
 

Chapter III 

Canada’s Security Agenda 

 

III.1 A Broad Glance at Canadian Foreign Policy 

Since its birth as an independent country, Canada had tacitly expressed its desire to 

separate Canadian foreign policy from that of Great Britain’s by attempting to 

conduct a distinct foreign policy. However, it was not until the end of WWII that 

Canada found a way to project itself globally by means of its foreign policy.  

After WWII the United Nations became the first and foremost stage in which 

Canada could work for the sake of peace and security. In 1957 the Canadian 

politician and diplomatic Lester B. Pearson received the Nobel Peace Prize as a 

acknowledgment of the role he played by creating the United Nation’s Emergency 

Force. After such recognition, subsequent Canadian governments, as well as 

Canadians in general, emblazoned themselves under the concept of peacekeeping, 

making it a determinant feature of Canadian foreign policy.1  

Over the years, Canadian policy makers have relied repeatedly on 
multilateralism as a vehicle for projecting its image abroad and for 
pursuing a diverse range of foreign policy objectives. In most cases, 
for Canada the cornerstone multilateral instrument was the UN 
system…But in other cases, Canada’s international policy was 
carried out within other multilateral bodies such as the 
Commonwealth and La Francophonie.2 
 

Always playing a determinant role within the United Nations system, Canada helped 

secure the functionalist principle, establishing that one of the selection criteria to 
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attain a seat in the Security Council should be the members contribution to peace and 

security above its size or strength. Canada also played an important position by 

writing down the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, being the Canadian 

professor John Peters Humprey the one who wrote the first draft.3 

Committing more and more to peacekeeping and peacebuilding, as well as by 

recognizing the relationship between security, stability and development, the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and the Department of International Trade along with 

the Canadian International Development Agency,  together launched the Canadian 

Peacebuilding Initiative in 1996.4 By means of this initiative, the Canadian 

government committed to help countries involved in conflict and assist their efforts to 

achieve peace and stability, as well as to promote Canadian capacity for 

“peacebuilding” and their participation in this kind of initiatives.  

The 1995 policy statement, Canada in the World (DFAIT, 1995), 
tried to address the changing world. The analysis, which was 
predicated on an elaboration of three pillars of foreign policy—
prosperity, security, and the promotion of Canadian culture and 
values—was longer on generalities than on more precise prescriptive 
direction. The first two pillars were sufficiently generic to support 
just about anything, and indeed have remained credible even as the 
nature of security continued to evolve.5  

 

This commitment made the Canadian government develop a foreign policy that seemed 

to be more active and propositive, creating new strategies and concepts to deal with 

world-wide peace and security issues. One of such concepts, that had grown in 
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importance until 9/11, is that of Human Security , a concept that enjoys a predominant 

place within Canada’s foreign policy agenda.  

 

III.1.1 Human Security Agenda 

From the 1990s and onward, Canada decided to make into its own the mandate to protect 

individuals, and has been up front of the emerging construction of human security. This 

concept emphasizes the security and wellbeing of the individual, in opposition to the 

traditional view of security which places the security of individuals as second to that of 

the Nation State.  

From a military perspective, two things are clear. First, the policy 
drew its inspiration more from development thinking than from what 
might be termed the ‘traditional’ security and defence 
community…A typical definition can be plucked from 1997, when 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs stated that human security included 
‘security against economic privation, an acceptable quality of life, 
and a guarantee of fundamental rights…Many of the items on this 
list have, of course, long been traditional Canadian foreign policy 
objectives. The new policy, in this sense, was hardly revolutionary 
but more a repackaging of established ideas.6  

 

It is considered that the human security concept and its insertion in the Canadian 

agenda can be attributed to former Minister of Foreign Relations LLoyd Axworthy, 

who created the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty. 

According to the ICISS, human security is a simple concept: Human Security means 

security of people, which in turn means “[p]hysical safety, economic and social well-
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being, respect for their dignity and worth as human beings, and the protection of their 

human rights and fundamental freedoms”.7 

According to the most accepted view, human security can be divided in two 

general concepts: Security in terms of permanent or long-term threats, such as hunger, 

disease, and repression; and protection from disruptions to daily life. To better deal 

with international problems that affect human security, in 1999 Canada co-founded 

with Norway the Human Security Network, and several other states have been adding 

up with the purpose to formulate and coordinate human security policies. The Human 

Security Network is currently made up of 12 members.8 

To facilitate the development of its policies, Canada has chosen to focus on the 

protection against violence threats. It  has argued  that freedom from fear of violence 

can be achieved through the establishment of universal humanitarian standards, and 

of a state of law, through which human rights violators can be made responsible by 

multilateral institutions properly equipped to uphold these humanitarian standards and 

in this way to allow the use of force to solve human security issues.  

