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Gordon Venner:
First of all, what a great crowd. It's delightful to see so many faces and, in some cases, remember the names that go with them. I'm still working on a few. I'm not going to introduce the three panelists at length, given our time constraints and because they all have such long records of accomplishment that I might use up far too much of our time. I also suspect that all three are very well known to all of you.
I'll simply say that Thomas Juneau, Stefanie Beck, and Jonathan Berkshire Miller are three of the most experienced, informed, and insightful experts on Canadian security and foreign policy in Canada today. We are very fortunate to have all three of them here at the same time. We are also fortunate to have Kerry Buck, our former ambassador to NATO, serving as rapporteur for this session and the others later this afternoon. If you want to sneak anything into the minutes, you can accost her later.
I'm struck by how topical this session is. There are probably a lot of Globe and Mail readers in this room. I picked up the paper this morning and saw two stories on the front page. One reported that the Secretary of State for Crime was attributing recent shootings in Toronto to a foreign entity, which goes directly to the heart of Canadian security. The second suggested it may be impossible, because of workforce shortages, to build and maintain a new submarine maintenance facility in Atlantic Canada while also building new frigates.
There isn't a day that goes by now when you can't flip through the newspaper and run into issues related to Canadian security.
As Michael just reminded us, today's theme is the realities and illusions of Canadian foreign policy, which is an extremely broad topic. This panel is focused more specifically on the realities and illusions of Canadian security, but that still leaves us with a very large sandbox in which to play.
Canadian security encompasses a great deal. We could focus on economic security, military preparedness, domestic security, intelligence challenges, foreign interference, technological evolution, legal frameworks, cyber vulnerabilities, outer-space competition, and many other aspects of what is, frankly, a daunting and overloaded national security agenda.
I hope that over the next hour we'll be able to delve into some of those issues and others that may be raised from the floor. To begin, I'd like to give all three panelists free rein to choose the aspect of the Canadian security agenda where the contrast between current realities and illusions is most illustrative.
I'll start with Thomas, then move to Stefanie, and then to Jonathan. Thomas, you have the floor.
Thomas Juneau: 
Thank you very much. I thought I would start at a fairly broad level. In later questions and perhaps during the Q&A, we can zoom in on more specific angles.
The general issue I want to focus on, in terms of realities and illusions, is multilateralism in the security realm, although some of what I'll say applies beyond security.
The point I want to make is that we increasingly see traditional forms of multilateralism being replaced by smaller, more ad hoc, and looser arrangements. We can use different names for them, but one useful term is minilateralism.
This is a trend we should expect to continue. We see it under President Trump, but it predates Trump. It was also a format of international cooperation favoured by President Biden. The trend has been developing for some time.
The question is: how does it work, what does it mean, and how can Canada leverage it?
The basic rule of minilateralism is that you have to pay to play. If you pay less, you play less. If you pay more, you play more and benefit more. It works like an investment.
Multilateralism has always functioned this way to some extent. What's changing is the investment-return ratio. In the past, a country like Canada could contribute relatively little and still participate in a wide range of multilateral settings. We could show up, be invited to different tables, and remain involved.
What is changing now is that if you don't contribute more, you may simply not be invited to play anymore, at least not to the same extent as before. The return ratio is changing.
This has two important implications for Canada: resources and priorities.
The first is obvious. You need something to contribute. You need currency to put on the table, whether diplomatic, military, or intelligence-related. If we stay in the security realm, intelligence diplomacy has always been transactional. I think it will become even more transactional in the future. If you want something in return, you need to give something.
Take the Five Eyes as an example. It's a classic form of minilateralism: ad hoc, informal, with no permanent secretariat. Canada contributes to the Five Eyes, but historically we've received much more than we've put in.
Current trends suggest that, in the future, whether within the Five Eyes or in other intelligence partnerships with the United States, that return ratio will decline. We'll continue to contribute, but we'll get less back than we have in the past.
The first implication, then, is resources. We need more resources if we want to continue benefiting from minilateralism.
The second implication is priorities.
There is a proliferation of minilateral forums. There is no realistic scenario in which Canada can participate meaningfully in all of them. In the past, we had a tradition of wanting to be involved in as many multilateral forums as possible, even when we had relatively little to contribute. We spread ourselves across many institutions.
That is becoming increasingly difficult. It raises the need to be much more selective and strategic about which forums we choose.
