


Foreword

All mariners are familiar with the term, “in extremis.”
In essence, it means that a ship is in dire peril. A
collision or grounding is imminent and the
consequences will be catastrophic. Today, it is the
assessment of the Naval Association of Canada
(NAC) that Canada is very close to being “in
extremis.” The threats to our national security from
state and non-state actors are growing while the
nation’s ability to defend itself has atrophied.
Continuing in the present direction will take the
country into dangerous waters.

This paper outlines the NAC’s assessment of
Canada’s current situation and offers a clear-eyed
evaluation of what is required to chart a more prudent
course. The proposed actions are not merely band-aid
solutions, they are consequential. Defence funding
must continue to expand but, beyond that common
panacea, real reforms as well as tangible rebalancing
in favour of core priorities must be considered. The
NAC recommends that the Government of Canada
consider the observations and conclusions contained
herein and factor them into the implementation of
Canada’s recently updated defence policy. The time
for action is now.

Yours Aye,

Tim Addison,
Director of Naval Affairs
Naval Association of Canada
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Executive
Summary

For much of its history, Canada has deprioritized
defence. Surrounded by vast oceans and with great
power protectors, this policy decision was
understandable — if not necessarily responsible. In the
21st century, however, the world has grown smaller
and less predictable. Threats to Canada and its
interests are more pressing than at any point since the
1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. These threats have also
grown more dynamic and varied. China’s rise has
added a second great power competitor, while piracy,
terrorism, and non-state security threats are
proliferating in scale and growing in capability. The
world is now smaller and more dangerous than ever
before.

Facing this new, rapidly evolving, and unstable
security dynamic, Canada’s consistent inability to
reconstitute and modernize its military can only be
described as a failure. Military strength sits at the
heart of deterrence and, as the war in Ukraine has
shown, is the last line of defence between democracy
and tyranny. Deterrence requires capability, capacity,
and a willingness to use force when necessary. It must
be viewed by adversaries as credible, consequential,
and its intent well communicated in ways an
adversary must take seriously. In this regard,
Canada’s contribution to collective defence and
deterrence has severely waned,
and now fails to meet
expectations for a G7 ally and
partner in the North American
Aerospace Defense Command
(NORAD) and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO).
Indeed, Canada  lags its
adversaries and allies alike in
generating the necessary
integrated joint forces needed as a
first line of defence.

Sitting on the northern half of our continental island,
Canada’s defence requirements are different from
those of its European allies. For Canada, the maritime
domain is not preipheral; the seas are our moats and
highways and central to our security. The Navy is one
of Canada’s premier tools for below the threshold
deterrence through its inherent flexibility in
maneuver, persistent presence, and versatility in
constabulary duties, diplomacy, and combat. The
Navy is also typically among the first to be projected
forward in any conflict.

Conflicts in Canada’s past have required a
multi-faceted response, including naval, air, and land
deployments. Present and future conflicts, however,
are set to become more decisively pan-domain affairs
with a heavy dependence on successful command of
the maritime domain. China, for instance, poses a
military threat that would most likely be countered on
the seas and in the skies of East Asia, with heavy
reliance on air, space, cyber, and information
domains. Canada’s role in countering any Russian
assault on NATO would require an immediate
response, drawing on the entire range of Cannadian
Armed Forces (CAF) capabilities, of which the Navy
would be amongst the first to deploy. Likewise,
non-state threats, now proliferating around the world,

Shifting strategic dynamics should be met
with a re-evaluation of not only Canada s
defence spending but its priorities as well,

with new questions asked about who and
how Canada might fight — and what tools it
really needs to do so.




are principally being met by our allies on, or from, the
sea. These shifting strategic dynamics should be met
with a re-evaluation of not only Canada’s defence
spending but its priorities as well, with new questions
asked about who and how Canada might fight — and
what tools it really needs to do so.

