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KEY TAKEAWAYS

The defense of the Arctic and the North

American continent are national security
priorities for both the United States and
Canada.

Canadian military procurement should
focus on the air, naval, and missile defense
systems necessary for Arctic security and
continental defense.

Canada’s national defense strategy is
insufficiently funded, and Canadian
defense spending is one of the lowest in
NATO.

he United States and Canada, long-standing
allies and neighbors, share the North Amer-
ican continent and have a shared interest in
securing it against threats from potential adversaries.
For too long, the American and Canadian governments
have failed to prioritize missile defense and Arctic
security—both key components of the great power
competition that is likely to dominate the interna-
tional security landscape for the foreseeable future.
The United States, faced with the prospect of a
rising China in the Indo-Pacific, is now moving to
reposition itself, moving troops and funding out of
Europe and other regions and shifting them into the
Indo-Pacific.! The Trump Administration and Repub-
lican Congress are likely to significantly increase
funding for U.S. Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPA-
COM) and to refocus defense spending on air and
naval assets relevant to deterrence in the Indo-Pacific,
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moving away from prioritizing spending more relevant to counterinsur-
gency operations in the Middle East or deterring Russia in Eastern Europe.
To facilitate this pivot, the United States has been pushing its European

NATO allies to increase their defense spending, with a particular focus on

nations like the Baltic states, Germany, Poland, and Scandinavian countries

purchasing weapons systems that will enable the deterrence of a Russian

attack on the Baltic states. The Heritage Foundation has also called for
Southern European NATO states to play a larger role in Mediterranean

and Red Sea security.? For European NATO, these priorities make sense.

Canada, however, is the only member of NATO other than the United
States that is in North America, not Europe. Canada also has the largest
Arctic coastline within the NATO alliance. For these reasons, Canada
requires special consideration in NATO strategic defense planning separate
from the regional prioritization planning efforts currently underway among
European NATO member states.

Like the United States, Canada has focused on counterinsurgency and
peacekeeping operations in the Middle East and Africa since the end of the
Cold War, and more recently has maintained a Canadian Armed Forces bri-
gade in Latvia as part of NATO operations to deter Russian aggression in the
Baltic region. As the United States focuses on deterring Chinese aggression
and as European NATO members increase their spending and reposture
forces eastward to deter Russia, it only makes sense for Canada to rethink
its priorities within the alliance network as well. Just as Germany and Poland
increasingly focus on Baltic security and Italy and France increasingly focus
on Mediterranean security (given their force makeup and proximity to vari-
ous regions within the European theater, as well as their respective militaries’
competitive advantages), Canada should focus on Arctic security, given its
proximity to the Arctic and the increasing threat posed by China and Russia
within this region.? Canada can and should play a crucial role in great power
competition with adversaries like China and Russia in full-spectrum Arctic
security: missile defense, air defense, and maritime operations.

North American Continental Defense and Arctic Security

The Arctic became a strategic priority for the United States early in
the Cold War, with the foundation of North American Aerospace Defense
Command (NORAD), sensors along the Distance Early Warning line, and
the stationing of U.S. forces, including an air base designed to detect and, if
necessary, defeat Soviet air forces over the Arctic, in Greenland.* Starting
in the 1950s, Canada was also instrumental in the operation of the Sound
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Surveillance System, with which American and Canadian naval officers
tracked Soviet submarines in the North Atlantic.’

Still today, in deterring aggression by adversaries like China and Russia
or rogue nations like North Korea, the United States must ensure that
North America’s northern flank is secure. As the Canadian think tank the
Macdonald-Laurier Institute puts it:

[T]he Canadian Arctic is an exposed flank of North America—an obvious path
for cruise and hypersonic missiles to pass through on their way to targetsin
the United States. For this reason, the Arctic has been a military theater since
the advent of nuclear weapons and the beginning of the Cold War.¢

Russia and, increasingly, China are active in the Arctic, with both mar-
itime and air assets increasingly operating in the High North. In 2024,
Russian Tu-95MS Bear bombers and Chinese Xian H-6K bombers operated
jointly within Alaska’s Air Defense Identification Zone for the first time.” In
addition, Russian bombers capable of launching the Kodiak cruise missile,
an air-launched nuclear-capable cruise missile with a range of 2,500-2,800
kilometers, are increasingly operating over the Arctic.® If launched over
the Arctic Circle, such weapons could strike targets in most of Canada and
much of the United States with a nuclear warhead and little tactical warning,
This is just one of the many nuclear-capable systems that can target much
of North America that Russia is developing.

