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C
anada’s plan to buy 12 new
submarines, announced
during the recent North At-

lantic Treaty Organization sum-
mit in Washington, may have
eased the pressure on PrimeMin-
ister Justin Trudeau amid criti-
cism from Canada’s closest allies
that it has become a freeloader in
the alliance.
Going into the summit, Canada

was theonlyNATOmemberwith-
out a clear plan to meet its com-
mitment to spend 2 per cent of its
economic output on defence.
While the Trudeau government
has taken important, if belated,
steps toward this goal, Canada is
still years away from reaching the
target – the goal is by 2032, Mr.
Trudeau said on Thursday – un-
like the 23 NATO members that
will do so in 2024.
We find ourselves in this awk-

ward position because successive
Canadian governments have ne-
glected our military capabilities
since the end of the Cold War. Af-
ter theSovietUnionwasdissolved
in1991, theprospectofCanadabe-
coming involved in a major war
between advanced militaries
seemed remote, if not unthink-
able.
Today, however, such a war is

increasinglyplausible–andnot in
the distant future.
Poland’s Prime Minister, Do-

nald Tusk, has warned that Eu-
rope has entered a new “prewar”
erabecauseof the threat thatRus-
sia poses to the continent. The
head of the British armyhas simi-
larly described young Britons as a
“prewar generation” who may

have to prepare themselves to
fight against Russia. The com-
mander of the Swedish military
has bluntly warned: “There could
bewar in Sweden.”Germany’sDe-
fence Minister has called for his
country to become “fit for war,” a
striking departure from Germa-
ny’s postwar pacifism.
These leaders recognize the

danger that a newly aggressive
Russia poses to peace in Europe.
Since first becoming President 24
years ago, Vladimir Putin has
transformed from a technocrat
into a tyrant intent on restoring
Russia’s imperial greatness, in-
cluding its power over nearby
countries.
In an essay published in July,

2021, seven months before the
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, he
explained why Ukraine should
not be considered a sovereign
state. Ukrainianswere not really a
distinct people, he argued, and
large swaths of Ukrainian territo-
ry had previously been part of
Russia.
He once called the demise of

the Soviet Union “the greatest ge-
opolitical catastrophe” of the
20th century, and more recently
he has lamented the loss of “the
lands of historical Russia” at the
endof theFirstWorldWar.Prior to
thatwar, Russian territory includ-
ed parts of what is now Poland,
Finland and the Baltic countries,
althoughMr. Putin insists that he
hasnodesignsonthosecountries.
Speaking to a group of young

Russian entrepreneurs four
months after the invasion of Uk-
raine, he offered yet another dis-
torted but revealing history les-
son, recounting Russian czar Pe-
ter the Great’s conquest of Swed-
ish territory on the Baltic coast in
the early 18th century. “On the
face of it, [Peter] was at war with
Sweden taking something away
from it… [but in fact he] was not
taking away anything – hewas re-
turning.” Nor did it matter, Mr.

Putin further suggested, that oth-
er European countries refused to
recognize Russian sovereignty
over the conquered territory.
“Almostnothinghas changed,”

he said, linking this historical an-
ecdote to the present and appar-
ently likeninghimself to Peter the
Great: “Clearly, it fell to our lot to
return and reinforce as well.”
It would be foolish to believe

that Mr. Putin’s bid for imperial
aggrandizement could be satis-
fied simply by annexing parts of
eastern and southern Ukraine.
While the analogy is imperfect, a
similar misapprehension led
Western leaders to hand German-
speaking parts of Czechoslovakia
to Hitler in 1938, wrongly believ-
ing that his ambitions were limit-
ed. By the time they realized their
mistake, Hitler was invading Po-
land – and theWestern allieswere
woefully unequipped for war.
Today, a large war in Europe is