Whether it is the defence of North America, support
for our allies overseas, or the enforcement of
Canadian jurisdiction at home, naval power sits at the
tip of the (increasingly blunt) spear. Rebuilding that
capability means re-establishing the Navy’s ability to
achieve outcomes that have long been taken for
granted. To address the situation, the authors of this
paper propose five immediate actions:

First, the Government must recognize that modern
defence threats demand a rebalancing of our
operational focus; hence, the Department of National
Defence (DND) budget must privilege CAF
capabilities likely to be deployed in conflict and most
used in peacetime. This means that the forces
operating within the international commons to guard
peacetime trade and allied lines of communication in
wartime must be the priority.

Second, Canada must reshape its procurement system
with a suite of strategies tailored to agile
procurements of technology. It must also immediately
operationalize the Continuous Capability Sustainment
(CCS) initiative in the Defence Policy Update (DPU)
in a more aggressive approach to reconstituting and
sustaining the fleet in being, through acceleration of
the latter half of the Canadian Surface Combatant

(CSC) Project and the acquisition of new
conventional (non-nuclear) patrol submarines.

Third, Canada must better integrate the Arctic
approaches into a proper strategy for continental
security, as indicated in the DPU. This must include
the capabilities and resources necessary to enforce
jurisdiction in peacetime and meaningfully contribute
to continental defence in conflict.

Fourth, Canada must invest in recruiting and retention
to grow the Navy and ensure the long-term
sustainment of human resources. This subject is not
addressed in this paper but will be examined in future
NAC writings.

Finally, given the present and anticipated threats to
global peace and security, Canada must resource and
support the reconstitution, modernization, and
construction needed to reshape the present fleet and
infrastructure into the future fleet and support
capabilities required for combat.

These immediate requirements and longer-term
strategic shifts are outlined in more detail throughout
this report. Ultimately, what we seek to convey is that
the threats facing Canada today are existential and
must be met with a new seriousness of purpose and
commitment. Deterring — or prevailing against — these
threats is an all-domain affair, addressed in a
pan-domain approach, where success will be heavily
depended on forces projected on, above, and
underneath the sea.
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In November 2023 the Naval Association of Canada
(NAC) and the University of Calgary hosted a
workshop on the future of the Royal Canadian Navy
(RCN). The subject matter was wide-ranging, from
broad strategic analysis of the evolving maritime
threats facing Canada to the budgetary considerations
and operational reforms needed today and in the near
future.

This report is one outcome of the workshop. It is an
assessment of the global threat environment and
Canada’s current predicament. As a nation, we have
allowed our armed forces to decline in capability and
readiness to a point where the state’s ability to defend
itself and project power is close to the point of
collapse. In particular, Canada can no longer meet the
challenges facing it on, above, and underneath the
world’s oceans. Responding to current and future
threats requires significant reform and recapitalization
extending beyond today’s shipbuilding programs.
This report identifies current threats, examines
Canadian strengths and weaknesses, and offers
thoughts on how to achieve a more robust navy by
adjusting the defence budget and implementing
sensible reforms. Additionally, it concludes with an
assessment of the naval capability that Canada will
need in order to contribute to allied deterrence and
defence over the long term.

Canada’s current defence policy is Strong, Secure and
Engaged (SSE) (2017), recently updated with Our
North, Strong and Free: A Renewed Vision for
Canadas Defence (commonly referred to as the
Defence Policy Update (DPU)). Canada’s naval
doctrine is contained within Leadmark 2050 (2016),
which provides a more focused look at the challenges
and requirements of the Navy in particular. These
policies define how the country’s naval power will be
used and, while the DPU addresses global security
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Introduction

from a 2024-perspective, Leadmark and the core of
SSE are both clearly out of date. As such, Canada’s
defence policy fails to address the emerging and
continuously evolving doctrinal shift toward
all-domain, pan-domain warfare, where control of the
international commons has become increasingly
critical. What 1is required to address this is
institutional, technological, and doctrinal change — all
of which are far beyond the ambition and resources
provided in the recent DPU. What Canada needs is
nothing short of a paradigm shift in how it approaches
national defence.

