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Canada has always relied upon the sea for its economy and security. By its geography and 
reliance upon the sea-lanes of communication, the state is arguably maritime by nature. This 
dependence upon the use of the sea can once threatened, naturally develop into vulnerabilities 
requiring protection and stability achieved only through a national maritime and naval strategy. 
What strategy matches Canada’s present and future maritime policy? Is Canadian strategy 
simply a superpower maritime strategy in miniature, or does national policy require something 
different? The prolonged procurement process of naval vessels, normally ten to fifteen years, 
dictates that Canadian maritime interests are best served by a long-term forward looking 
strategy. 

Introduction 

The use of the sea has been a vital element in the economic well-being and security of a 
significant portion of mankind since humanity first realized the boundless potential of its use. 
Accompanying the recognition that the sea no longer constituted an inaccessible environment, 
human beings began exploring means of exploiting its resources and its use as a medium of 
transportation. Initially, cargo traders were armed in order to protect themselves in areas where 
order was minimal and to prevent adversaries from interfering in the supply of vital 
commodities. Once the truly unarmed merchant ships optimized the transportation of cargo, 
Rear-Admiral Raja Menon of the Indian Navy notes that the business of fighting at sea was left 
to the warship.[1] Naval vessels continue to remain the primary and preferred maritime platforms 
in the current evolving international security environment, yet maritime effectiveness in the 
modern era requires the capability to simultaneously operate on and under the surface, in the air, 
from the shore, and in space. Unfortunately, Canada’s limited resources make the establishment 
of effective strategy based upon a comprehensive national security and maritime policy 
particularly critical. Since Canada does not possess the resources to contemplate the inclusion of 
the full range of maritime missions and functions, crucial choices must be made over what 
strategic options best match the national political policy and objective with available resources. 

The purpose of this paper will be to fill some of the existing gaps in the theoretical role of 
Canada’s naval forces in the Post-Cold War era. In light of the evolving international 
environment, it will examine how Canada’s navy can be best used in support of the state’s 
national security policy and more narrowly defined maritime policy. It will argue that the 
inherent flexibility of maritime forces makes them ideal policy tools. What interest does Canada 
have in the maritime environment? In other words, what do Canadians want their maritime 
forces to achieve? The objective of this appraisal is not simply to ascertain the reasons why 
Canada needs to maintain a credible maritime force, rather it will develop a theoretical 
understanding of how these forces can best be deployed. Since Canada will unlikely involve 
itself in high-intensity operations outside its national waters without allied assistance, Canada’s 
navy must be prepared to maintain its interoperability with allies and develop an unambiguous 



and clear strategy for its contribution to allied operations. While Canada’s navy has entered the 
twenty-first century with a modern ‘bluewater’ naval force structure, what remains lacking is a 
comprehensive maritime strategy. 

First, and most importantly, will be an examination of Canadian interests in the maritime 
environment. This paper will argue that Canada is very much a maritime nation and needs to 
construct a strategy that properly reflects that dependence. Secondly, discussion will be directed 
towards determining the character of the future security environment and what interests and use 
will states have in the world’s oceans. Evaluation will evolve around the applicability of past 
maritime theories and whether the recent shift in international system away from the bipolar 
balance of power characteristic of the Cold War has provoked changes in the role of the sea in 
national security strategies. Finally, the final portion of the paper will establish a likely strategic 
option for Canada’s maritime forces founded upon the theoretical basis established previously. 
How can states best use maritime assets towards fulfilling their national security and maritime 
policies? Specific analysis will be directed towards measuring the continued significance of the 
‘command of the sea’ and power projection in order to influence continental conflicts and 
missions. This paper will argue in favour of a unified maritime strategy that constitutes a joint 
approach including the participation of the army, air force, and coast guard in addition to the 
navy. 

If the state is reliant upon the sea it is inherently dependent upon the maritime environment for 
its national security. Therefore, the state requires a strategy and the means to shape and 
determine what happens in that region. In fact, it is the nature of this maritime environment that 
distinguishes what maritime forces are to achieve. Since human beings do not live and occupy 
the sea in the same manner as land, the strategist has the difficult task of developing a strategy in 
order to secure maritime interests, in war and peace, in such an unaccommodating environment. 
Unsurprisingly, warships cannot fortify or occupy the oceans in the same way that armies can on 
land and its nature requires a significantly higher reliance upon technology. The difficulty of 
formulating maritime strategy is evident under these restrictive conditions. However difficult, a 
famous Chinese strategist denotes the importance of war and conflict and it is, "mandatory that it 
be thoroughly studied.[2] 