preventable – by providing

Ukraine with the long-term sup-
port it needs to regain the upper
handagainstRussia’s invasion,by
effectively deterring Mr. Putin
from threatening NATO mem-
bers, and by rapidly rebuilding
the military readiness and capa-
bilities of all itsmembers. The old
Roman aphorism – “if you want
peace, prepare for war” – applies
in this case. Mr. Putin must know
in advance that further imperial
forays will end in Russia’s defeat.
Sucha strategy canonlybe sus-

tained, however, ifWestern publi-
cs and their leaders, including in
Canada, recognize that the peace
of Europe and future of NATO are
now at stake. The main barrier to
responding to the Russian chal-
lenge is as much psychological as
it is political or budgetary. Settled
assumptions about the durability
of peace are not easily shaken af-
ter decades of relative stability.
The tendency to underesti-

mate dangers and their possible
consequences, and tobelieve that
things will continue to work the
way they normally have, is called
“normalcy bias,” andhistory is re-
plete with examples.
When British prime minister

Neville Chamberlain turned his
back on Czechoslovakia in 1938,
he described it as a “quarrel in a
far-away country between people
of whom we know nothing” – a
phrase that still haunts his legacy.
But in the same speech he re-
vealed a deeper psychological
failure: “How horrible, fantastic,
incredible it is that we should be
diggingtrenchesandtryingongas
masks,” he said, referring incred-
ulously to the emergency war
preparations under way in Lon-
don. Chamberlain was not alone
in failing to understand the very
real threat facing Britain and Eu-
rope. The British public largely
cheered on his appeasement pol-
icy until just months before the
war broke out.
Although many Canadians

mayviewRussiaasadistantprob-
lem, Canada has a compelling
interest in thesecurityofEurope’s
democracies, which are among
our closest allies and partners in
an increasingly unfriendly world.
Authoritarians elsewhere are
watching closely. Some are quiet-
ly, and others not so quietly, sup-
porting Russia’s war of conquest
in Ukraine. And let us not forget
that Russia is our neighbour
across the Arctic, a region that
China is also eyeing.
Canada must awaken from its

long, comfortable slumber.While
mounting criticism from our
allies may be the jolt we need, a
new sense of urgency and resolve
must ultimately come fromwith-
in – fromour political leaders and
from Canadians themselves.
For decades, Canada’s defence

policy has been “miserly,” as The
Economist put it, because most
Canadians, seeing no immediate
threats to Canada, apparently
wanted it that way. Some observ-
ers criticized this approach as
“immature,”but itwasapragmat-
ic strategy for its time: Canada
spent just enough to maintain its
key alliance relationships with
the United States and NATO.
Now, however, the threat is se-

rious, and Canadians must face a
difficult truth: The familiar world
in which peace could be taken for
granted is already gone, and there
is no alternative in this newworld
buttoprepareourmilitarytofight
in a large-scale modern conflict –
frightening as thatmay sound.
Here is anotherhard truth:The

price of rebuilding our military
willbeenormous.But failingtodo
so could be substantially more
costly. If Mr. Putin’s Russia is not
deterred and contained, Cana-
dian troops may end up fighting
in a major war that could have
been prevented.
This is the “fantastic, incredi-

ble” reality that we cannot afford
to ignore.
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A
mile wide and an inch
deep is one way to describe
Canada’s current foreign-

policy strategy. Since 2015, Cana-
da has been balancing a range of
priorities and initiatives. It has
been working to build trade rela-
tionships and deliver on security
commitments while also advanc-
ing progressive politics around
the world.
Our self-perceived position in

the world is one of amiddle pow-
er with a legacy shaped by the
golden diplomatic age of the
postwar period. Canada had been
a significant military contributor
to the SecondWorldWar, and un-
der primeminister Lester B. Pear-
son, we were a country of peace-
keepers and an active United Na-
tions partner.
These days, however, Cana-

dians don’t feel great about their
place on the world stage: Only 3
per cent of Canadians believe our
international reputation has im-
proved in the past year, while on-
ly 10 per cent believe it has some-
what improved. This is the lowest
positive score on record since Na-
nos started tracking this mea-
sure. (On the other hand, 39 per
cent of Canadians say our
international reputation has not
improved.)
It hasn’t helped that Canada

has had strained relations with
China and awkward encounters
with the Modi regime in India,
while having to manage a rela-
tionship with the United States
during a time when the Ameri-
cans are much more focused on
nativist domestic politics.
Since Justin Trudeau became