During the Cold War, the United States and Canada relied upon the
American nuclear arsenal to deter Soviet bombers coming over the Arctic,
and both nations had arobust line of radar and sensor stations, as well as air
bases designed to intercept and, if necessary, destroy such bombers.’ Today,
that capability has atrophied, with many bases closing, and the American
and Canadian air forces significantly smaller than what they were at the
height of the Cold War.!®

That must change. The United States and Canada must reconstitute the
capability to identify, engage, and, deter adversaries from using the Arctic
as a means to threaten North America through the High North. And the
reason for that is simple—not only may Canada itself be a target for such
an attack should there be a general war between NATO and either one of
the autocracies in Beijing or Moscow, but because any attack vector that
targets the continental United States through the Artic would have to over-
fly Canada. In such a scenario, Chinese or Russian missiles—potentially
nuclear-armed—would spend hours violating Canadian air space on their
way to targets in the American homeland. Indeed, virtually any American
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conflict with China or Russia would put Canada at risk if the High North
were not secured from missile attack. It is for this reason that Canada—with
significant material, technological, and manpower support from the United
States—should take the lead on re-establishing a robust and credible air
defense perimeter along its Arctic coastline.

Such a defensive perimeter would include the aforementioned early warn-
ing sensors, radar installations, and expanded air interceptor presence. It
would likely also include an increased number of ground-based missile-inte-
grated air and missile defenses, such as the Patriot or Terminal High Altitude
Air Defense (THAAD) systems, capable of engaging and destroying a variety
of airborne threats. Such a presence also would include a greater number of
Canadian or American fighter aircraft at existing bases—and, potentially, a
reopening of shuttered Cold War air bases in the Canadian High North.

Such bases could house Canadian or American service personnel operat-
ing the early warning stations, missile defense batteries, or air bases. Such a
distributed series of bases would not only give greater coverage across the
Arctic—which would increase chances of successful early detection and inter-
ception of adversary threats—but also increased redundancy, meaning that
if one base was destroyed, holes within the defensive architecture would not
materialize." Thatis, if large swaths of the Canadian High North were defended
or covered by only single installations, the loss of a single station, if destroyed,
would create gaps in the North American defensive posture that adversaries
could exploit and thereby increase the chances of a successful attack."?

Beyond air defenses, it is critical that Canada and the United States have
a more robust maritime presence in the Arctic. Increasingly, Chinese and
Russian surface ships and submarines operate in the Arctic. Such surface
ships can perform a number of functions, to include surveillance and recon-
naissance operations, as well as a means to generate long-range fires. Indeed,
the sea-launched Kalibr long-range nuclear-capable cruise missile has been
employed with success in Syria and in Ukraine.*

Without question, should war between NATO and Beijing or Moscow
erupt, the autocrats would be tempted to secure maritime dominance in the
Arctic, particularly if they see it as an undefended vulnerability that they
could exploit. For this reason, a strengthened Canadian naval presence in
the Arctic, in the form of icebreakers, destroyers, submarines, and ground-
and air-launched anti-ship missiles are needed to deter and, if necessary,
destroy Chinese or Russian naval assets operating in the Arctic Ocean.

Canadian National Security Strategy. Canada’s current national defense
strategy is mostly aligned with this vision, and Canadian national security
experts tend to agree with this focus as well. In 2024, the Canadian Ministry
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of National Defense published Our North, Strong and Free: A Renewed Vision
for Canada’s Defense, which correctly identifies the Arctic and the defense of
North America as Canada’s two biggest security priorities, saying:

We must place particular focus on defending the Arctic and North and its
approaches against new and accelerating threats through credible deterrence.
We will secure our Arctic and North by increasing the presence, reach, mobility
and responsiveness of the Canadian Armed Forces in the region, and along our
coasts and maritime approaches. We will also develop greater striking power
to deter adversaries and keep threats farther from our shores.*

In terms of realizing this vision, the strategy calls for expanding Canada’s
aging submarine fleet, acquiring specialized maritime sensors that can be
rapidly deployed on Canadian Arctic and offshore patrol vessels for ocean
surveillance in the High North, the construction of a new satellite ground
station, and the procurement of new tactical helicopters, ground-based air
defenses, and long-range missile capabilities. These are all good measures
and steps in the right direction.