To further delimit its field of action, the Canadian government has chosen to 

focus on certain specific areas, that to their judgment represent higher risks or issues 

that should be addressed to achieve a better protection of human security, such as 

land mines, the International Criminal Court, small arms, illegal drugs, transnational 

organized crime, and human rights initiatives.   

Thus, the Canadian Ministry of Foreign Affairs Developer a Human Security 

Agenda with 5 main issues: Civilian Protection; Peace Support Operations; 

                                                 
7 The Responsibility to Protect: International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty Website 
URL:http://www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/iciss-ciise/about-en.asp 
8 Human Security Network  http://www.emb-norway.ca/policy/humansecurity/humansecurity.htm 



Governance and Responsibility; Public Safety; and last but not least, Conflict 

Prevention or Preventive Diplomacy. Furthermore, Canada has chosen several sub-

topics or groups of people that should enjoy greater attention, such as children 

affected by armed conflicts, the quick dispatch of peacekeepers, reforms to the 

security and individual criminal responsibility sector (closely related to the ICC), 

transnational organized crime, and Early Warning or conflict prevention.9 

The implementation of such an agenda has taken different shapes, from arms 

control agreements negotiation to allocate resources for post-conflict peacekeeping; 

from improving the capacity of prevention and early warning within the United 

Nations to the establishment of legal institutions such as the ICC. In their effort to 

achieve better results, the Canadian government has also identified the importance of 

working and cooperating with NGOs, since many of the different measures required 

to build human security cannot become an internationally accepted practice just 

through governmental intervention.10  

At minimum, the human security agenda served as a most versatile 
rubric upon which to construct a distinctively Canadian model of 
world order[…] Proponents claim that this reformulation of 
Canadian foreign policy made a virtue of necessity, allowing the 
strategic leveraging of scarce diplomatic capital by investing only in 
areas where Canada could make a difference.11  
 

A clear example of the Canadian human security agenda in action is the adoption of 

the Ottawa Convention on December 1997, which bans landmines. This convention 

represented a victory for Canadian diplomacy by taking international leadership and 

                                                 
9 Walter Dorn, Human Security: An Overview URL:http://www.rmc.ca/academic/gradrech/dorn24_e.html 
10 “Peace and Security: Canada’s Hallmark in World Affairs”(Canada World View, (Issue 6 winter 1999)) 
URL http://www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/canada-magazine/issue06/6t8-en.asp 
11 Copeland, “The Axworthy Years,” p. 159 



convincing a majority of countries to join the treaty, but it wouldn’t have been as 

successful without the cooperation of NGOs. It was further satisfactory for Canada 

that by achieving the Convention Axworthy received in 1998 the North-South Prize 

awarded by the European Council for his contribution to the campaign, just as he later 

received the United Nation’s Endicott Peabody Humanitarian Award. 

The Axworthy Revolution claimed that Canada could “shape the 
world of the next century for the better”, a comprehensive assertion 
of international moral leadership no Foreign Minister before him 
would have contemplated.[…] Axworthy, moreover, changed the 
way policy was made and promoted. He systematically sought out 
and involved the elements of civil society, broadening Canada’s 
foreign policy constituency and increasing exponentially the number 
of participating actors…He was also a shrewd tactician in the use of 
the non-governmental organization (NGO) community to do some of 
the heavy lifting on his issues.12  

 

Canada translated the human security agenda in several issues that varied and ranged 

from drug traffic, small arms, development, health,13 money laundering, education, 

money laundering, corruption, human trafficking, and terrorism amongst others.14 

Domestically, they set up an anticrime agenda to confront international crime and 

terrorism with the mission to “keep Canadian streets safe” under the human security 

underlying principle. “Canada first put international crime on the G-8agenda at the 

Halifax Summit in 1995. As a result of the Canadian initiative, crime has become a 

regular feature of the G-8 Summit Process”15 The next step was for the United 

Nations to recognize the threat and set up a new Convention on Transnational 
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Organized Crime that would encompass people trafficking in general with an 

emphasis on women and children, and the smuggling of firearms. The rationale for 

these actions is that globalization and transnational crime make human security crisis 

abroad able to reach into Canadian daily lives through international crime, and thus a 

need to cooperate past borders on this issues is justifiable and desirable in terms of 

national security.  