Prime Minister in 2015, Canada’s
foreign policy and international
dealings have been mostly con-
ducted through a progressive
lens. See, for instance, Canada’s
push to rebrand what eventually
became the Comprehensive and

Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership, or, when
meeting with Italian Prime Min-
ister Giorgia Meloni at the G7
summit in 2023, Mr. Trudeau’s
criticism of the state of LGBTQ+
rights in Italy. (One could only
imagine how Canadians would
have responded if another major
Western democracy saw fit to lec-
ture the Canadian PrimeMinister
on social issues.)
The impact of this approach

on our international standing
has been mixed. Efforts to get
elected to the United Nations
Security Council failed, while
Canada was left out of the Aus-
tralia-United Kingdom-United
States (AUKUS) trilateral security
partnership.
Most Canadians would sup-

port a pivot toward a more

strategic approach focused on
deeper, stronger ties with key
countries.
A new study that tracks opin-

ion on foreign-policy issues
shows that Canadians consider
the U.S. (59 per cent) and Europe
(30 per cent) as the top ranked
regions for mutually beneficial
relationships. Key factors driving
perceptions of the U.S. were
proximity (36 per cent) and trade
(19 per cent). For Europe, positive
impressions were a result of the
view that it shared common val-
ues (29 per cent) and was trust-
worthy/stable (22 per cent).
More than eight in 10 Cana-

dians hold a positive or some-
what positive view of Britain (83
per cent), followed by Germany
(76 per cent), France (74 per
cent) and the U.S. (71 per cent).

At the bottom of the list came
China, with only 10 per cent of
Canadians holding a positive or
somewhat positive view of the
country.
When it comes to security

issues between Canada and
Europe, 83 per cent want strong
co-operation. This parallels a sur-
vey for Bloomberg News Canada
that suggests that, despite Cana-
dians being worried about infla-
tion, the economy and the rising
cost of housing, about six in 10
people support strategies (rang-
ing from cutting spending on
social programs to raising taxes)
to ensure Canada meets the
terms of the North Atlantic Trea-
ty Organization (NATO) agree-
ment that allies spend 2 per cent
of GDP on defence. (Twenty-six
per cent do not want defence
spending to increase, while 13 per
cent of respondents were un-
sure.)
The world is grappling with

both security and trade disorder.
On the one hand, conflicts be-
tween Ukraine and Russia and
between Israel and Hamas are
rewiring security partnerships.
On the other hand, the economic
cold war between the U.S. and
China threatens all bystanders as
they deal with the fallout of
industrial and trade policies be-
tween the two biggest econo-
mies.
The reality is that all govern-

ments need political licence to
move policy solutions forward.
Back in 2015, with the election of
a new Liberal government in
times when the economy was
stable and Canadians were more
hopeful for the future, adding a
progressive lens to our trade and
foreign relationships made more
sense.
In 2024, sentiment suggests

that Canadians would welcome a
pivot in our foreign-policy strate-
gy: first, to focus on key allies
such as the U.S., Britain and Eu-
rope; second, to renew our de-
fence capability to build credibil-
ity within NATO; and finally, to
focus on security and trade.
Instead of our foreign-policy

strategy being amile wide and an
inch thick, Canadians believe we
need to focus on friends and
allies so as to build greater eco-
nomic and security resilience.

A PIVOT ON FOREIGN POLICY
Poll results indicate Canadians believe Ottawa needs to focus on friends and allies

so as to build greater economic and security resilience
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Note: Numbers may not add to 100 because of rounding.
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It hasn’t helped that
Canada has had strained
relations with China and
awkward encounters
with the Modi regime

in India, while having to
manage a relationship
with the United States
during a time when the
Americans are much

more focused on nativist
domestic politics.
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