The issue, however, is that Canadian national security strategy is insuf-
ficiently funded and that it attempts to pursue other, secondary priorities
that will only serve as strategic distractions to Canada’s biggest priorities.

Defense Spending. Canada’s national defense strategy is not funded
sufficiently to realize its goals. The current Canadian government has pro-
jected Canada’s defense-spending-to-GDP ratio to only hit 1.76 percent by
2029-2030 and 2 percent by 2032-2033." In comparison with the increases
across the rest of the alliance, this does not display any sense of urgency
from the current Canadian government. Canada is already one of the lowest
spenders in NATO, and the 2 percent conversation is not going away, with
Canada coming under increased scrutiny as the majority of NATO now
meets the 2 percent spending target that all member states have agreed
to.!* Increasingly, calls for hitting the 2 percent minimum come not just
from the United States, but from other NATO members that far exceed the
target, like Estonia and Poland, or from previously delinquent members
that have in recent years finally hit the 2 percent minimum, like Germany.

Canada can reach this target through investments in its own security and
infrastructure, with spending that helps Canadian sovereignty and also provides
jobs to Canadians. It is important to note that this is not just about spending
money as a political or face-saving measure to appease allies: It is about spending
money to make the Canadian military more capable—and therefore more effec-
tive—in dealing with threats to North America and as a vital member of NATO.
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Focusing on What Is Primary. The Canadian Armed Forces are already
operating under a limited budget and will struggle to achieve their primary
goals of securing the Arctic and North America if they allocate too much
funding and effort to other priorities.

For example, Canada’s main international effort at present is Operation
Reassurance, under which Canada acts as the Framework nation for the
NATO Multinational Brigade in Latvia, deterring Russian aggression.”
Canada’s efforts there have been appreciated, but if Canada is to focus in a
meaningful way on Arctic security and continental defense, it may need to
scale back its troop presence and operational activity in Latvia. Germany is
moving to permanently station an armored brigade next door in Lithuania,
and another Western European country should be acting as Framework
nation in Latvia or working with Riga to permanently station troops there
to deter the Russians from an attack on the Baltics. It is unlikely to make
sense for Canada to continue in this role indefinitely.

Likewise, equipment or units intended for ground operations, like peace-
keeping and counterinsurgency, should take a back seat to funding for air
and naval capabilities.

Procurement. Canadian procurement of weapon systems for the fore-
seeable future should focus on naval and air capabilities relevant to its
mission to defend the Arctic and North America. This will mark a notice-
able shift from recent years during which Canadian ground forces have
received much of the funding priority as a result of Canada’s main efforts
being counterinsurgency or peacekeeping operations in the Middle East
and the deployment of a ground combat brigade to Latvia.

As noted earlier, more interceptor aircraft are needed to cover down
on threats coming from the Arctic. In 2023, Canada decided to purchase
88 F-35As. These state-of-the-art aircraft are increasingly becoming
the “NATO standard” aircraft and are almost certainly better than any
aircraft flown by Chinese or Russian air forces—and will remain a top-
of-the-line aircraft for decades to come. Canada will have to invest in
training new pilots, expanding or updating infrastructure at key air
bases, and training pilots and crew members needed to ensure that
the United States and Canada can field a credible air defense over the
Arctic.'”® Recent disagreements over tariffs have led some to question
whether Canada should move ahead with the F-35 deal, but there simply
is no viable alternative for the Canadian military, with other options
from European suppliers inferior to the fifth-generation F-35 in capa-
bility. Additionally, these options are still subject to the broader U.S. and
NATO supply chain, just like the F-35.*
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Canada should furthermore work with the United States to procure addi-
tional early warning radar and sensors to identify inbound threats, as well as
the Patriot and THAAD systems. It should also modernize and expand its fleet
of submarines and destroyers, such that it is capable of credibly deterring and,
if necessary, defeating adversary threats within the Arctic. Given the needs of
operating for long periods in the Arctic environment, Canadian submarines
need to be long-range diesel-electric submarines with the ability to patrol for
significant lengths of time without refueling.?® Purchasing nuclear submarines
from the United States, unfortunately, is not a viable option due to the pro-
hibitively high costs involved and the serious problems the United States has
had in keeping Virginia-class nuclear submarines on time and under budget.
Canada has a number of options for the procurement of diesel submarines,
with the South Korean option being one of the most likely.* The Korean option
makes the most sense in many ways, as the design is already complete and
Korean shipbuilding consistently avoids cost overruns and delivery delays.??

