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"First,	 the	 land	 matters	 most.	 Whether	 or	 not	 land	
constitutes	the	principal	geographical	medium	on	which	
combat	is	waged,	strategic	effect	ultimately	must	have	its	
way	 in	 a	 territorial	 context.	 Most	 wars	 entail	 some	
fighting	on	the	geography	where	the	belligerents	live,	the	
land.	Even	 if	a	war	 is	dominated	by	the	ebb	and	flow	of	
combat	at	sea	and	in	the	air,	still	the	whole	object	of	the	
exercise	 is	 to	 influence	 the	 behavior	 on	 an	 enemy	 who	
needs	to	be	controlled	where	he	lives,	the	land…	Human	
beings	do	not	live	at	sea,	or	in	cyberspace."	2	
	
The	 halls	 of	 academia	 are	 the	 normal	 venue	 for	 any	
discussion	of	Canada’s	enduring	national	interests,	and	
a	 recent	 internet	 search	 for	 a	 discussion	 of	 national	
interests	outside	of	academic	sources	turned	up	only	a	
2007	 article	 from	 Douglas	 Bland	 that	 contained	
anything	 more	 than	 either	 a	 reference	 to	 the	 term	
'national	interest'	or	a	very	cursory	examination	of	the	
subject.	 	 This	 lack	 of	 discourse	 in	 the	 public	 domain	
leaves	any	given	Canadian	Government	 ill-informed	of	
what	the	public	sees	as	enduring	national	interests	and,	
depending	on	the	experience	level	of	the	cabinet	in	the	
realm	 of	 defence,	 security,	 and	 foreign	 affairs,	
potentially	ignorant	of	the	impacts	of	declaring	specific	
policies	or	issues	as	being	linked	to	a	national	interest.		
This	paper	will	identify	Canada’s	national	interests	and	
indicate	their	potential	 implications	for	the	delivery	of	
land	power	by	the	Canadian	Army.			

Definitions	 are	 important	 and	 defining	 'national	
interests'	 provides	 the	 first	 logical	 step	 in	 their	
examination.	In	simple	terms,	and	for	the	purpose	of	this	
paper,	national	 interests	are	those	that	are	sufficiently	
important	 for	 any	 Canadian	 Government	 to	 expend	
blood	 and	 treasure	 towards	 their	 attainment	 or	
protection.	 Embedded	 in	 this	 definition	 is	 the	
expectation	 that	 any	 existential	 threat	 to	 the	 nation	
would	most	certainly	be	against	its	interest.	This	gives	
the	first	and	most	basic	of	Canadian	national	interests	–	
that	of	the	defence	of	the	nation.3				
	
In	this	regard,	Canada	is	most	fortunate.	Geography	and	
the	settling	of	differences	with	our	closest	neighbour	in	
the	19th	century	removed	from	the	calculus	of	national	
interest	the	vital	issue	towards	which	most	nations	must	
commit	a	significant	amount	of	time,	money	and	energy:	
the	protection	of	the	state	from	an	invading	army.	The	
only	physical	military	threats	that	Canada	must	protect	
herself	 against	 are	 those	 that	 involve	 very	 advanced	
technology	 and	 long-range	 weapons.	 Given	 our	
membership	in	NORAD	and	NATO,	only	the	most	dire	of	
changes	to	the	geopolitical	realities	would	 foresee	any	
of	 those	 types	 of	weapons	 being	 used	directly	 against	
Canada.	 Further,	 while	 the	 use	 of	 such	 weapons	 may	
result	 in	 the	death	of	a	number	of	Canadians,	 they	are	
unlikely	 to	 result	 in	 the	 fall	 or	 surrender	 of	 Canada.	
Therefore,	the	physical	defence	of	the	nation	as	a	whole	
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does	not	require	the	layered	air,	sea,	and	land	defensive	
bands	that	can	be	found	on	the	border	between	North	
and	South	Korea	along	our	entire	perimeter.	However,	it	
does	 indicate	 the	 need	 to	 maintain	 our	 positive	
relationship	 with	 the	 United	 States	 as	 embodied	 in	
NORAD	and	 the	Permanent	 Joint	Board	of	Defense,	 as	
well	as	our	continued	membership	in	NATO.	Given	the	
lack	 of	 immediate	 existential	 threat,	 our	 actions	 and	
efforts	to	protect	and	promote	our	national	interests	can	
be	focused	more	on	our	prosperity	and	the	well-being	of	
our	people.	
	