The authors of this document include a core of former
naval officers with many years of involvement in
Canada’s naval defence, augmented by a
distinguished group of academics, who have devoted
their careers to maritime affairs. Many of the former
naval officers were involved in the development of
the Navy’s strategic guidance documents through the
1990s up to the very recent past. We recognize that
we are on the outside of an institutional world where
the loss of currency occurs at a rapid pace. However,
being outsiders allows us to focus and communicate
our experienced views constructively, yet objectively,
in ways those who continue to serve cannot,
particularly when examining the health and
effectiveness of the RCN, the capabilities needed to
meet its mandate, and the resourcing to deliver on that
mandate.

Our intent is to provide clarity on how the Canadian
Armed Forces (CAF), and particularly its maritime
forces, should evolve to support the safety and
prosperity of Canadians. As a democracy, we
recognize that Canadian governments should and do
engage with Canadians. We offer this document in
that spirit and hope that it will spark further
discussion and action.






Canada's
Strategic

The world has always been a dangerous place and
Canada has traditionally sheltered itself under a
great-power protector — be it Great Britain or the
United States. In that comfortable shade, governments
in Ottawa have deprioritized defence for many
decades. In the aftermath of the Cold War, a desire for
a ‘peace dividend’ decimated an already sclerotic
defence budget. These cuts were, at least, somewhat
rooted in geopolitical reality. In recent years,
however, Canada has singularly failed to adjust its
priorities to match changing global realities. This
decline has reached a point where Canada’s allies and
friends now openly question its reliability and
seriousness as a partner. Former Deputy Prime
Minister John Manley once likened Canada to the
miser that left the table whenever the waiter arrived
with the bill and, more recently, lamented that Canada
has become more adept at pointing fingers than
engaging on the international scene when it is needed
most.!

This abdication has real dangers for the country’s
sovereignty, prosperity, and future. Canada has a role
and interest in defending its own — as well as
collective — economic prosperity and security on the
seas to preserve the rules-based international order,
from which it has derived so much of its safety and
prosperity. As part of a broader group of allies and
partners, Canada also has an obligation to contribute
to mutual defence and deterrence efforts, which often
play out on, above, and underneath the world’s
oceans. That security obligation is now more urgent
than it has been in a generation. Canada is no longer —
as Senator Raoul Dandurand once famously declared
— a fire-proof house, far from inflammable materials;
its citizens now watch fires rage around them, while

“Freedom is never more than one generation
away from extinction. We didn't pass it to our
children in the bloodstream. It must be fought

for, protected, and handed on for them to do
the same.”

- Ronald Reagan

Vulnerability

their ocean moats shrink in the face of new

adversaries and technologies.

Only in recent years have realistic performance
indicators around operations, readiness, and
availability been incorporated into public reports such
as the Departmental Plans and Departmental Results
Reports. This has helped raise government and public
awareness into the true state of the CAF, and
particularly the RCN, where readiness of the fleets
has deteriorated in a disturbing trend year over year.
While the recent release of the country’s DPU: Our
North, Strong and Free, has provided some fresh
momentum towards rebuilding Canadian capabilities,
the country still appears locked into a decades-long
tradition of deferring and deprioritizing its own
security, with few significant investments and even
less of a sense of urgency. Indeed, that absence of a
true sense of urgency is most telling, because the
situation has become truly critical.

The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine certainly
made clear the hazards facing Europe. This war has
highlighted the reconstituted Russian threat to NATO
allies and a clear end to the post-Cold War peace that
was built on assumptions of the West’s ability to work
with Russia as a responsible (or at least predictable)
state actor. Russian submarine activity in the North
Atlantic is returning to Cold War levels and NORAD
is taking that threat very seriously. This is a danger to
the homeland of which few Canadians are aware.?

China is the most pressing long-term threat to the
Western democratic world and has built the world’s
largest navy. With that fleet, and through hybrid
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forces, it is seeking to slowly choke free access to the
vital sea lanes of the South China Sea. Beijing’s
threatened invasion of Taiwan and its conflicts with
the Philippines, Japan, and even Vietnam are all
primarily maritime in nature. China’s enormous
distant waters fishing fleet, likewise, presents a
substantial threat to a country like Canada, which has
experienced the economic and social consequences of
collapsing fish stocks in the past. Fisheries
surveillance and enforcement will only grow in
importance.