Finally, Canada should make a serious investment in acquiring the Riv-
er-class destroyers. The River-class is a guided-missile, helicopter-capable
destroyer with significant anti-submarine warfare and air defense capabilities
that will replace Canada’s already retired Iroquois-class destroyers and its
aging Halifax-class frigates.>® Though there has been debate about what the
eventual cost of the program will be, the official estimate is that the 15 ships
will cost an estimated 56 billion to 60 billion Canadian dollars. In American
procurement debates, it is rare to discuss the cost of an entire program over
its life cycle (instead, the cost is discussed in terms of a per-unit cost for a
single ship or the annual cost in the budget cycle), but many in Canada have
focused on this total cost instead of the cost of a single ship or the annual cost
of the program which, spread out over decades, appears far more reasonable.

Not only are the above-mentioned vessels necessary for security, but
it is also good for Canadian workers and industry to build the River-class
destroyers in Canada, bringing thousands of direct and indirect jobs and
millions of dollars into government coffers. Construction on the first of the
ships began in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 2024, and the first three ships will
be the HMCS Fraser, Saint-Laurent, and Mackenzie.**

Infrastructure. The Canadian government’s 2024 Evaluation of Arctic
Operations found:

The CAF’s [Canadian Air Force] northern infrastructure is located far apart and
can only provide limited support for large or sustained deployments. To further
complicate the issue...the condition of Arctic infrastructure is well below the

CAF average and, without intervention, will soon move to the ‘rust out’ stage.?
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Investment in Arctic infrastructure will be a necessary aspect of Cana-
dian efforts to reassert Ottawa’s sovereignty in the Canadian Arctic. Airfields
need to be expanded to accommodate Canada’s new F-35s and P-8 Poseidon
aircraft, and port facilities would need to be added to facilitate maritime
surveillance and icebreaking by Canadian ships.

From the perspective of Canadian policymakers and citizens, a positive
side effect of this need will be improved infrastructure for Canadian resi-
dents of Arctic provinces like Nunavut. For logistical reasons, it makes the
most sense to collocate improved airfields and port facilities with major
population centers, which will both employ locals in construction and
maintenance and improve economic links with major population centers
in the rest of Canada. Such investments are necessary to not only secure
North America’s northern flank but would also provide much-needed jobs
and investments for the peoples living in Canada’s High North in remote
areas that struggle to attract economic investment.

Indeed, such an investment and reopening of shuttered Cold War-era
bases could bring economic prosperity to a number of otherwise isolated
communities. Such prosperity would be augmented by increased services
in the region, to include medical, education, and energy resources. In
particular, infrastructure investment in airfields and ports in Canadian
Arctic provinces like Nunavut, the Northwest Territories, and the Yukon
would facilitate easier travel and increased trade for residents, while also
providing for the agile employment of Canadian air and maritime assets
throughout the region.

Arctic Collaboration with Scandinavia and the United States.
Sweden and Finland’s accession to NATO, along with the efforts of long-
time NATO members Denmark and Norway, presents an opportunity for
a dramatic expansion of NATO Arctic collaboration among the United
States, Canada, and Scandinavian NATO members. An October 2024 joint
statement put out by the defense ministers of Canada, the Scandinavian
nations, and the United States reaffirmed the leading role these countries
play in ensuring stability in the Arctic and discussed opportunities to
enhance information- and intelligence-sharing to create a common oper-
ating picture, as well as ways to increase collaboration to address common
challenges in the region.?® The Canadian focus on Arctic security will not
separate it from NATO and will not isolate it, but will instead allow it to act
as aregional anchor state with strong bilateral and multilateral military ties
to the other NATO Arctic states.