Traversing the Conceptual Quagmire 

Before embarking upon the task of defining a Canadian maritime strategy, a clarification of 
terms discussed is required. Constricting to any dialogue on maritime security is the potential 
conceptual quagmire. It has often been stated that there are as many definitions for maritime 
power and strategy as there are writers into the subject. Before any progress can be made into the 
theoretical look at Canadian maritime strategy, there requires a clearing up of this conceptual 
ambiguity. The terms of primary importance to this debate are strategy in general and the more 
narrowly defined maritime and naval strategy. Strategy development is not an easy task nor is it 
an absolute concept. Strategy acts as a bridge between political policies and the military science 
or application of military assets. The military strategist is tasked to connect military power to the 
goals of policy. There are numerous elements that influence and shape strategy as well as factors 
that impact upon its implementation which Clausewitz referred to as the intangibles of war, or 
the unknown friction that occurs with the interaction between thinking adversaries.[3] 



To develop strategy is not to develop a cookbook of steps, that when followed will guarantee 
success. Since all wars and conflicts are unique, strategy represents a guide and foundation 
rooted in historically based guesswork to fulfill policy in an unforeseeable future. Colin Gray 
notes that the, "true wisdom in strategy must be practical because strategy is practical 
subject."[4] Furthermore, strategy outlines the types of likely conflicts, the types of tasks forces 
are to undertake, and procurement requirements. The formulating of strategy in an unforeseeable 
future, while essential, is invariably laden with complications. "All too frequently," Special 
Advisor to Commander MARPAC, James Boutilier has noted, "they fail to take into account the 
reactions of neighbouring defence establishments, the unpredictable nature of technological 
change, and the distorting effect of major socio-political phenomena like the collapse of the 
Soviet Union or the Asian economic crisis."[5] The continuing acceleration of maritime and 
military technologies will unlikely make the task of strategists easier. According to MacGregor 
Knox, makers of strategy must narrow the focus of strategy and willingly approach the 
uncertainties and dangers of action. [6] A large portion of the current literature on strategy, 
including Canadian, has concerned itself with the rise and fall of a particular weapon or platform 
and focused less upon the how it links to national policy or grand strategy. 

It is generally understood that the traditional conceptualization of seapower is the ability of states 
to control the seas and project power across the sea. This orthodox conceptualization of 
seapower had been the focal point of strategists such as Alfred Mahan. However, its conceptual 
relationship to airpower and land power tends to give the impression that it restricts itself to 
military forces on the open ocean. In order to avoid ambiguity and include a broader 
understanding of security, modern strategic debate has increasingly began to employ the concept 
of maritime power and strategy. Following the theoretical path laid out by Carl von Clausewitz, 
Julian Corbett argues that, "by maritime strategy we mean the principles which govern a war in 
which the sea is a substantial factor. Naval strategy is but that part of it which determines the 
movements of the fleet when maritime strategy has determined what part the fleet must play in 
relation to the action of the land forces . . ."[7] What is of concern within this analysis is the 
broader application inherent within the concept of maritime strategy which encompasses the use 
of maritime defence assets in the pursuit of national interests and more specifically the 
fulfillment of economic, military, and diplomatic objectives. The formulation of strategy under 
this conceptualization avoids the unnecessary and even counterproductive restriction regarding a 
unified strategy towards the use of the maritime environment. It is a working assumption of this 
thesis that there are important continuities of maritime strategy that have persisted since the rise 
of Athenian power and that continue to remain relevant in the modern era. Yet, how territorially 
organized states use their navies as policy instruments in relation to the timeless strategic nature 
of the sea differ according to its own historical experience, national wealth, geographical 
position, and the state’s ‘maritime-ness’ described by Admiral Hill.[8] 

Canada’s Maritime Interests: A land or maritime power? 

According to Maritime Command (MARCOM), only geography remains a constant in the 
strategic equation.[9] It is geography that poses challenges to Canada’s security and the 
requirements of its naval and maritime assets. Many aspects of ocean use are integral to the well-
being of the nation. Canada boasts the world’s largest coastline bordering on three oceans and 
the areas under its jurisdiction are nearly equal to the state’s landmass. Furthermore, those areas 



in which Canada has defence responsibilities under NATO and the CAN-US defence treaties 
represent over twelve million square kilometres.[10] Canada’s maritime linkages go beyond its 
geographical nature. Much of Canada’s industry depends upon the access to foreign markets and 
the uninterrupted flow of raw materials and refined products. This remains especially true within 
specific sectors of the Canadian economy. For instance, Eastern Canada is almost totally reliant 
upon the import of oil for its industry.[11] The increasing exploitation of renewable and non-
renewable resources will remain critical security interests that impinge upon the nation’s foreign 
policy. 