Below the threshold of armed conflict exists a
continuous threat to the rules based international
order. This set of codified and implied rules and
relationships between states and international
institutions has defined acceptable behaviour since
the end of the Second World War and has facilitated
growing prosperity and security for generations.
Canada has benefitted enormously from the stability
and freedom provided by the effective governance of
the world’s oceans. At the heart of this structure is the
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
This international framework has come under stress in
recent years as states like Russia and China seek to
reinterpret elements of the law of the sea to better suit
their interests. In the South China Sea, China has
advanced an ambiguous but aggressive claim to
ownership of waters clearly within the Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ) of neighbouring states, or
within the category of international waters. In the
Arctic, Russia has likewise advanced legislation
which illegally seeks to limit foreign transit through
its EEZ.

These threats have not been ignored by the DPU.
However, Canada’s defence policy remains an
incomplete vision. In particular, there are several
areas where a more definitive statement on the
acquisition of critical maritime capabilities (most
notably replacement submarines) was expected.
Furthermore, while the fiscal plan commits to a large
increase in defence spending — projected to meet
1.76% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 2029/30
— it fails to set a timeline to reach the NATO agreed
minimum threshold of 2% of GDP. This metric should
be viewed beyond simply a number that satisfies our
NATO allies. The difference in spending equates to
funding that would build resilience into the force,
provide contingency for funding shortfalls, and
address critical and enduring weakness. Likewise, the

authors of this report look with some suspicion at the
government’s seriousness towards the list of items
which it intends to “explore.”

All that said, the DPU is at least a positive step
forward, particularly its emphasis on certain core
issues tied to maintenance and sustainment of naval
fleets, military equipment, infrastructure, and
ammunition, where longstanding funding shortfalls
are being addressed immediately. Newly announced
investments in the defence of North America
(including the Arctic), are also welcome, which
further underscore the priority for recapitalization of
credible naval and aerospace forces, supported by the
requisite cyber, space, and information related
capabilities and capacity. It is critical the Canadian
government follows through on this policy and
continues to progress naval revitalization by
accepting the fact that the global threat to Canadians
is real and likely to intensify.

The risks of failure are not theoretical. Canada’s
sovereignty, security, prosperity, and even its political
freedoms depend on the ability to control the
approaches to our homeland and ensure safe passage
on the worlds’ oceans. For Canada, seaborne
commerce represents 23% of total international trade.
Valued at $345 billion, this trade also maintains
28,400 direct Canadian jobs.? Imports of vital goods
flow through the country’s ports to provide Canadians
with one of the world’s highest standards of living.
However, the domination of the world by autocracies,
combined with the growing capacity of malicious
non-state actors, has begun to erode Canadians’
comfortable way of life. If these behaviors are not
countered, the country’s trade-based economy will
contract. As a G7 nation and a subscriber to the rules
based international order, Canada has a responsibility
for the protection of seaborne commerce around the
world. Maritime arteries do not just carry physical
goods, our vital digital communication links to the
rest of the world run through undersea cables. Pirate
attacks off Somalia and Houthi missile strikes in the
Red Sea have already increased the cost of shipping
in a preview of the economic cataclysm that would
accompany a war against a major maritime and
trading power like China — or a country like Russia
with the ability to interdict that trade. The cost of a
war itself would be even greater — as the world is
seeing in Ukraine today.



Maintaining the freedom to trade
and preventing an economically and
physically  devastating  conflict
requires deterrence. It was the
collective strength of the NATO
alliance which prevented the Cold
War from spiraling into direct
conflict. Today, that strength has
prevented Russia from expanding its
war to NATO states. In Asia, the
deterrent effect of strong military partnerships has
tempered China’s burning desire to conquer Taiwan.
The maxim of ‘peace through strength’ has been
tested and proven by history.