 

III.1.2 Critiques to Canada’s Human Security 

Human Security, as was mentioned in chapter one, has not been widely accepted by 

either States or individuals. Countries, groups and scholars question not only the 

definition and reach of human security, but the usefulness of the concept itself, since 

concern for human “safety” has been present within the international community at 

least from the moment the International Committee of the Red Cross was created in 

the 1860s; therefore, many of its critics don’t see the need to create a more intricate 

concept that generates disruptions in the already complex international system.16 

Stronger criticism considers human security to be “pulpit diplomacy” or 

“foreign policy for the weak”, as well as to be contradictory for national interests and 

even damaging due to its obvious clash with more ancient concepts such as 

sovereignty: 

This well-intentioned if still somewhat vague initiative, however, 
denies long-established principles of state sovereignty, and may well 
encourage unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of other 
states, issuing a “blank cheque for virtually limitless UN 
interventionism.” In fact, the potential for greater human insecurity 
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may be fostered, “as governments fortify against a possible 
intervention by repressing their populations into servility.17 

 

Within this perspective, some developing countries have expressed their fears about 

the adoption of human security since its universal application can be used to justify 

UN’s greater power of intervention in affaire that they consider to be domestic; 

meanwhile, some powerful countries consider that they shouldn’t be forced to 

intervene when such an action is not in correspondence with their national interests.  

Ironically, when it came to choose between human security and economic interests, 

Canada failed to be the first country to act against Indonesia when human security in 

East-Timor was at stake.  

 

III.2 Canada as a Middle Power 

For the last 50 years of Canadian foreign policy, three constants can be observed: the 

promotion of international peace and security; the projection of Canadian values 

abroad; and the domestic growth through commerce. These objectives have been 

achieved through active Canadian participation in several multilateral institutions, as 

well as by exercising a liberal multilateral foreign policy:  

With respect to the promotion of Canadian values abroad, it is 
undeniable that democracy, good governance, human rights, the rule 
of law, and prosperity through sustainable development are not only 
Canadian values, but also goals of both traditional foreign policy and 
Human Security. Via the peacebuilding process, which promotes all 
of these concepts, Canada is doing more to promote Canadian values 
than was ever possible during the Cold War.18 
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The Canadian government did not take long to understand that the interests of a 

middle power and commercial sate such as Canada would be better served through an 

active foreign policy that sought global stability through the creation and widening of 

an international rules system. As for commerce and prosperity, the kind of safe global 

scenery that human security seeks to create is beneficial for commerce.  

Human security matches most of Canadian foreign policy tradition since 

WWII.  According to this view, they keep the same objectives and methods but now 

related to human security. Whithin this agenda, it is recognized that the peacekeeping 

and peacebuilding concepts are closely related to the human security package. 

Therefore, just as Canada did with traditional peacekeeping methods during the Cold 

War, it has kept itself as the best known peacekeeper since it is equally or more 

beneficial than before.19  

Domestically, we can see a necessity to define and differentiate foreign policy 

from that of the United States, arguing that even if “Isolationism has long been an 

unfortunate undercurrent in American politics, (but) it has not taken root in 

Canada.”20 We can further identify a need to reform the United Nations and the veto 

power of the permanent members of the Security Council:  

Our goals include making the Security Council’s work more 
transparent and reasserting the primacy of the Council in peace and 
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security issues. Other reforms are needed simply to make the UN 
operate more efficiently. Canada has actively pursued these reforms 
both within the UN and in other international fora.21 
 

This concern about the future of the United Nations is understandable if we consider 

the importance that this institution has for Canada, since not only most of the 

countries in the international arena are represented within this organism, but also its 

agenda has a great deal of activities related to the protection of the human being. 