Canadian security interests have never depended solely upon protecting Canada from invasion. It 
is not an espousal of historical fallacies to suggest that since the conclusion of the War of 1812, 
Canadian defence obligations have often been undertaken far from Canadian coasts. Barry 
Gough notes that throughout Canada’s history, command of the sea has been an integral 
component of the Northern Dominion’s security.[12] The Canadian government felt the need to 
establish the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) in 1910 to secure its coastal regions since the Royal 
Navy would not. According to Marc Milner, "the failure of the imperial government to act in 
defence of Canada's maritime interests vis-à-vis the Americans remained a sore point."[13] The 
Admiralty’s and the British government’s willingness to trade Canadian interests to appease the 
Americans, created a national mood that would not contribute a subsidy to the imperial fleet if it 
would not defend the dominion's interests. In light of the Canadian interests it is simply realistic 
to regard Canada as a maritime power rather than a continental power. Although Canada is not 
the dominant continental power in the Americas, it currently faces no real military threat to its 
security from continental forces and there is little indication that it will so in the future. 
Therefore, any military threat to Canadian security will be extensively maritime in nature. 
Changes in the international security environment since the ending of the Cold War have reduced 
the likelihood of a direct military threat to North America. Yet, isolation from the rest of the 
world by three oceans dictates the demand for maritime forces to participate in the maintenance 
of global stability, the hallmark of Canadian economic success. 

According to the rational choice model, a comprehensive security policy of a state should be 
based upon the objective perception of the international situation, external threats, and foreign 
policy objectives. Maritime strategy represents the state’s use of its maritime forces in support of 
these policy alternatives. However, a state’s strategic choices, including the naval, cannot always 
be simply reduced to a rational decision-making model based upon an objective observation of 
the strategic reality. In fact, this ideal strategic process resides only within the realm of fiction. 
For good or bad, Canadian naval identity has been influenced as much by bureaucratic neglect, 
public apathy, tradition, alliances and experience as it has by perceptions of the international 
environment and foreign policy objectives. These variables produce what can be described as a 
naval identity or culture, from which strategic choices originate. Although it is evident that a 
Canadian naval identity exists, its characteristics have often been ambiguous and unclear. 

"Unfortunately, Canada," Peter Haydon noted in 1990, "is an imperfect maritime power."[14] 
Approximately seven years later, Peter Haydon again expressed that the underlining factor 
inhibiting the formation of concrete maritime policies lies in the, "fairly widespread lack of true 
understanding of the maritime dimension of our country and of the requirement to preserve its 
maritime security."[15] This bias towards a land-locked mentality has remained a traditional 



aspect of Canadian society and government. The Canadian government has little interest or will 
to tackle long-term defence deficiencies, especially the maritime since it operates in a medium 
that seems alien and distant to most Canadians. The nature of maritime forces, established by the 
frontier they inhabit, makes them virtually invisible to the majority of Canadian society. Naval 
issues for the bulk of taxpayers can best be described as out of sight, out of mind. 

Development of maritime strategy for Canada is particularly crucial due to limited resources and 
dependence upon the sea. Historically, Canadian naval planners have been influenced by the 
American and British strategic theories, especially those of Alfred Mahan, and similarly drew 
upon the legacy of the Royal Navy. For Colin Gray, the legacy of Canada’s military past, 
including naval, has been that of "strategic theoretical parasitism." Dependence upon the 
intellectual strategic debate of others allows for the reduced effectiveness of future security 
thought in order to instigate uniquely Canadian solutions to Canadian problems. [16] 

Are Canadian politicians interested in defence issues? It has been the common perception among 
the defence community and analysts that they, in fact, are not. A survey conducted by Douglas 
Bland and Queen’s University’s School of Policy Studies, noted that while political leaders will 
not normally get involved in debates over the effectiveness of Canadian defence policy, strategy, 
or resources their interest may be prompted by emergencies or major spending products.[17] A 
more accurate statement might be that Canadian politicians are not in the habit of thinking 
strategically. Fred Crickard believes that Canadians do not view themselves as a maritime nation 
and have left the shaping of naval instruments in the hands of its professionals. Consequently, 
Canadian naval professionals have organized Canadian maritime strategy based upon the 
tradition of ‘bluewater’ capability inherited from the links to the Royal Navy and the Mahanian 
concept of the decisive battle on the High Seas.[18] Features of Canadian operational and 
strategic traditions, based upon the institutional faith in the universal and timeless utility of the 
‘bluewater’ big ship navy, have left an indelible mark on strategy development. Ken Booth has 
suggested: "Academic strategists, unlike their professional counterparts, have the opportunity to 
think in the longer term and take hold of problems which policy makers hardly have a chance to 
think about."[19] It is unlikely that public perceptions will change quickly, what is required is 
organizational and institutional change that builds strategic alternatives founded upon the 
assumption that Canada is, in fact, a maritime power. 