While Canada faces a multidomain threat
environment, the critical vectors remain the sea and
the air. Geographically, Canada is the northern half of
a continental island. Conventional threats must
approach us across the seas, and we project power the
same way, with increasing reliance upon cyber and
space joint enablers. The seas are our moats and
highways; they are the most critical environment to
our security and to our ability to contribute to the
security of our allies. The Navy is, therefore,
Canada’s first line of defence. Responding to the
radically worsening global security environment must
start with rebuilding the RCN. Russian and Chinese
threats to allies and partners require a robust,
integrated persistent presence serving as a deterrence.
This is most easily and effectively achieved by
rotating naval and air forces, postured for a quick
response to escalation. When done in a joint or
combined force, the deterrence effect is magnified as
the resolve of multiple nations 1is clearly
communicated, backed by credibility through
interoperability and integration.

Unfortunately, our Navy with which Canada must
meet these challenges is in a “critical state.” That is
the official assessment from the country’s top
admiral.* A perfect storm of budgetary constraints,
poor recruiting and retention, and procurement
challenges have combined to catch the RCN in a
downward spiral of diminishing capabilities. With the
long overdue replacement of the major surface
warships and submarines delayed into the next
decade, the prospects for meeting global challenges
are not good.

The seas are our moats and highways;
they are the most critical environment to

our security and to our ability to
contribute to the security of our allies.

Rebuilding the RCN and reconsidering Canadian
defence strategy will not be cheap or easy but these
are necessary measures to protect everything that the
country has fought so hard to build and protect over
generations. Around the world, our allies have already
come to this conclusion and, increasingly, are willing
to point to our failure to do the same. The time has
come for Canada to stop pretending that it is either
safe or secure.

To address the situation, the NAC proposes five
immediate actions:

First, the Government must recognize that modern
defence threats demand a rebalancing of our
operational focus; hence, the Department of National
Defence (DND) budget must privilege CAF
capabilities likely to be deployed in conflict and most
used in peacetime. This means that the forces
operating within the international commons to guard
peacetime trade and allied lines of communication in
wartime must be the priority.

Second, Canada must reshape its procurement system
with a suite of strategies tailored to agile
procurements of technology. It must also immediately
operationalize the Continuous Capability Sustainment
(CCS) initiative in the DPU in a more aggressive
approach to reconstituting and sustaining the fleet in
being, through acceleration of the latter half of the
Canadian Surface Combatant (CSC) Project and the
acquisition of new conventional (non-nuclear) patrol
submarines.

Third, Canada must better integrate the Arctic
approaches into a proper strategy for continental
security, as indicated in the DPU. This must include
the capabilities and resources necessary to enforce
jurisdiction in peacetime and meaningfully contribute
to continental defence in conflict.
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Fourth, Canada must invest in recruiting and retention
to grow the RCN and ensure the long-term
sustainment of human resources. This subject is not
addressed in this paper but will be examined in future
NAC writings.

Finally, given the present and anticipated threats to
global peace and security, Canada must resource and
support the reconstitution, modernization, and
construction needed to reshape the present fleet and
infrastructure into the future fleet and support
capabilities required for combat.

These are aggressive suggestions; however,
circumstances have rendered old ways of thinking
obsolete. Ultimately, what we seek to convey is that
the threats facing Canada today must be met with a
new seriousness of purpose and commitment.
Deterring and prevailing against these threats is an
all-domain affair, where success will be heavily
dependent on forces projected on, above, and
underneath the sea.

Naval Replenishment Unit (NRU) ASTERIX conducts a liquid
Replenishment at Sea (RAS) (Photo:Connor Bennett, CAF)
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The Navy
Today

Largely designed during the Cold War, Canada’s
Navy was built with a focus on anti-submarine
warfare (ASW) and defence of the Atlantic Seas
Lines of Communication (SLOCs). Built to fight the
Soviets, the fleet is now past or rapidly approaching
its designed life expectancy. Indeed, while most of
Canada’s warships possess relatively modern combat
systems, their armament and communications systems
are largely inadequate while marine systems have
largely deteriorated. They have reached a point of
obsolescence and are now suited only to peacetime
and low-intensity operational deployments where
threats are mitigated through integration with other
states more robust maritime forces. Indeed,
deploying one of its warships into a theatre of conflict
would likely mean accepting serious risk to the
vessel, its crew, and the mission. This risk is further
exacerbated by obsolescent communications and
tactical data links, which are increasingly
incompatible with allies, which have moved to more
modern systems. While Canada’s front-line ASW
capabilities are adequate, the current capabilities of
the major combatants are not sufficient for modern
anti-air warfare (AAW), or surface (ASuW) threats,
especially when accompanied and amplified by
space-based or cyber capabilities. This jeopardizes
Canada’s ability to participate in multi-national task
forces or assume command of multi-national naval
task groups, which to this point had been a proud
Canadian tradition.