Canada, being a middle power, forcefully requires cooperation and collaboration of 

other countries in order to achieve its humanitarian agenda abroad, and this kind of 

multilateralism can be attained by means of negotiation diplomacy within the UN.  

 

III.2.1 Human Security/Canadian limits 

The best example of the limitations of the Canadian human security agenda is their 

actions, or lack of them, in East-Timor, since civilians were clearly under treat of 

violence from the Indonesian government and military. Within this scenery, Canadian 

intervention was regarded as high in rhetoric and low in substantial action, which 

didn’t go further than to ask a Security Council’s mission to observe the situation, 

with the objective of a quick deployment of peacekeeping forces. Even though 

Canada was a member of the Security Council at the time, it didn’t ask for 

authorization to send a multinational armed force-without Indonesia’s consent-under 

Chapter VII, or for intervention without the SC’s mandate, just as they did in Kosovo. 
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The Canadian government also eluded sanctions and measures such as the arms 

embargoes that other governments did apply.22  

These doubtful actions from the Canadian government can be related to their 

economic interests, since Indonesia represented their largest market in Asia’s south-

east, with a total of $972 million Canadian dollars in exports. Even if Canada did 

place some efforts in getting an invitation from Indonesia to mobilize an international 

front, Canada and its allies waited until the multinational forces were invited, in a 

moment in which infrastructure had already been greatly destroyed and a large 

amount of the population had been displaced. By the moment intervention was 

authorized, Canadian troops delayed even further due to malfunctioning equipment 

and operational preparations.23 

Without further analysis of the complexities of this conflict, we can clearly see 

that there are two limits to human security protection from Canada: national interest 

and military capacity. As for national interest, this particular case presented them with 

two choices, to protect East-Timor and damage the commercial and geostrategic 

relationship with Indonesia; or to engage in moderate actions that, without leaving 

aside the human security rhetoric, did not represent a risk for their Indonesian 

relationship.  

As for Canada’s military capacity, several critics have doubted that they can 

actually keep in line with their humanitarian commitments. In East-Timor, Canada 
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demonstrated that it could not manage the costs and therefore keep a combat force 

enough to participate in the INTERFET. This conflict stressed the need to increase 

the defense budget to provide the troops with better equipment needed to keep 

Canada’s traditional role in peacekeeping efforts. However, there hasn’t been clear 

improvement in this area, as it was seen more recently in Afghanistan, where 

Canadian soldiers where involved in a mediatic scandal that included borrowing 

camouflage attire from American troops due to a lack of proper uniforms for the 

desert.  

By August 31 2002, Canada was the 34th country in terms of contributing to peace 

missions, collaborating with less than 1% of the international peacekeepers in action. 

It was placed 153 out of 192 countries in defense expenditures as percentage of their 

GDP, and in 13th place out of 18 NATO members. It holds the 34th place in terms of 

population, but 77th in military reserves.24 By looking at these numbers, we can 

seriously consider the argument that even though Canada pretends to be very active in 

terms of peace missions, its real capacity won’t allow them to attain the desired reach. 

This has been noticed both at the international arena and domestically, which has 

translated into disbelief and concern for Canadian audiences who still believe that 

Canada has an important role to play in the world concerning these issues.  

Canadian foreign policy is going through a period of profound 
anxiety, critique, and reconsideration. All of the accepted images of 
why and how Canada should play an international role have been 
eroded if not completely shattered. Having been built up as one of 
the major sources of national unity and collective pride there is now 
a pervasive sense of disconnect as well as fragility about Canada’s 
role in the world.25 
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It had been argued that with the end of the Cold war a new era for Canadian foreign 

policy would emerge, in which an assertive promotion of human security would be 

Canada’s main characteristic. However, after the initial optimism of the Axworthy 

years, it started to become noticeable that even if  “the language of human security 

[was] new; however, one would be hard pressed to conclude that Canadian practices 

in the area of human rights have fundamentally altered. In the past [Canada] justified 

action or inaction on human rights on the grounds of either strategic or economic 

interests. Now, economic interests have come to the forefront. Canadian human rights 

policy was and continues to be inconsistent and self-interested. This continuity is 

explained by the fact that the logic driving niche diplomacy is not new.”26 Even if in 

theory interests and values should not be mutually exclusive, in practice, especially 

after the 9/11 attacks, the rule has become to see them as competing angles when it 

comes to foreign policy making.27  

 

