” 
 
Norton told the Hill Times that “across-the-board, quasi-uniform cuts don’t necessarily take into account what 
… are declared government priorities.” He warned that “the government’s setting itself up—I fear—for the 
inability to deliver, and for the incitement of cynicism about talk not being followed by action.”  
 
Moss also quotes University of Ottawa professor Roland Paris, director of the Graduate School of Public and 
International Affairs, warning that “Mark Carney has prioritized deepening and expanding Canada’s economic 
and security relationships around the world, in some cases with challenging partners,” a strategy that places “a 
premium on effective and sustained diplomacy.” He added, that “makes the planned cuts to Canada’s foreign 
ministry seem both ill-timed and short-sighted.” He recognized that the Government “is making important and 
necessary investments in defence,” but noted that “Canada will need far more than military tools to navigate 
the more complex world the prime minister himself has described.”  
 
Prime Minister Carney himself also made the case for intensified diplomacy, notably with some of the 
“challenging parters” Paris referred to. In the context of his meetings with President Xi in China, the Prime 
Minister said (in his Nov 3/25 press conference in South Korea): “we have to talk to each other if we want to 
make progress and address issues.”4  
 
It is the conventional wisdom that diplomacy supported by military heft will be more effective. So, if effective 
diplomacy needs military backing, then this is surely the time for Canada to expand, not curtail, its diplomatic 
presence to take advantage of the coming enhanced military power.  
 
Building consensus is not simply a matter of speedy deal-making. Michael Ignatieff, author, educator, and the 
former Leader of the Liberal Party of Canada, says this of diplomats and diplomacy: 

“Diplomats create frameworks, draft documents negotiate undertakings and create institutions to back 
up observance of agreements and make them last. Diplomacy is about creating processes, relationships 
and institutions that bring stability to the international system….”5  

 
Opportunities for effective peacekeeping and consensus building are available in Canada’s military expansion, 
but warning signs are also there to be heeded. 
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A changing Canadian psyche?  
Without overt commitments to peacekeeping, consensus building, and war prevention diplomacy, an expanded 
military will inevitably add to strategic tensions and expand the possibilities for contributing to the kinds of 
military interventions that end up making things much worse – post-Cold War examples make up a well-
rehearsed list of failed military interventions, from Somalia to Afghanistan, to Iraq, Libya, and currently 
Palestine, Iran, and Lebanon.  
 
The Canadian academic and prominent security analyst, Peter Jones of the University of Ottawa, has explored 
the implications of Canada’s turn onto a much more prominent military path that Canadians generally are not 
accustomed to travelling6: 

“…[I]t’s not clear that Canadians are used to thinking of themselves as a serious military power. It will 
require some significant leadership on the part of our politicians and military leaders to take the public 
consciousness into this space.” 

In an important and informative essay, Prof. Jones suggests that our political and diplomatic class will have to 
get “ready to think of Canada as something other than a small, lightly armed junior ally.”  
 
That’s a timely reminder that should also be taken as a warning that the present course is bound to alter the 
character of this country – and not in a good way. Canada’s political psyche is already affected, displaying a 
growing sense, if media headlines and commentaries are an indication, that we are a weak country, under siege, 
our sovereignty vulnerable, and our resilience wanting. Of course, we are indeed in a significantly changed 
international security environment, but explorations of responses that focus on revitalizing global multilateral 
institutions and diplomatic processes are drowned out in the steady stream of commentaries by pundits, 
politicians, and security analysts that reinforce and cultivate the climate of impending threat, and presenting 
the lack of sufficient military might as the cause.7  
 
The point is not to suggest that any of those individual reports or analyses are fake news. They are serious 
accounts that nevertheless reinforce a political mood that leaves little space for alternative perspectives or for 
mitigating factors. They collectively promote largely uncritical acceptance of the West’s sharp turn toward a 
much more militarized posture toward strategic rivals. 
 
A climate of fear and foreboding 
The current political mood is stoking the kind of fear and foreboding necessary to assure public buy-in to policies 
and programs that privilege public spending on all things military over support for a host of other programs 
that face critical funding shortages.  
 
That sense of fear and foreboding is welcomed by some as simply facing a new reality, but it also proves useful 
in manufacturing consent for one of the country’s sharpest and most abrupt policy turns – based less on any 
independent assessment of what Canada’s most effective response to a divided world should be, than on an 
arbitrary, politically charged, NATO military spending formula and some, probably futile, efforts get around a 
mercurial American president’s punitive trade action whims. 
 
The Canadian public had long accepted and largely appreciated that Canada consistently chose to be a relatively 
modest military power. It was not the laggard it was regularly caricatured to be. It still contributed to collective 
security as a reliable alliance member, consistently the sixth or seventh highest military spender in NATO.8 It 
remained a long and trustworthy partner in NORAD, and for some considerable time Canada was also a 
dedicated contributor to United Nations peacekeeping.  
 