Nations	around	the	world	require	a	healthy	economy	to	
allow	 them	 to	 provide	 for	 their	 people.	 Canada	 is	 no	
different.	 While	 Canada	 does	 not	 lack	 for	 natural	
resources,	 it	 requires	 an	 outlet	 for	 its	 goods	 and	
services.	 Canada’s	 economy	 is	 dependent	 on	 an	 open	
and	 free	global	 trading	environment,	particularly	with	
the	United	States.4	Open	access	to	the	global	commons	
is	 therefore	 critical	 and	 represents	 a	 national	 interest	
for	Canada.	Without	being	a	super-power,	however,	it	is	
difficult	to	ensure	that	the	global	commons	remain	open	
and	free.	The	implications	of	this	for	Canadian	defence,	
security	 and	 foreign	 policy	 are	 that	 Canada	 needs	 to	
contribute	to	global	stability	in	such	a	manner	that	the	
contribution	is	recognized	by	the	world,	but	not	so	large	
that	 it	 bankrupts	 the	 nation.	 The	 danger	 is	 that	 if	
Canada’s	contributions	are	too	minor	the	nation	will	not	
have	any	voice	 in	 the	resolution	of	 trade	disputes	and	
those	disputes	may	then	be	solved	to	the	detriment	of	
Canadian	 access	 to	 the	 global	 commons.	 Further,	 the	
Canadian	contribution	must	be	 such	 that	 the	nation	 is	
not	seen	as	free-loading	on	the	efforts	of	those	nations	
that	are	directly	contributing	funding,	military	assets	or	
diplomatic	 efforts	 to	 keep	 trade	 as	 free	 as	 possible	
through	 the	 global	 commons.	 This	 is	 a	 very	 difficult	
national	interest	to	quantify	and	to	turn	into	policy.	The	
important	point	is	that	Canada	cannot	afford	to	become	

isolationist	 and	must	 continue	 to	 contribute	 to	 global	
peace	and	stability.	
	
Beyond	a	positive	financial	situation,	a	nation	must	also	
ensure	that	there	is	a	stable	domestic	environment.		In	
Canada,	 a	 stable	 domestic	 environment	 translates	 to	
national	unity	as	well	 as	good	order	and	governance.5	
Domestic	realities	can	easily	preoccupy	a	Government,	
be	 they	 natural	 disasters,	 internal	 security	 threats	 or	
unity	 issues.	Any	discussion	of	national	 interests	must	
acknowledge	 that	 in	 times	 of	 domestic	 crisis	 the	
Government	needs	to	use	all	of	its	assets	to	ameliorate	
the	 problem.	 Hence,	 domestic	 stability	 is	 a	 national	
interest,	 albeit	one	dealt	with	by	Public	Safety	Canada	
and	 the	 police.	 Only	 in	 extremis	 should	 the	 Canadian	
Armed	Forces	be	involved.	
	
The	 logic	 in	 the	 preceding	 paragraphs	 appears	 in	 the	
2015	 Speech	 from	 the	Throne	 as	well	 as	 the	mandate	
letters	for	the	ministers	of	National	Defence	and	Foreign	
Affairs. 6 	Those	 documents	 reflected,	 as	 national	
interests,	 the	 protection	 of	 our	 nation	 and	 the	
prosperity	of	our	people.7	Specifically	mentioned	were	
growing	the	economy,	strengthening	relationships	with	
allies,	 contributing	 to	 greater	 peace	 throughout	 the	
world,	 and	 expanding	 economic	 opportunities.	 Also	
indicated	 in	 those	 documents	was	 the	 need	 to	 have	 a	
strong	Canadian	Armed	Forces	in	order	to	pursue	these	
goals;	in	other	words,	to	pursue	our	national	interests.	
The	 key	 questions	 are,	 therefore,	 how	 does,	 and	 how	
can,	 the	Canadian	Army	in	particular	contribute	to	the	
protection	 of	 these	 national	 interests	 through	 the	
delivery	of	land	power?	
	