Following several decades of underinvestment, RCN
capabilities have atrophied, and the fleet can no
longer deliver many of the options and capabilities
that governments have long counted on. The fleet’s
age means that maintenance cycles have significantly
extended, and ship availability has fallen
precipitously, as can be seen in successive DND
Departmental Results Reports. Every major vessel
class (apart from the Arctic and Offshore Patrol
Vessels (AOPVs)) has exceeded its design life,
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significantly impacting operations and the capacity to
meet government commitments to NATO and to
support the new [Indo-Pacific Strategy. The
Halifax-class frigates alone are now consuming 20%
of the National Procurement (Vote 1 Operations and
Maintenance) funding allocated for maintenance,
sustainment, and improvement for all CAF fleets and
major equipment. Even this has not been enough to
meet demand. The deep maintenance requirement for
a Halifax-class was initially 100,000 work hours but
has grown to over 1 million hours — and is projected
to double soon. It is noteworthy that the recent DPU
committed to improving the sustainment of naval
fleets, however the Navy’s ability to extend these
ships’ lives remains uncertain.

The lack of a plan for renewal and investment after
the end of the Cold War led to a continuing reduction
in the size of Canada’s naval order of battle. From 23
combatants in 1980, the RCN has been reduced to
twelve combatant warships and four submarines,
albeit far more capable than their predecessors.
Warships are often deployed together, normally in
groups of three or four combatants, both to provide
mutual support and to generate the collective combat
power needed to deter aggression or successfully
carry out and survive a combat mission. This
grouping of ships, called a High Readiness Task
Group, also includes a resupply ship capable of
carrying ammunition, food, fuel, spares, and
helicopter support to enable extended missions
beyond coastal waters. With the fleet reductions over
the past 40 years and the decreasing availability of the
Halifax-class due to maintenance requirements, the
RCN’s ability to deploy a High Readiness Task Group
has been lost and its ability to sustain single or two
ship deployments, or to deploy in multiple theatres
concurrently, —has been severely curtailed.
Aggregation of assets from the two coasts into a Task

Group in the event of a crisis or conflict is
problematic due to the distance between Halifax and
Esquimalt.

While surface ships augmented by maritime air and
space assets can perform a degree of sea control, sea
denial is very much dependent on subsurface
capability. With a concerning downward trend in
availability of the patrol submarines in recent years,
there has been a significant impact on crew training
and overall submariner proficiency. The gap between
combatant warships and patrol vessels has also
widened and is now out of balance. Today, over half
of the surface force is comprised of patrol vessels
geared towards constabulary duties, possessing no
significant armament. The size of the fleet is barely
sufficient to ensure that a small number of surface
vessels are available for core deployments. In the
event of high-intensity combat, this small fleet size
would not permit the RCN to sustain losses and
remain operationally effective.

Notwithstanding the fleet reductions, it remains
vitally important that the RCN continues to train to
task-group level to ensure its combatants can integrate
into multi-national formations, such as Standing
NATO Maritime Groups (SNMG) 1 or 2, participate
in major exercises such as Rim of the Pacific
(RIMPAC), or in coalition operations such as
Commander Task Force (CTF) 150 under the US-led
Combined Maritime Forces (CMF) in the Middle
East. Furthermore, the credibility required to
command a multi-national formation is difficult to
maintain if the RCN cannot generate senior officers
experienced in these operations. Here, command
requires an enhanced skillset based on experience in
multi and cross-domain operations — something that
Canada has lost.
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