A Canadian Naval Strategy for the 21st Century: A Fleet-in-Being and Future Strategy 

The remainder of this paper will be based upon two working assumptions pertaining to the future 
shape of maritime strategy. None are totally original or new, rather the changing international 
context has shifted the focus of maritime strategy away from open confrontation and protection 
of sea-based strategic deterrent forces in the ‘high seas,’ to closer inshore activities. First, this 
growing territorialization of the sea has been established as a crucial component of a state’s 
domain, which necessitates the development of a maritime strategy to manage and protect it. For 
some states this focus will require the requisition of increased capabilities to monitor and control 
these vital waters. For others, it involves a re-evaluation of its current force structure and 
strategy. Second, there is a heightened likelihood that states will find themselves engaged in an 
increasing number of peacekeeping, humanitarian aid and intervention operations on behalf of 
the international community or regional alliances. Therefore, a central tenet founded upon these 



changing elements is the shift to ‘littoral’ operations. Three-quarters of the world’s population, 
four-fifths of the national capitals, and virtually all of the concentrations of international trade lie 
within 300 miles of a coast. Additionally, the rising importance of Exclusive Economic Zones 
(EEZs) and vulnerabilities associated with dependence on resources has shifted likely naval 
conflicts from the High-Sea to 200 nautical miles from any given coast, dictating that the vast 
majority of security concerns and conflicts in the 21st century will likely take place in the world’s 
littoral regions. 

Canadian strategists must weigh the desires of Canadian political objectives with the limited 
resources available to maritime defence. Any rational examination of Canadian strategy must 
concede that Canada cannot expect to see a major increase in defence funding short of a global 
conflict. Therefore, based upon the assumption of the increasing significance of operations 
within Canada’s own littoral and those of other states, along with the requirement of a flexible 
multi-purpose capability, Canadian strategists must determine what functions are essential and 
which can be relinquished. The remainder of this analysis will examine an alternative Canadian 
maritime strategy and how it resembles and deviates from the current strategy and subordinate 
force structure. 

Canadian maritime forces are currently in excellent condition, largely due to acquisition of 
twelve modern, state-of-the-art warships and the refitted TRUMPed class AAW destroyers. 
Recent procurement of four slightly used British Upholder-class submarines, to be re-
commissioned as the Victoria-class, has significantly increased force capabilities. Although there 
has been overall spending and personnel cuts, the navy has only lost roughly ten percent of its 
strength. In contrast, the Air Force’s reduction of the CF 18 fleet has reduced its combat 
capability by over twenty-five percent during the same period.[20] Notwithstanding the Post-
Cold War defence cuts, the current Commander Maritime Forces Pacific (MARPAC), Admiral 
Buck has accredited recent Canadian naval success to what he believes is a force structure that is 
in better shape than at any other time during his long and distinguished career.[21] In 
acknowledging that "the Canadian Navy is in good shape for the moment," Special Advisor to 
the Commander MARPAC, Dr. Boutilier concedes that by 2025 the new Halifax-class frigates 
will be "either in need of replacement or will have been replaced."[22] Given the roughly fifteen 
years required for new vessels to enter active service, there exists some lead-time for theoretical 
debates on future requirements for the frigates replacement. Unfortunately, the current destroyer 
fleet and at-sea replenishment vessels (AOR) have no such luxury. 

In theory, the type of weapon platforms, or fleet-in-being, should not affect strategy, because it is 
strategic choices that are to outline force requirements. Since rarely is strategy developed prior to 
vessel construction, it is "necessary to tailor strategy to an extent required to make it achievable 
by the force structure one possesses."[23] In the case of Canada’s newest class of frigates, the 
international system drastically changed, requiring a shift in strategic priorities between their 
initial conception and final commission. Founded upon comparative research on historical 
Canadian and Australian naval policy, Fred Crickard has found that, "operational strategy and to 
large extent naval policy are driven primarily by the fleet-in-being."[24] In other words, 
Canada’s possession of ‘bluewater’ and sea control capabilities has influenced the development 
of strategy. The evolutionary way in which Canadian strategists have predominantly approached 
the utility of naval forces has been to imperceptibly direct the strategy in certain directions 



before Canadian strategists have been able to establish innovative strategy based upon a logical 
comprehension of national purpose.[25] This reverse methodology of constructing maritime 
policy runs counter to the Clausewitzian hierarchy of the ends over the means rooted within the 
civil-military relations of liberal democracies like Canada. However, the reality is force structure 
persists when the international environment changes and often strategy must formulate how the 
current force structure can be adopted to the new international and domestic challenges. This 
paper advocates an evolutionary approach that evaluates current application of maritime 
resources and future strategic priorities. 