III.3 Canada and the Post-9/11 World 

After the 9/11 attack, a domestic debate arose in Canada regarding the position that 

the country should play in world affairs. For some,  “Canada’s traditional strengths in 

fostering peace and multilateralism”28 should be maintained, while for others it was 

clear that Canada’s interests rested in fighting terrorism due to its close ties to the US 

and Washington’s clear orientation of their foreign policy. Those who alleged that 
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Canada should stick to multilateralism and human security believed that they should 

not fear US reprisals if they did not join their fight against terrorism since 

The history of Canadian-American relation has been remarkably free 
of linkage…Canada has pursued its policies without fearing reprisals 
or sanctions form its neighbor when priorities clashed. The two 
countries shared values, interests, and goals during the long darkness 
of the Cold War and into the 1990s. They placed a premium on 
keeping economic and security policies separate, and the border 
open for business.29  

 
However, not everyone shared that optimism, particularly the government, and Jean 

decided to give military support after 9/11. One month later Canada did actively 

collaborate by sending ships, special forces, and transport and surveillance aircraft as 

part of Operation Apollo, an initiative destined by the US to fight against Osama bin 

Laden and his supporters. “Canada…did not offer troops immediately after the 

attacks because Chretien wanted to encourage the US to proceed with a controlled 

and measured military response…Ottawa held back and avoided high-profile moves 

like visiting ‘ground zero’…[he] displayed Canada’s independence by not 

automatically providing forces[…]Chretien’s diplomatic pause, although criticized by 

some analysts, reflected the domestic mood…When the implications of participation 

in an anti-terrorist war were explained, Canadians pulled back, wanting neither 

military nor civilian casualties.” The polls conducted reflected that 66 % of the 

Canadian public supported the idea, but if Canadian soldiers died, only 48% where 

willing to send forces to support the US.30 The Canadian forces then participated until 

United States’ actions were sanctioned by both the UN and NATO in the spirit of 

multilateralism. 
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“The pattern of Canada-Us defence relationships almost always has involved 

Canada responding to American initiatives.”31 This has largely been due to Canada’s 

geography and shared border with the United States. The United States has always 

enjoyed a certain degree of security due to its geographical location, and during the 

Cold War defence against the USSR was mainly sought up north, in the airspace 

shared with Canada. Thus, Canada became vital for the defence of their southern 

neighbor “ whether Canadians [were] aware of that reality, whether they like it, or 

even whether they [were] prepared to pay for it.”32 In the post-Cold War period 

Canada had somewhat lost its meaning for US security, until the 9/11 attack when 

being the northern neighbor became important again.  

In general, the April 2005 foreign and defense statements are 
consistent with the emergence of a new bilateral consensus on North 
American security. Yet there still may be a problem here. A major 
theme of the statements is that although Canada recognizes the new 
importance of maintaining a strong security partnership with the 
United States, it will not, in prime minister Martin’s words, become 
Washington’s ‘handmaiden.’ Thus, while Ottawa, on the one hand 
pledges to enhance security cooperation with the US in North 
America, it appears on the other hand, to be striving for a more 
independent Canadian role internationally as part of the restoring of 
Canada’s “role of pride and influence in the world.33  

 
Canada’s ambivalence in its foreign policy concerning US interests has not only made 

Washington doubt of Canada’s intentions and usefulness in the War on Terrorism. 

Tomas Axworty has argued that “Canada is damaging its all-important relationship 

with the United States through its ‘all talk no action’ approach to foreign policy.”34 
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For both Washington and interest oriented policymakers in Canada, there are hard 

choices to be made and priorities to be set to make Canadian foreign policy more 

strategic. For them Canada should leave aside a “thin but global presence” and center 

its foreign policy on the bilateral security commitment, which would make much 

more sense financially.35 They show that there is a clear need for a strategic vision in 

Canadian foreign policy due to the power difference with the US: 

The enormous power difference between the two countries 
compounds the difficulty of constructive engagement and concepts 
of closer bilateral cooperation. The Americans are singularly 
powerful, number one in many ways. They know it and act 
accordingly. Canadians know they are not number one and, in that 
sense alone, are much unlike Americans. Indeed, some celebrate 
their ‘not-american’ status as the most distinct Canadian attribute! 
But Canadians also seem less certain about what or who they are 
other than “not-American.”36  