Defence	 of	 the	 nation,	 access	 to	 free	 and	 open	 global	
commons	and	domestic	stability	are	therefore	Canada’s	
national	interests	but	the	first	and	third	rarely	place	any	
significant	 demand	 on	 the	 Canadian	 Army.	 The	 rapid	
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deployment,	 presence,	 and	 engagement	 of	 organized	
personnel	and	equipment	under	an	effective	command	
and	 control	 apparatus	 is	 normally	 enough	 to	mitigate	
and,	with	 time,	 resolve	domestic	 crises.8	Similarly,	 the	
defence	of	the	nation	responsibility	rests,	as	part	of	our	
collective	defence,	with	NORAD	and,	in	extremis,	NATO.	
The	 Canadian	 Army,	 through	 the	 presence	 of	 the	
Canadian	Rangers	 and	 regular	 northern	 exercises	 and	
patrols,	augments	these	operations.	The	Canadian	Army	
must	therefore	focus	its	efforts	on	ensuring	that	Canada	
can	remain,	as	befits	a	G7	nation,	an	active	participant	in	
the	 policing	 of	 the	 global	 commons.	 At	 times	 these	
missions	will	directly	relate	to	the	requirement	to	keep	
trade	flowing	but	often	it	is	one	or	two	times	removed	
from	 that	 direct	 effect.	 Taking	 part	 in	 expeditionary	
operations	 when	 identified	 by	 the	 Government	 of	
Canada	 is	 the	 method	 to	 achieve	 the	 objective	 of	
remaining	a	useful	member	of	coalitions,	a	good	ally	and	
a	participating	global	 citizen.	The	mandate	 letters	and	
Speech	 from	 the	 Throne	 reflect	 this	 focus.	 Further,	 as	
conflict	is	at	its	base	a	human	endeavour,	to	ensure	its	
resolution	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 interact	 on	 a	 person-to-
person	 basis.	 Only	 the	 Army	 can	 persistently	 operate	
among	a	population	in	a	conflict	zone	after	diplomacy,	
sanctions	 and	 other	 soft	 power	 methods	 have	 failed.	
Last,	 an	 Army	 deployment	 into	 a	 conflict	 zone	
demonstrates	 a	 real	 and	 enduring	 demonstration	 of	
Canada’s	commitment	to	any	given	international	issue.	
	
Canada’s	 Army	 is	 a	 force	 of	 last	 resort	 to	 protect	
Canada’s	 national	 interests.	 Fortunately,	 in	 the	 near	
future	 the	 deployment	 and	 employment	 of	 Canada’s	
Army	 to	 deliver	 effects	 in	 the	 land	 domain	 remains	 a	
discretionary	 decision	 by	 the	 Government	 of	 Canada.	
Unfortunately,	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 create	 a	 competent	
Army	 just	 in	 time	 to	 deal	 with	 evolving	 geopolitical	
realities.	 Our	 involvement	 in	 the	 G-7,	 NORAD,	 5	 Eyes		
and	 NATO	 demands	 that	 our	 Army	 is	 capable	 of	

operating	 in	 some	 of	 the	 most	 difficult	 potential	
conflicts.	The	technological	advantage	that	is	necessary	
to	achieve	this	goal	must	figure	significantly	in	any	plans	
for	 Canada’s	 Army,	 as	 must	 interoperability	 with	 our	
closest	 ally	 –	 the	 United	 States.	 This	 paper	 has	
demonstrated	 that	 an	 examination	 of	 our	 nation’s	
interests	can	 logically	 lead	to	these	conclusions.	While	
this	logic	exercise	is	not	normally	performed	outside	of	
academic	circles,	 it	 is	 important	to	walk	through	these	
connections	when	contemplating	defence	policy.	
	
	
"You	 may	 fly	 over	 a	 land	 forever;	 you	 may	 bomb	 it,	
atomize	it,	pulverize	it,	and	wipe	it	clean	of	life	–	but	if	you	
desire	to	defend	it,	protect	it,	and	keep	it	for	civilization,	
you	 must	 do	 this	 on	 the	 ground,	 the	 way	 the	 Roman	
legions	did,	by	putting	your	young	men	into	the	mud."9	
	
The	views	contained	in	this	paper	are	the	author’s	alone	
and	not	a	reflection	of	any	official	Canadian	Army	policy	
or	point	of	view.	
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