Current defence strategy is outlined in the most recent defence strategy document, entitled 
Shaping the Future of Canadian Defence: A Strategy for 2020, which states the defence mission 
is to, "defend Canada and Canadian interests and values while contributing to international peace 
and security." The publication notes the defence goal is to "provide Canada with modern, task-
tailored and globally deployable combat-capable forces that can respond quickly to crisis at 
home and abroad, in joint or combined operations. The forces structure must be viable, 
achievable and affordable."[26] The Directorate of Maritime strategy is currently developing a 
maritime strategy to fulfill the requirements set out in Strategy 2020.[27] In order to achieve a 
similar defence strategy, earlier Maritime Command publications, Adjusting Course: A Naval 
Strategy for Canada and The Maritime Vision: Canada’s Maritime Forces in 2015 highlight ‘sea 
control’ as a crucial priority in both international and national missions. A Task Group, 
consisting of various assets tailored to a specific mission, is to provide a highly capable and 
independent force founded upon ‘sea control’ capabilities. 

To Mahan the principle that would govern all naval warfare throughout all technological changes 
was to attain mastery of the sea. The objective would be to drive the enemy from the sea and 
deny them the use of the ‘great highway,’ while reserving it for oneself. Mahan has often been 
mistakenly described as advocating an absolute ‘command of the sea.’ According to Hedley 
Bull, Mahan recognized that no state would be strong enough to exercise complete ‘command of 
the sea’ all of the time. Rather he described the need to close off the routes of communication 
into and out of the enemy’s shore and allow them to only appear at sea as fugitives.[28] The 
impression that ‘command of the sea’ represented an absolute concept, led Admiral Stanfield 
Turner to advocate new terminology to represent this most difficult, yet most important maritime 
strategy concept. "The new term ‘Sea Control’," Admiral Turner described, "is intended to 
connote more realistic control in limited areas and for a limited period of time. It is conceivable 
today to temporarily exert air, submarine and surface control in an area while moving ships into 
position to project power ashore or to resupply overseas force." Sea control may be limited in 
area, but that area can be a moving one. Admiral Hill emphasizes that control can be sought 
around a battle group, amphibious force, or convoy.[29] Often sea control is a prerequisite to any 
inshore operation, including blockade and amphibious assaults. This is not actualized exclusively 
by surface combatants, but platforms over, on and under the surface. Additionally, space is 
becoming an integral component of sea control for communications, munitions guidance, 
intelligence, and counter-intelligence. 

Sea control remains of primary importance in fulfilling the requirements for conducting national 
missions in territorial waters, commonly referred to as the constabulary function, and 
participation in multinational operations involving patrolling and sanction enforcement. The 



constabulary function includes the policing and managing that takes place mainly in the state’s 
own territorial waters and Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). The purpose is the maintenance of 
public order, extension of sovereignty, resource protection, and assistance in internal stability. 
Momentarily, most constabulary roles are taking place within a state’s national waters. However, 
these states are being asked to contribute maritime forces to assist in international policing and 
law enforcement operations. In fact, for over a third of the world’s maritime forces, domain 
maintenance and coast guard duties represent the extent of their function.[30] Admiral Buck 
noted that most western navies have little or no policing role and have traditionally left that 
function to independent coast guards.[31] Yet, even in these cases the mounting responsibilities 
given to coast guards are requiring continued assistance of naval forces. In the Canadian case, 
shrinking budgets combined with growing maritime interests has demanded increased 
interdepartmental cooperation. 

Chief among the potential threats, according to Joseph Jockel, are overwhelmingly civilian and 
include smugglers, vessels fishing illegally and vessels that are operating in violation of 
Canadian law.[32] Protection of the state’s sovereignty over its territorial seas has been described 
as the principal task of Canada’s maritime forces. The 1994 Naval Vision document lists the key 
building blocks of sovereignty as surveillance, patrol and response. Lieutenant-Commander Jeff 
Conrad argues that it is, "only the navy that can perform the full range of tasks associated with 
ensuring the country’s sovereignty, especially when one refers to the area of ‘response’ or 
‘underwater surveillance’."[33] In fact, a significant portion of the Canadian naval identity has 
been shaped by the navy’s contributions to these so-called national missions. While the Canadian 
navy works together with various other federal and provincial departments, maritime forces 
remain the best means of enforcement. 