 
One of the public opinion polls conducted in Canada reflected that almost one year 

after 9/11 30% of Canadians thought that Canada will not be independent in 25 years, 

whereas 42% responded that “it ‘probably’ will.”37 This is a strong example of how 

Canadians feel in relation to the governments response towards US pressures in order 

to collaborate on the War on Terrorism, because even if it is not the mood of the 

majority, it still is an important part of the population that thinks Canada is complying 

too much with US exigencies. Still, “[t]he vast majority has not given up the hope 

that they can simultaneously rebuild both the right kind of border and their own kind 

of state.”38  
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 The truth is that the bilateral relationship, even if there has been the need to exert 

pressure and even if the Canadian government has proven to be slow on making 

decisions, is still one of the closest between to Nation States in the international arena. By 

January 2002 there existed almost 90 bilateral treaties concerning Canada-US defence, 

and due to the terrorist attacks closer agreements have been made, such as the Binational 

Planning Group, that was designed to ensure cooperation and coordinated responses to 

national requests for military assistance through the set up of contingency plans, as a 

complementation of NORAD.39   

The North American Aerospace Defense (NORAD) was a joint Canada-U.S. air 

defense program launched in 1957 during the Cold War with the objective of intercepting 

possible missiles deployed over the arctic from the Soviet Union.  Canadian think tanks 

such as the CCCE supported the expansion of the NORAD to include land and maritime 

defense and argue that this should occur through the United States Northern Command 

(NORTHCOM).  The C.D. Howe Institute called upon Canada to play an assertive role in 

continental defense initiatives.40  

Canada agreed in 2004 to amend the NORAD agreement to additionally function 

as a missile launch warning system to NORTHCOM (made possible by the 1996 

amendment).41 Although Canada had not signed on to the development of ballistic-

missile interceptor weapons (BMD), some perceived the 2004 amendment as a step in the 

direction towards eventual BMD.  The BMD program was finally rejected in April 2005, 
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and with a public deeply divided over the issue of BMD, the NORAD renewal process 

had become increasingly complex in Canada.  

In a report published by the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, 

Dwight N. Mason discusses the “policy implications of the decline of the Canadian 

Forces.” He argues that Canada will not have the capacity to participate in an expanded 

NORAD unless it invests in upgrading its military capabilities.42 This raises questions 

about Canada’s sovereignty over defense policy.  In the same document, James Ferguson 

argues that discussions of missile defense cannot be separated from the renewal of 

NORAD.43 Even if there was a rejection of the BMD, the NORAD agreement after much 

debate was finally renewed in 2006. 

Canada's commitment to a permanent Agreement demonstrates a 
long-term commitment to the defence of North America. NORAD's 
unique bi-national command structure provides an excellent model 
for Canada-US cooperation. It enables face-to-face contact between 
Canadians and Americans responsible for continental air defence. 
Both governments will review the NORAD Agreement regularly to 
ensure that it continues to evolve to meet new threats.44 
 

For the US, the relevance of NORAD was demonstrated on the very day that the 

terrorist attacks were made, since it was through NORAD that control of 

continental airspace was achieved. For the Canadian government, it has been 

necessary to justify the renewal of the treaty and a series of questions concerning 

Canada’s participation in NORAD and its relevance for the country have been 

addressed by the Foreign Affairs and International Trade ministry, particularly 
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through a web page where they assure that instead of being a threat to Canadian 

sovereignty “NORAD enhances Canada's ability to ensure surveillance and 

control over Canadian airspace -- and now over its maritime approaches and 

internal waterways.  NORAD's unique bi-national command structure also 

enhances Canada's ability to participate in decisions related to the defence of 

North America.” It was also emphasized that each country continues “to exercise 

control over their respective sovereign territories and command their national 

forces.” This way, the Canadian government complies with US pressures while at 

the same time ensuring Canadian skeptics that Canada’s participation in NORAD 

does not entail a loss of sovereignty, and that on the contrary, it helps guarantee 

the safety of their interests and objectives.45  

Canada-US bilateral relation has been and will continue to be imperative for 

Canadian security and foreign policymaking. This implies that Canadian foreign policy 

revision must recognize the need to project Canada’s image as a trustworthy partner for 

the United States, and avoid a direct and intentional confrontation with the American 

government.46  However, for Canadian policymakers it has always proven to be difficult 

to balance the proximity vs. distance approaches to Canada-US bilateral relationship: 