This means engaging in an exercise of priority-setting that we have often been able to avoid. That's not to say we never set priorities, but we did so far less than we will need to in the future. We could get away with being less focused. In this new environment, that approach will become much more costly.
I'll stop there in the interest of time.
Gordon Venner
Thank you. Stefanie?
Stefanie Beck
Oui, bonjour tout le monde. Ça fait plaisir d'être là et de voir tout le monde en personne. Ça fait longtemps pour certains d'entre vous.
And sorry for you guys on TV. We can't see you here, but I'm sure you all look great—certainly younger than all of us in the room.
Thank you for the invitation. It's a bit strange to be called an expert. I don't know about you, but I've never really felt like one, even after 36 years doing one job or another. I actually counted recently: I've had 22 different jobs. I'm really good about three inches deep on pretty much everything.
Moi, j'avais demandé de parler sur les préparations des militaires pour la défense du Canada.
I think it's important to start with a basic question: Why are we defending Canada? What exactly are we defending?
The answer changes depending on what's happening geopolitically, what's happening with climate, migration, water levels, and a host of other factors. It depends where you look.
In the last round of conversations within National Defence, our concern was increasingly about what you cannot see. We're already in a cyber war, as many of you know from your personal experiences or from the organizations you work with.
The military is responsible, in physical terms, for defending Canada from seabed to space. There, too, enormous changes are taking place because of new technologies. Staying ahead of what future warfare will look like is perhaps the most difficult challenge facing not only the Canadian Armed Forces but also Canada's defence industry.
The need to stay ahead of technological change is clear when you look at Ukraine. Nobody expected we would be fighting a ground war in the 2020s. In reality, it's not even much of a ground war anymore. It's a war fought just above the ground with drones, creating opportunities and challenges that would have been hard to imagine even five or ten years ago.
The nature of war is changing, and that means what we need to defend Canada is changing as well.
As I've said in other forums, procurement must change too. You're not buying a widget that will last ten years unchanged. You need systems that can evolve as technology evolves.
In the past, when funding was very limited and poor Gord was trying to run the organization, priority-setting was critical. You had to narrow things down to two or three major challenges and find solutions for those.
We're not in that space anymore.
Thanks, in part, to some of our neighbours and NATO allies stepping up to the plate—and reminding us that the geopolitical environment has changed—we now recognize that we need to invest. This year, Canada spent more than 2 percent of GDP on defence.
The challenge is spending that money in ways that Canadians can actually see and feel. That's much harder.
The first round of investments focused on the basics. If you don't have a strong foundation, the rest doesn't matter. That meant increasing the size of the military. We're on track to exceed recruiting targets for a second consecutive year.
Going forward, however, that means growing beyond the planned force of 82,000 to well over 100,000 personnel. If the Chief of the Defence Staff gets her way, there would also be a parallel civilian organization—well trained, though not military—that could assist in emergencies.
Here's where one of the illusions comes in. If the illusion is that National Defence alone is responsible for defending Canada, the reality is that everybody is responsible. It's not just a whole-of-government effort; it's a whole-of-society effort.
That reflects the nature of the challenges we face.
Part of the rationale for a civilian parallel force is to respond to emergencies, which increasingly means natural disasters. More trained personnel could assist during those events, allowing the Canadian Armed Forces to focus on actual military operations rather than sandbagging during floods. I think we'll see more of that in the future.
The investments being made now will result in a stronger military, one that's more ready to fight. Current readiness levels are roughly 50 percent across much of the force. About half of the aircraft can fly on a given day. About half of the ships can sail. A quarter of the submarines can do anything on some days. Forget the other three.
Beyond that, we're seeing a stronger Coast Guard, greater integration between the Coast Guard and National Defence—not militarizing it, but finding synergies—and more funding for CSE, CSIS, and the RCMP.
All of that reflects the broader nature of security and defence and the challenges Canada faces.
You can take the definition of security even further. Beyond economic prosperity, you could include food security. It's been interesting to see recent announcements from the Prime Minister's Office and Agriculture Canada in that area.
I'll stop there.

Gordon Venner
If only we had a former Deputy Minister of Agriculture.
Stefanie Beck
Oh, I have views on that one too. Actually, it's money very well spent. We can have seed conversations later.
Gordon Venner
Jonathan?
Jonathan Berkshire Miller
Thank you, Gord, and thank you to the organizers. We only have a few minutes to talk about the illusions and realities of Canadian foreign policy, but it's a great topic for today.