Interestingly, Captain (N) Harrison, the current west coast Assistant Chief of Staff for Plans and 
Operations, stated that despite increased attention given to this policing role, it still remains 
outside the navy’s mandate and constitutes an additional function when the government makes it 
so. While it may not be the navy’s priority or mandate, it does have increasing responsibilities in 
this area. In fact, debate over the constabulary function has been discussed within the literature, 
"long before government policy changed."[34] The value of this function is apparent when it is 
understood that the navy, including maritime aviation, contributes about 180 ship days and about 
1000 air hours in fishery patrols and surveillance.[35] Even as the need for Canadian maritime 
assets to support the policing of the state’s territorial waters has been extensively substantiated 
within the naval community, some commentators have cautioned rapidly embracing such a 
function. 

While Constabulary functions will remain important and a reoccurring topic in the literature, 
concern must be given to the drawbacks of such intense focus. Franklyn Griffiths has argued in 
favour of a Canadian navy being replaced by a constabulary coast guard.[36] An overemphasis 
on this function can realistically lead to the obvious question; why do we need such multi-
purpose and expensive warships? "One problem with this idea of opting for a constabulary 
instead of a traditional navy," Peter Haydon has noted, "is that it denies the government the 
option of using naval forces to support foreign policy."[37] Discussion into the constabulary has 
been productive, however, disproportionate focus runs the risk of overshadowing the diplomatic 
and military functions of navies as instruments of state policy, which tend to be exercised far 



from Canadian coasts. No analysts have suggested the procurement of destroyers and cruisers for 
the sole purpose of sovereignty protection and fisheries patrol. 

Canadian participation in multinational maritime peacekeeping and higher intensity conflicts has 
required Canada to maintain sea control capabilities. The concept of peacekeeping was never 
intended to be a role performed solely by the army. Possible missions requiring sea control 
capabilities would include: patrol, humanitarian response, enforcement obligations, and 
blockade. Increasingly, the utility of maritime forces in peacekeeping operations is becoming 
apparent. It is the area of peacekeeping and peace support missions that is receiving the greatest 
interest and is understood as the greatest potential for multinational naval cooperation.[38] In 
fact, ample scenarios involving Canadian participation and requiring sea control capabilities in a 
multinational coalition will likely increase in the near future. 

As illustrated previously, a crucial element of a maritime strategy is to influence events in 
continental wars and operations-other-than war. Power projection is the projection of power onto 
the shore. Most commonly this is understood to entail the landing of amphibious forces onto 
hostile territory. However, this could also include the supplying of forces, acting as a command 
and control centre for land operations, and bombarding the land with ship launched cruise 
missiles and sea-based aircraft. According to Colin Gray, even a superior land power is sharply 
limited in reach due to geographical and political barriers that divide the land. "It is true," he later 
contends, "that maritime command effectively places the military frontier on the enemy’s coast." 

In other words, the strategic meaning of maritime power originates exclusively from its ability to 
influence events on land.[39] 

The US Navy and Marine Corps have embraced a maritime strategic vision as the initial 
"enabling force" to engage in conflicts on land, outlined in the strategy document . . . From the 
Sea. The bedrock of this maritime strategy is forward presence, sea control, mobility and 
speed.[40] Amphibious operations require a much more absolute control than provided by sea 
control, in fact transitory and fleet protection is not enough. This ‘battlespace’ dominance 
represents a much more complete control at sea and denies the enemy its own coasts in order to 
push through amphibious operations. Advances in intelligence capabilities make the speed of 
battle, both at the tactical and strategic level, the key to success. "Miniature versions of 
superpower navies," Rear Admiral Raja Menon argues, "are not the answer for most countries." 
It has been the task of Carrier Battle Groups to enable navies to survive off a hostile coast.[41] 
This is an expensive option and an unrealistic match for Canadian political objectives and 
available resources. However, Canada’s interest in contributing to international peace and 
security requires examination into the applicability of a limited and relevant power projection 
strategy. 

It is a fallacy to disregard power projection simply because it is perceived to be inappropriate to 
Canadian defence policy. If there is one constant in the international system, it is change. As a 
result, policy and strategy are not stagnant, but rather adaptive. Joseph Jockel highlights the fact 
that beyond the limited utility of its maritime helicopters, Canada has no direct ability to project 
military power ashore.[42] The belief that these types of power projection capabilities play no 
part in the role assigned to Canada’s navy, places too tight a restriction upon the open-ended 
quality of the 1994 Defence White Paper. Captain (N) Robert Thomas believes that past 