The challenge today is to find the right balance in the context of 
constantly changing domestic and external circumstances. But in a 
security-deficient environment plagued by mutually reinforcing 
addictions to public safety and homeland defense, it is becoming 
increasingly difficult for Ottawa to maneuver between the two 
options. The search for an ideal equilibrium point is more 
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complicated today because the political and economic risks of 
moving towards either option are increasing simultaneously.47  

 
The risk of choosing proximity is that since the US is currently so committed to security, 

the strategies that the American government is choosing are disagreeable of the majority 

of Canadians that believe in Canada’s traditional multilateralist approach. On the other 

hand, to distance themselves from the US implies that their southern neighbor will not be 

as ready to protect Canadian economic interests if there were to be another attack as they 

would have if they had seen a Canadian commitment to their cause. “Ottawa is being 

pressured to maintain a healthy, sovereignty enhancing distance from the U.S. at the very 

time when proximity, interoperability, security coordination and intelligence sharing are 

becoming more important to both the United States and Canada.”48  

 For the United States the most important issue at hand is to eliminate anything in 

any part of the world that supports of promotes terrorism, particularly if it is aimed at the 

US. In this sense, the security and defence relationship with Canada goes beyond actions 

to prevent attacks from the outside, and Washington remains concerned about Canadian 

domestic policies that permit terrorists to enter and move freely within Canada.49 Ottawa 

has been pressured into strengthening their refugee policies and determination system, as 

well as to commit more and more resources to track and apprehend terrorists in Canada.50 

There has also been a passing of domestic anti-terrorist legislation, or the equivalent to 

America’s Patriotic Act, Bill C-36, which turned out to be harsher than it was originally 

intended. 
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Canada’s anti-terrorism bill (bill C-36) demonstrates its commitment to national and 

continental security.  However, it has raised concerns over civil liberties violations, as 

illustrated by the Maher Arar case, a Syrian born Canadian who was detained in the US 

on his way to Canada and repeatedly tortured by both US and Syrian authorities after 

being wrongly accused of terrorism.  This case not only shocked the Canadian public, but 

it also increased their awareness on the possibility that under bill C-36 similar arrests 

could be made.  The complicity of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) in the 

intelligence sharing that led to Arar’s unjust arrest raises concerns about the jurisdiction 

of law enforcement in the post 9-11 security context and Canadians have in general 

become skeptical about the idea of security integration with the U.S.  

“Given Canada’s declining status as a middle power and the relatively insignificant 

influence this carries on the international stage, an almost religious commitment to 

multilateralism has emerged as the only game in town for Canada.”51 However, this 

multilateralism has had to make way for US exigencies in order to keep the bilateral 

relation in terms of defence and security working to a certain degree. Up until 9/11 

Canada had been able to use its ancient commitment to multilateralism to balance and 

resist US hegemonic pressure. 

Relations between the two countries are nevertheless strong. They 
are not in a state of crisis. After 11 September, Canada moved 
quickly to assuage American fears that it was a terrorist nest, and a 
major effort has been underway since to harmonize customs and 
immigration policies, prepare for awful contingencies, share 
intelligence, and facilitate cross-border traffic in people, goods and 
services. […]Canada is the largest global supplier to the US of oil, 
gas, electricity, uranium, and motor vehicles…Canada is relevant to 
the US because it needs a stable, secure northern partner in order to 

feel prosperous and safe.
52 
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Canada did manage to avoid joining the war on Iraq under the justification that, even if it 

was a somewhat “plurilateral” action, it still had to remain compatible with 

multilateralism to be considered as legitimate; in that case, the Operation Iraqui Freedom 

was seen as “an action outside the global rule of law” and therefore contradictory to the 

multilateral institutions created with the help of both Canada and the US after WWII. 

Canada´s position was then related more to that of most European governments than to its 

continental partner. 53But even if Ottawa did manage to resist the strain placed on Canada 

by Washington to join the “coalition of the willing” and go to war against Saddam 

Hussein’s regime, as we have seen they have not been able to stand up completely against 

America’s security agenda in other areas, particularly in issues that concern North 

American security.  
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