I've been on the road a lot over the last six months, and I never thought I'd hear people talking about Davos in so many different capitals, from Ulaanbaatar to Jakarta. Don't worry, I'm not going to give a detailed interpretation of the Davos speech. Instead, I want to focus on the illusion of partnerships and what it actually means to be a partner.
Right now, with this surge to find partners, it's almost like being at a dance party where everyone wants every possible dance partner. I understand the tendency. It goes back, Thomas, to your point about multilateralism and wanting to be in every multilateral club. There is a similar push now toward diversification and building as many partnerships as possible.
The challenge—and the illusion—is the false separation between security and economics. When we talk about strategic partners, there is often an assumption that we can separate security and defence concerns from economic realities. That probably wasn't realistic 20 or 30 years ago, and it certainly isn't realistic today. Our adversaries don't see the world that way, and we need to be clear about that.
There is no neat way to divide things into separate boxes and say, "Here is our security relationship, and here is our economic relationship." We cannot deepen economic ties without those ties affecting the security dimension. When we define partnerships, we need to recognize that these areas are interconnected.
I'm also glad Thomas mentioned the idea of "pay to play" when discussing minilateral arrangements and partnerships outside traditional multilateral institutions. It's fine to think creatively about trilaterals, quadrilaterals, or other groupings, but you have to bring something of value to the table.
I'll give an example. When we were developing the Indo-Pacific Strategy, one area of interest was a Canadian Quad involving the United States, Japan, and South Korea. The conversation became more complicated when we asked a simple question: What exactly do we want to do together?
It's easy to assume that because we share broad values—rule of law, human rights, and so on—we naturally have a strong partnership. But partnerships require tangible contributions. That is the biggest challenge when moving beyond traditional alliances and exploring new minilateral arrangements, whether in Asia or elsewhere. Canada has to identify where it can genuinely add value.
If you could get in a DeLorean and go back in time, I would say that food security and energy security would have been strong areas of focus. Critical minerals are another example. These issues are very much in vogue today, but they were not necessarily central to those discussions at the time.
Think creatively about different forms of engagement but do so with a clear focus on where Canada can make a meaningful contribution.
My final point is that this interconnectedness applies not only to economics and security but increasingly to geography as well.
I was speaking earlier today with a German member of parliament who asked whether Canada was focused on Europe or Asia. I said both. The two are absolutely interconnected.
You can look at the battlefield in Ukraine and see how China is helping shape that conflict. Kaja Kallas has been quite open about that recently. But it works in the other direction too. Look at how Russia and China are cooperating in the Indo-Pacific, or how Russia continues to support the proliferation activities of North Korea.
We need to stop thinking in terms of separate geographic theatres that can be neatly divided and managed independently.
This is especially important for Canadians. The Arctic is part of this picture as well. Canada is a three-ocean nation, and hopefully we'll soon be getting those submarines. I think that decision is coming next week.
We have a vested interest in seeing the transatlantic, Arctic, and Indo-Pacific theatres as interconnected. I'll leave it there.
Gordon Venner:
You just gave me the perfect segue to the next question, so thank you.
I want to stay with our theme of illusions and realities. Stefanie, I'll ask you to start, then we'll go to Jonathan and come back to Thomas.
I'd like each of you to talk about the challenge posed by the different security threats Jonathan just described and the way they increasingly complicate one another across geographic boundaries, often in unexpected ways.
Jonathan touched on this already. Consider the war in Ukraine and the threats to Taiwan's autonomy. Supporting both places at the same time will inevitably strain the resources of many of their friends and allies.
We could come up with half a dozen similar examples very quickly. Think about efforts to prevent nuclear proliferation and how they become entangled with attempts to advance a Middle East peace process. One of the key countries in that peace process has never signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and possesses nuclear weapons. Another signed the treaty and is working toward acquiring nuclear weapons.
These intersections are everywhere.
That raises a larger question. Are we now living in a world where every significant security challenge is directly or indirectly connected to every other significant security challenge? Have we reached a point where progress on one issue depends on progress on all the others?
Are we living in a global village that has become so small that it's all or nothing?
Stefanie.
Stefanie Beck:
You're certainly an uplifting person to have on a panel. But actually, I agree.
It didn't take long after the war in Ukraine began for people to start saying that China was part of the story. We can't talk about the war—or its eventual conclusion—without acknowledging China's role.