exercises indicate that future sealift needs can be chartered on commercial vessels and naval 
involvement would unlikely go beyond escort duties, a task well within the capabilities of a ‘sea 
control’ mid-sized navy.[43] The recent imbroglio involving the GTS Katie, which was carrying 
one tenth of the Canadian army’s equipment, troubles such a reliance on commercial vessels. 
Confronted by such challenges, Dr. Boutilier questions the degree to which East Timor-style 
operations might require mid-sized navies to procure amphibious capabilities to undertake, 
"operations across a beach rather than across a jetty."[44] Canadian forces will not have the 
resources to acquire the specialized capability of undertaking amphibious operations against a 
hostile beach. Consideration and debate should be directed at the possible acquisition of a limited 
sealift capability to transport a troop detachment, with equipment, and disembark them with only 
limited port facilities. Restrictions caused by resource limitation stresses that any considerations 
of a power projection strategy necessitates cooperation between the navy and army. Power 
projection ambitions cannot be accomplished without support and interest from the army and 
cooperative efforts in establishing a unified strategy. Additionally, consideration of power 
projection capabilities should be incorporated into any replacement for the ageing destroyer fleet 
and logistics vessels. A minimum requirement would include extensive command and control 
facilities, increased sealift capacity and the maintenance of sea control capabilities. Procuring 
cruise missile capabilities would act as a significant force multiplier in support of land-based 
operations and should be considered.[45] 

Another function of maritime forces has been the role that maritime forces contribute as an 
important component of a state’s foreign policy. It has often been mistakenly thought of as a 
bonus or side note associated with the more glamorous warfighting functions. Conversely, the 
diplomatic function performed by maritime forces is a specialized task in its own right. The 
unique utility of these forces has allowed states to influence the policy of others, from positions 
of strength or through simply ‘showing the flag’ and indicating interest. Coinciding with the 
Post-Cold War interest with the policing function of maritime forces has been the role that these 
same forces can play in support of the state’s foreign policy. Since navies have traversed the 
world’s oceans, warships have been acknowledged to represent an extension of a sovereign state. 
Lieutenant (N) B. Fenton states that the practice of using warships to raise visibility, support 
foreign policy, and their special status in law makes them unique "ambassadors-at-large."[46] 

Canada has used its maritime forces as instruments of foreign policy in roles ranging from 
‘showing the flag,’ port visits, activities in support of confidence building measures (CBM), and 
acting along side like-minded states. Hence, these assets have become a valuable and flexible 
tool of statecraft, through both soft diplomacy and strong military presence. For starters, the 
diplomatic value of warships is self-evident by their contributions to collective defence, under 
the requirements of both NATO and CANUS defence agreements. Also, navies can pay other 
foreign policy dividends by supporting Canadian trade missions abroad. It is estimated that 
Canadian naval ships, as showcases for innovative Canadian technologies, has helped secure 
millions of new contracts world wide for Canadian companies.[47] 

A modest maritime capability has provided Canada with significant diplomatic flexibility that, as 
maintained by The Maritime Vision, has been disproportionate to the fiscal investment 
involved.[48] While the operational deployment of a warship may seem relatively cheap in 
comparison to the fiscal and diplomatic benefits gained, the platforms and the skilled personnel 



are not. Unwittingly, such a statement may tend to mislead those less familiar with maritime 
issues into believing that in order to get an increased bang for a tax dollar, warships need simply 
be replaced by cheaper, less capable vessels. Yet, Canada’s degree of influence is coupled with 
the capability and nature of the maritime forces engaged. Fred Crickard and Peter Haydon have 
been two of the leading advocates that the, "inherent flexibility of warships makes them ideal 
instruments of foreign policy." They caution that the symbolism inherent in warships is not 
transferable to other vessels and the limited capability of lesser warships prevents them from 
undertaking many of the tasks connected to the diplomatic role.[49] There tends to be an 
acknowledgment within the academic debate that the unpredictability of the current and future 
international environment will cause naval warships to remain important diplomatic tools. The 
diplomatic function of maritime forces, specifically warships, must be an active component of a 
Canadian maritime strategy. It should not be thought of as a subsidiary function, rather an 
integral element to be included along with sea control and power projection. 

Multinational Operations: Multi-Purpose or Specialization? 

Canada is unlikely to involve itself in a major international operation or conflict alone, requiring 
Canada to maintain the capability to work both strategically, operationally, and tactically under 
the auspices of the United States or the United Nations. One of the concerns associated with 
multinational operations, especially US-led coalitions, is the ability for the spectrum of maritime 
assets to communicate and operate effectively and smoothly. Strengthening military to military 
relationships with like-minded states to insure interoperable forces, doctrine and C4I (command, 
control, communications, computers, and intelligence) is highlighted as a key strategic objective 
for Canada’s forces.[50] Canada’s gradual shift of focus towards the US Navy’s sphere of 
influence, has allowed Canada’s maritime forces to retain a greater degree of interoperability 
with the US than any other state. A case in point is the growing trend to integrate Canadian 
warships into US carrier battle groups. 