In the first quarter of this century, Liberal and Conservative Governments maintained that basic posture (except 
for their mutual retreat from peacekeeping). The failure of successive Canadian Governments was not their 
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military spending restraint, but their declining commitment to bold action on the global stage in multilateral 
initiatives, development assistance, peacebuilding, peacekeeping, and arms control and war prevention 
diplomacy.  
 
One prominent characteristic of a climate of fear and foreboding is that it offers no prospect of reaching a point 
of persuasive assurance and military sufficiency. To sustain public support for military spending at four times 
Canada’s traditional rate there will be no let-up in claims of heightened dangers that lurk in all that Russia and 
China do or fail to do – especially in or near the Arctic. Even if that 5% of GDP is reached, for many security 
professionals it will turn out not to be enough. We just need to look at American public discourse on security – 
with a $1 trillion military (set to go much higher even though it already outpaces many times over its peer 
adversaries combined), it still has not built confidence in the future, only bravado and an intensified narrative 
of threat and vulnerability.9 
 
Guns for Butter 
Accompanying the profound shift in Canadian security perceptions and military spending is a key argument that 
recasts the “guns or butter” debate as a “guns for butter” formula with military production promoted as a route 
to prosperity. The burdens of high levels of military spending are now prominently spoken of as 
opportunity.10 The defence industrial strategy hales the “historic opportunity to strengthen our national 
defence and our economy at the same time, in mutually reinforcing ways.”11  
 
Military industry is promoted as a welcome economic driver. And given the trade crisis, expectations regarding 
military-industrial promise is reaching new heights. Ignored are the economic studies that from the 1950s 
onwards consistently show the meagre job creation results of military spending compared with pretty much 
any other public good, from health care, to education, civilian infrastructure, and other public programs that 
enhance the quality of life of Canadians and reinforce a sense of national purpose and unity that in turn bolsters 
security.12 
 
And there is also little apparent regard for what happens when military production exhausts Canadian demand 
for particular equipment. We’ve been there before. When armoured vehicle production was launched in 
Canada in the mid-1970s to equip the Canadian Armed Forces, Canadian orders soon became intermittent or 
dried up, leaving many families in London, Ontario facing devastating job losses. Families that had once relied 
on markets for the locomotives, buses, and road graders they had been building, ended up with a stake in the 
highly competitive global arms trade when production switched to armoured vehicles. Initially the Pentagon 
became a buyer, trans-shipping some of the armoured vehicles to Saudi Arabia, but that too ran out until there 
were new direct orders from Saudi Arabia, with Canada’s vaunted restrictive arms export policy and its human 
rights principles in tatters.  
 
Canadians can be sure that the Pentagon won’t be standing ready to pick up the slack, should Canada opt to 
assemble Swedish fighter aircraft, when Canadian orders again dry up. Europe is unlikely to look to Canada for 
fighters, given its own production facilities. A switch from US to Swedish aircraft would be a positive 
development for reducing reliance on the US, but the long-term implications are currently being ignored, 
though Project Ploughshares continues to effectively document Canada’s decades-long growth in military 
commodity exports to states with records of gross and systematic human rights violations.13   
 
Peace through cooperation, consensus-building 
Peace through strength has returned as a prominent watchword, while diplomacy aimed at reducing strategic 
tensions, resolving contentious issues and conflicts, preventing war, and advancing arms control and 
disarmament is set for even further sidelining through budget cuts and the current obsessive attention to 
military procurement and production.  
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In the Arctic too, militarization is sold as the path to human security. It has taken an unprecedented enthusiasm 
for military expansion for the Government to finally promise serious implementation of long-declared 
intentions to address the Arctic’s infrastructure deficits. Of course, the interests of indigenous northers go well 
beyond infrastructure. They have over the decades called, reiterated in a comprehensive statement in 2022, 
for the Arctic “to be used exclusively for peaceful and environmentally safe purposes”14 and they certainly don’t 
want their territories to become locations for East-West strategic competition. That requires their voices to be 
prominently present in the conduct of international relations in the region, and also requires sustained region-
wide war prevention diplomacy.    
 
The requirement for indigenous involvement applies also to National Defence planning and implementation of 
upgrades to monitoring and surveillance capabilities on Canada’s northern frontiers. The same goes for 
intentions to be able to mount basic enforcement and defence capabilities against limited incursion. These are 
basic responsibilities of sovereign states, but in the Arctic the Inuit also have sovereign responsibilities in their 
constitutionally protected homelands, and there is a formal obligation to pursue meaningful consultation and 
consent for developments or initiatives that affect their homelands. 
 
Effective defence, in the Arctic and all of Canada, rests ultimately on war prevention and the peaceful resolution 
of disputes. When prevention fails and the bombs start dropping, the results are mutual destruction – no 
winners, only tragic loss. Military forces do have a prominent role to play in war prevention, but ultimately, 
security and stability are best advanced by middle powers through the “peacekeepers/mediator/voice of 
reason” roles that Canadians, in their wisdom, say should be the priority for Canada’s role in the world. 
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