One clear capability that Canada has maintained is its icebreaker fleet,
and the 2024 deal with Canada, Finland, and the United States on producing
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icebreakers demonstrates an area in which Canada can act as a force multi-
plier. President Donald Trump has repeatedly expressed a serious interest

in expanding icebreaker capabilities both for the U.S. and across the U.S.
alliance network. This represents a real opportunity for Canada to be for-
ward-leaning in security engagement with the U.S. It may be possible for
Canada to repurpose or reclassify existing icebreakers to give them a more

explicitly defense role, adding to Canadian national security efforts in the

Arctic and signaling intent to do more.

Canadian efforts to expand their own icebreaker fleet will be welcomed
by all. A Heritage Foundation Special Report, “A Strategy to Revitalize the
Defense Industrial Base for the 21st Century,” singled out icebreakers as
one of the most promising sectors for defense industrial base collaboration
between the United States and Canada.?”

Beyond maritime operations in the Arctic, Canada has for decades
played a pivotal role in continental security through NORAD. Long
serving as the sentinel of the Arctic, Canadian military personnel have
patrolled the skies and manned the radar and sensor areas along its high
north, watching for missile or air threats traversing the Arctic to North
America. Its military personnel have served in key leadership positions
within NORAD, and the United States and Canada have engaged in joint
strategic research stretching back to the days of the Manhattan proj-
ect. Canada can once again demonstrate its leadership in continental
defense by championing and building a new generation of sensor and
radar arrays optimized to detect air and missile threats bound for North
America.?® This is critical, as the emerging hypersonic missile threat
posed by China and Russia—coupled with their existing ballistic missile
and air threats—will become an ever growing challenge to North Amer-
ican security.®

Supply-Chain Integration. Defense Production Act Title I1T allows the
U.S. government to “create, maintain, protect, expand, or restore” industrial
base activities.*® Canada’s relationship with the U.S. Department of Defense
through the Defense Production Act is unique, in that Canadian companies
can be considered part of the U.S. industrial base and are thus eligible for U.S.
government investment. This unique arrangement presents an opportunity
for both Ottawa and Washington.*

The Department of Defense will continue to divest itself from Chi-
nese-controlled critical mineral supply chains, an effort that presents
opportunities for Canada. During the first Trump Administration, the
U.S.-Canadian Joint Action Plan on Critical Minerals was announced. The
plan outlined bilateral financial investments in the production of critical
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minerals in North America and has made some serious progress in the years
since it began. In 2024, the U.S. Department of Defense announced awards
of $6.4 million and $8.3 million, respectively, to Canadian companies For-
tune Minerals Limited and Lomiko Metals, Inc., as part of the Defense
Production Act Investment program to support production of cobalt and
graphite.® The Canadian government announced similar investments in
these companies.

China. It would make no sense for the United States to ask Canada to
prepare for conflict in the South China Sea, and nobody is doing so. Cana-
da’s military posture and defense spending should focus on defending its
own sovereignty in North America and the Arctic both against China and
Russia—but there are still things Canada can do to contribute to deterring
China from launching a war of aggression in the Indo-Pacific. Canada can
play an important role diplomatically and in terms of economic security
and research security to send the right messages on China, and, to alesser
extent, also engage in partner-building exercises and training with nations
like the Philippines.

Canada has a vested interest in pushing back against China, as Beijing
has repeatedly targeted Canada in recent years with cyberattacks, elec-
tion interference, and the execution of Canadian citizens.* Passing laws to
prevent malign foreign influence from China, hardening Canadian govern-
ment systems against cyberattack, condemning Chinese aggression against
countries like the Philippines and Vietnam, and preventing the transfer of
defense-related technology are all proactive steps Canada can take to push
back against China—while not distracting Canadian military spending and
planning from the core mission of securing the Arctic and North America.