In defining future areas of collaboration between the two navies, Commander Barry Coombs 
(USN) has argued that shrinking naval assets demands enhancing cooperation as one key to 
success in pursuit of the common focus on regional crisis.[51] More specific recommendations 
for strategic and tactical interoperability were made by Captain (N) A.J. Goode, who argued that, 
"it is essential that the Canadian Navy maintain a high degree of standardization and 
interoperability with the USN." Interestingly, Captain (N) Goode makes an important 
observation that imbalance in the two fleet sizes, designates that the imperative for 
standardization falls on Canada.[52] Future interoperability with the USN and other like-minded 
states, is required if Canada is to maximize the utility of its limited resources and their 
contribution to national, continental, and international security. The defence and academic 
community appears to have generally embraced this burden; yet it will be expensive and 
government policymakers must be convinced that it is essential and money well spent. 

Intertwined with the debate over Canada’s role within alliances has been the question of 
Canadian naval specialization. A common perception was that for the possession of a relatively 
mid-sized maritime force, the most beneficial and cost effective approach to fulfilling alliance 
requirements was the specialization of the Canadian navy. This became the primary rationale for 
the continuation during the Cold war of the Second World War role of ASW and escort duties. 



However, logically the acquisition and maintenance of a force capable of undertaking sea control 
operations necessitates multi-purpose capabilities. At the core of the specialization debate is the 
well-known fact that the limited size of maritime platforms dictates a limited capability. No 
platform is by nature, truly all-purpose. The process of increasing the multi-purpose capabilities 
of a given maritime asset reduces its overall facility to undertake specific tasks. The addition of 
ship-to-ship and anti-air missiles on the new Canadian Halifax class frigates, reduced its specific 
capability in ASW.[53] For the US Navy, its sheer size allows for the procurement of specialized 
vessels and still maintains an overall multi-purpose capability, a mid-sized Maritime force does 
not possess the numbers to adopt such a force structure. 

The current paradigm within Canadian naval studies has been the understanding that while there 
is a clear definable threat; Canadian contribution to alliance defence can best be served by 
specialization. However, in an international environment without a clear military threat the best 
option, while an expensive one, is the possession of the flexibility inherent of a multi-purpose 
capability. Canada, as indicated by Lieutenant-Commander Jeff Conrad, cannot afford to simply 
specialize in any one specific warfare area.[54] It should be highlighted that much of the 
rationale for avoiding specialization has been rooted within the realist perception of Post-Cold 
War instability. The argument proposed by Edna Keeble and Lieutenant-Commander Keeble, 
states that capabilities commonly associated with multi-purpose maritime forces is able to fulfill 
the requirements of both the defence community’s realist and the governments more liberal 
world views. 

The shift to increased littoral operations, maintained in the US strategy document From the Sea . 
. ., introduces a host of new challenges for Canadian contributions. What role will future 
Canadian forces be required to accomplish within the theoretically more dangerous littoral 
operations, in support of its bilateral and multilateral obligations? Operating within shallow 
waters close to shore, maritime vessels become increasingly vulnerable to mines, land-based 
aircraft, fast attack seacraft, conventional submarines, and land-based ballistic missiles. Joseph 
Jockel and Lieutenant-Commander Jeff Conrad both argue that the best option in such a scenario 
would be the use of the navy’s ‘sea control’ capability to assist in screening duties for allied 
vessels against air, surface, and subsurface threats.[55] Also rather than specializing, Canadian 
forces may contribute to littoral operations in the near future by being tasked to escort the 
logistic support as it did successfully in the Gulf War. 

Conclusion 

This paper has illustrated that Canada is a maritime power and effective maritime strategy should 
be founded upon that assumption. Changes in the international order have resulted in focus of 
maritime operations to shift from open confrontation on the high seas to operations in the 
littorals. Canadian strategy must include the ability to operate in the dangerous coastal regions. 
When Colin Gray argued that "sea power derives its strategic utility strictly from its influence 
over events on land," he neglected to realize that the nature of the Post-Cold War maritime 
environment and increasing desire to secure territorial seas maintains that sea control will remain 
a independent function of maritime strategy.[56] Geographical circumstances have made Canada 
relatively secure from major military threats to its territorial seas. Therefore, an evolutionary 
approach to maritime strategy should focus Canadian interests on the acquisition of increased 



power projection while maintaining sea control capabilities, albeit slightly reduced. Canada has 
entered the twentieth-century with a viable and modern force structure that should not be allowed 
to deteriorate as a result of lacking a forward-looking maritime strategy. Canadians must begin to 
think like a maritime nation and look beyond sea control and oceanic conflicts to acting directly 
to influence continental events. 
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