Even from a purely military perspective, Chinese planners are watching the conflict just as everyone else is. They're looking at drones and asking what can be done at long distances.
At the same time, the Taiwanese are drawing lessons too. You don't have to be a large country to defend yourself relatively cheaply. In Canada, we often talk about making yourself a porcupine—making yourself difficult and unattractive to invade. An adversary may be able to invade, but holding territory is another matter.
That has become one of the major lessons people around the world have taken from the conflict. It raises important questions about how we arm ourselves, how we rearm, what kind of ceasefire might be acceptable, and how Russia might use such a ceasefire.
It also raises questions about who is helping whom. Why are Iranian weapons ending up in Ukraine and being used by Russian forces? That's another example of how interconnected these conflicts have become.
Domestically, we've faced another challenge, and many European countries have faced it as well. If we're sending our best equipment and personnel abroad—in Canada's case, to Latvia, Germany, and elsewhere—then those resources are not available at home.
At what point do we decide that too much is deployed overseas and not enough remains here?
Canada has traditionally been an expeditionary military power. We have focused more on contributing abroad than on defending ourselves at home. I think that balance is changing.
That creates practical questions. If we're buying equipment for our troops in Latvia, are we buying the same equipment for forces stationed in Canada? Do we need to? The operational environments are very different.
Military personnel have said publicly that troops in Latvia are very well equipped, while those stationed in Canada often are not. Is that fair? How do you train on new equipment if it gets shipped overseas immediately and isn't available at home?
Those are real disparities.
When the latest war broke out in the Middle East, my first thought was that weapons would now be diverted to Israel rather than Ukraine. That immediately raises questions about priorities.
Which conflict is more important? Which one has greater consequences? Which one is more likely to end sooner?
Early in the Ukraine war, there was considerable discussion about whether a massive early effort by allies—providing huge quantities of weapons immediately—might have stopped the aggression before it became entrenched.
That didn't happen. Politically, it wasn't possible to generate that level of momentum.
Still, you can't help wondering whether it might have saved billions and billions of dollars in the long run.
That leads to another dilemma. Canada is now spending more than 2 percent of GDP on defence. Should we be spending even more? Or should those resources go toward food security, energy security, healthcare, or other priorities?
Those are major decisions, and they will remain major decisions every year going forward. Those submarines are not cheap.
Gordon Venner:
Thank you for that.
I take your point that technological change is connecting issues in ways we didn't previously anticipate, including by compressing distance.
About a year and a half ago, Jonathan and I were on a study tour in Taiwan. At one point, we were standing on a small Taiwanese island only a couple of kilometres off the Chinese mainland.
We could see the mainland clearly, and we could also see China extending a runway out into the ocean on reclaimed land. As the runway grew longer, the distance between that Taiwanese island and the mainland effectively became shorter.
Mark Norman, the former commander of the Royal Canadian Navy, was with us. He watched for a while and then said, "At this stage, an invasion isn't really a naval problem anymore. It's an engineering problem."
And if you can bridge that gap with short-range drones, it becomes even less of an issue.
Jonathan, over to you.
Jonathan Berkshire Miller:
Yeah, I think we're depressing our audience, but I'll continue to do so.
Let me zoom in on Taiwan for a moment. One of the risks—and perhaps another illusion—is underestimating contagion.
Think about Ukraine, Iran, and Taiwan, three issues that dominate the headlines. The conflict involving Iran is not just about Iran. As Thomas knows far better than I do, it has spread throughout the region. The conflict in Ukraine is not just about Ukraine and continues to expand beyond its borders. The potential conflict over Taiwan, and even the military exercises around Taiwan, are not just about Taiwan.
This is something I constantly remind people. Yonaguni Island in Japan and the Okinawan archipelago are only about 50 nautical miles from Taiwan. The Philippine archipelago sits nearby, in the heart of the South China Sea, deeply interconnected with Taiwan. When military strategists talk about the First Island Chain, they often flip the map upside down. They do that intentionally to demonstrate how difficult it would be to contain a crisis geographically.
We're all focused right now on the Strait of Hormuz and the economic implications of instability there. But the economic impact of a Taiwan Strait contingency could be five or six times greater for global supply chains. It would affect food security, energy security, and traditional security concerns.
Compared to a shutdown of the Taiwan Strait, what we've experienced recently would seem relatively minor. Once you understand the supply chains involved, you realize this isn't only about the Taiwan Strait. It's also about the Strait of Malacca and, eventually, connections extending toward the Strait of Hormuz. It's all part of one interconnected system.