Additionally, Canada’s development of pipelines and export facilities
on its Pacific coast present both an opportunity for economic growth for
Canada and a strategic benefit to the Indo—Pacific, with Canada offering
an alternative to the Middle Eastern-sourced imports on which Japan and
South Korea rely that would be under threat in the event of a conflict.**

Cross-Border Security. In recent months, the most pressing U.S. secu-
rityissue that has been identified is the cross-border trafficking of drugs and
people. The Trump Administration is working to undo years of open-border
policies by the Biden Administration, correctly identifying these open-bor-
der policies as being the root cause of drug deaths and rising crime in the
United States, as well an opportunity for foreign terrorist groups to smuggle
terrorists into the United States.

Canada’s government will need to do alot more to address this issue both
for the security of the United States and for the security and well-being



BACKGROUNDER | No. 3906 MAY 13,2025 | 11
heritage.org

of Canadian citizens. The presence of large numbers of unvetted foreign
nationals and expired visa-holders is a security threat to Canadian citizens,
and the cross-border trafficking of drugs hurts both American and Canadian
citizens. The U.S.-Canadian border is the longest undefended border in the
world, a situation that has long benefitted the United States and Canada, but
that is only possible if both countries collaborate to prevent cross-border
criminal activities.

Recommendations

There are a number of actions Canada and the United States can take
to secure the Arctic and the North American continent, deter adversary
aggression, and provide better infrastructure to its citizens living in the
most remote areas of Canada. These include:

¢ Focus on primary concerns. Operating from an already limited
budget, Canada cannot afford to spread itself thin. Diverting funds to
secondary concerns is a strategic distraction Canada cannot afford.
Arctic security and continental defense must be prioritized.

e Upgrade existing bases and build new bases in the High North.
These bases will serve to enable air interceptor missions, support
expanded early-warning sensor and radar packages, and serve as
missile interceptor sites, securing North America against expanding
missile threats from China and Russia.

¢ Work together on missile defense. U.S. lawmakers need to support
funding for Golden Dome and other missile defense projects and work
closely with their Canadian counterparts to secure North America.

¢ Fully fund the River-class destroyer program. These destroyers
are necessary to patrol the Arctic Ocean and, if required, engage and
destroy adversary combatants. They provide the added benefit of
supporting the Canadian shipbuilding industry.

o Explore icebreaker opportunities with the United States. The
U.S.is purchasing icebreakers from Finland, and last year Canada, Fin-
land, and the U.S. agreed to jointly strengthen their icebreaker fleets.
President Trump is keenly interested in icebreakers, and this presents
an opportunity for Canada.
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¢ Purchase a new fleet of submarines. Canada will need to purchase
new attack submarines to defend the approaches to its waterways in
the High North.

e Push back against China diplomatically and economically. The
United States and Canada both need to push back against Chinese
malign foreign influence, research theft, and cyberattacks.

¢ Enhance border-security measures. To prevent the illegal traffick-
ing of drugs and people across the border, Canada should invest more
in border security, in terms of both preventing illegal crossings and of
keeping illegal migrants or those committing visa fraud out of Canada
altogether. This is to protect the lives and prosperity of both Canadi-
ans and Americans.

o Embrace critical mineral efforts. The United States should see
Canada as integral to efforts to diversify defense supply chains away
from those controlled by China. Canadian efforts to engage the U.S. on
the production of critical minerals as an alternative to Chinese-con-
trolled supply chains would be welcomed.

Summary

Canadian defense spending is not some favor Ottawa should feel com-
pelled to do for the United States or for NATO. To the contrary, Canadian
defense spending is first and foremost about the interests of the Canadian
people. Canada has a national self-interest in maintaining a military capable
of defending the Canadian homeland.

The United States and Canada share the North American continent and
have a joint interest in preventing adversarial powers from encroaching
on Canadian and American sovereignty in North America and the Arctic.

Moving forward, it will be critical for the United States and Canada to
work together to establish their joint security interests and identify the best
ways to cooperate on securing North America and the Arctic.

Wilson Beaver is Senior Policy Advisor for Defense Budgeting in the Douglas and Sarah
Allison Center for National Security at The Heritage Foundation. Robert Peters is Senior
Research Fellow for Strategic Deterrence in the Allison Center.
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