My first point is that a serious crisis over Taiwan, particularly one involving direct military action by the United States, would be much bigger than Taiwan itself. Most of us understand that, but it's important to build that reality into our planning.
My second and final point concerns Canada. This is not the 2003 Iraq War. It's not like the current conflict involving Iran, where Canada might simply say, "We disagree with the premise, so we're opting out if the United States becomes involved militarily."
Whatever we think of it, the United States is our principal ally and our only neighbour, if you set aside Russia to the north. If the U.S. becomes involved in a peer-to-peer conflict with the world's second-largest economy, Canada does not get to opt out.
We know what that would mean. There would be sanctions, logistical demands, and countless other consequences—not to mention the more than 50,000 Canadian citizens living in the region.
It's a very big deal. And yes, I realize I'm making everyone even more depressed. But these are realities we need to be planning for and thinking about.
Gordon Venner:
Do you want to add something?
Thomas Juneau:
You framed your question around the idea that everything is connected to everything else.
For my Francophone friends in the room, some of you may remember Jean Dion from Le Devoir, my favourite journalist of all time. Jean Dion used to say, "Tout est dans tout," which is probably one of the greatest philosophical observations in history.
More seriously, because this is a very serious issue, I think the challenge is that we often fail to understand the interconnectedness of the threats we face. We tend to silo our responses to threats that are, in reality, interconnected. Even when our response to a specific threat is appropriate in a narrow sense, the overall effectiveness is limited because we're not connecting the dots.
One way to think about this is through the lens of hybrid threats. "Hybrid threats" is a broad term that means different things to different people, but at its simplest, it refers to threats that operate below the threshold of open warfare. 
Think about foreign interference, transnational repression, disinformation, and similar activities. When we analyze these threats, we tend to examine them separately. We may understand intellectually that they're part of a broader category called hybrid threats, but in practice we still treat them as distinct problems.
We do the same thing when we organize our responses. There is a transnational repression team. There is a disinformation team—or several disinformation teams spread across different departments. There is a counter-foreign-interference team, and so on. These groups know each other. They talk to one another. They sometimes cooperate. But they don't cooperate nearly as much as they should, given how interconnected the threats actually are.
If you look at these issues from the perspective of the adversary, it's often the same toolkit being used for different purposes. The same actors use similar methods to spread disinformation, interfere in elections, intimidate Iranian-Canadian or Chinese-Canadian activists, and pursue other objectives.
My answer, therefore, is yes. These threats are deeply interconnected. The problem is that our responses are still too siloed—both mentally and institutionally.
Gordon Venner:
Thanks. I sometimes think we live in a world where we assume we always have a choice. When different issues start overlapping and complicating our lives, we assume we'll be able to decide whether or not we want to get involved.
I was in Charlottetown two or three weeks ago when HMCS Charlottetown completed its transit of the Taiwan Strait. I remember thinking that if that had been the moment when everything suddenly escalated, Canada would have been involved. There would have been no way around it. The ship would have been right in the middle of the situation.
Sometimes we assume we have the luxury of choosing where and when we'll participate. Maybe we don't. That brings me to another question.
I referred earlier to the Globe and Mail front page this morning and the comments by the Secretary of State for Crime about the shootings in Toronto. That's a useful starting point because I want to focus on the relationship between domestic security issues and international security challenges.
Some examples are obvious. If you're dealing with foreign interference, the connection is straightforward. If you accuse a foreign government of ordering murders on your soil, you shouldn't be surprised when there is diplomatic blowback.
If you arrest a senior official from a powerful country while they're transiting through Canada, you can expect consular consequences.
If you designate part of a foreign government as an international terrorist organization and pass legislation that affects that state's diplomatic immunity, there will be repercussions.
If you impose financial sanctions with the legitimate goal of combating money laundering, but those sanctions also affect senior officials of foreign governments, you may find it much harder to engage with those governments afterward.
I could continue with other entirely hypothetical examples, but the broader point is obvious. Actions taken to address domestic security concerns often have international consequences. Acts of antisemitism or Islamophobia may be driven by domestic circumstances, but they can also be reactions to events taking place thousands of kilometres away. Similarly, highly divisive political issues in other countries are often played out within diaspora communities here in Canada.
The challenge is that the institutions responsible for responding to these issues are very different. On the domestic side, you may involve the RCMP, CSIS, FINTRAC, the Canada Border Services Agency, the Coast Guard, and others.
On the international side, you're dealing with people responsible for advancing Canadian values and protecting Canadian interests abroad. That means diplomats, trade commissioners, development officers, consular officials, and military personnel deployed around the world.
How do we do a better job of coordinating those efforts? How do we better integrate our responses to domestic and international challenges so that we can deal more effectively with these kinds of Canadian security concerns?
Jonathan, perhaps I'll start with you.
Jonathan Berkshire Miller:
It's a great question. Going back to my earlier point about economics and security, you can't neatly separate them because states—especially adversarial states—will use whatever tools they have available to advance their national interests. The same is true when it comes to interference in domestic affairs.
We've seen this repeatedly. We've had two foreign interference inquiries. One thing I would say, Gord, is that we need to be more intellectually honest with ourselves about both the magnitude of the threat and the capacity of certain states to interfere in Canadian affairs at the expense of our domestic security.
You can read inquiry reports and see a long list of actors named. If you read closely, you can usually get a sense of who the most capable actors are. People who work in this field certainly understand which actors pose the most consequential threats to Canadian interests. But we're not always explicit about that. If we're not clear about the nature of the threat, it's difficult to develop an effective policy response.
I'll be less diplomatic about it. In my view, the People's Republic of China is the most significant actor when it comes to foreign interference and foreign influence activities in Canada.
That doesn't mean other actors don't matter. We can talk about Pakistan, India, and others. I'm not minimizing those challenges. But in terms of scale, sophistication, and capability, I think China is in a category of its own. We need to acknowledge that and have a serious conversation based on that reality.
As for the policy response, I completely agree with your point about coordination. There is growing awareness among the frontline agencies that they need more resources, whether that's linguistic capability, analytical capacity, or additional personnel.
Through the Indo-Pacific Strategy, for example, more capabilities are being directed toward the field, particularly in relation to China. All of that is positive. But I think we also need to rethink our partnerships. 
The Five Eyes remains enormously valuable. It has achieved a great deal, though it also faces challenges. Fortunately, I'm not on the panel discussing those. We need to think beyond Five Eyes as well. If we're talking about the People's Republic of China, we should be asking who understands China best and who has the most experience dealing with the tactics used to interfere in domestic affairs.
That means looking not only to partners such as Japan and South Korea, but also, quietly, to Taiwan. I think we already do that to some extent, although there are obvious reasons why we don't always discuss it publicly.
There are multiple dimensions to this challenge. It's not only about how the Canadian bureaucracy coordinates internally. It's also about which external partners we choose to work with.
Gordon Venner:
Thomas, why don't we go to you next, and then we'll finish with Stefanie?
Thomas Juneau:
Sure. I'll be brief.
One way to think about this issue of coordination is through the role of the centre—something you know very well, given some of the positions you've held.
A recurring question is whether the Privy Council Office, or PCO, should play a stronger role in coordinating responses, not only on national security and foreign policy, but on issues that cut across all of those domains.
Going back to tout est dans tout, perhaps Jean Dion was right after all.
I realize there are a lot of people from Global Affairs in the room who may not be especially enthusiastic about the idea of a stronger PCO role. I don't want to generalize. But I do think it's a weakness in the system that PCO has only limited ability to push departments toward stronger coordination.
It's easy to say that. It's much harder to implement.
What would a stronger PCO actually mean? More personnel and resources? Probably. 
Would it mean legislating the role of the National Security and Intelligence Advisor or the Foreign and Defence Policy Advisor? Those positions are not established through legislation, which is somewhat unusual given their seniority. There are limits to what can be done under our Westminster system. Deputy heads remain accountable to their own ministers and departments.
There was a mandate letter issued to the previous National Security and Intelligence Advisor, which I thought was a reasonable step in the right direction. It's not clear whether that precedent will continue.
The broader point is that we need a serious discussion about whether PCO is adequately equipped to perform the coordinating role you described.
I'll finish with a comment from someone I won't identify because it came from a Chatham House discussion. This person had worked both at PCO and in line departments. When asked whether PCO should be stronger, they said: "When I worked at PCO, I wanted PCO to be stronger. Now that I work in a line department, I want PCO to be weaker." It's a funny observation, but it captures the problem perfectly. Where you sit shapes how you see the issue.
Gordon Venner:
Stefanie?
Stefanie Beck:
Thanks.
My concern was never that PCO was too strong. My concern was duplication. We don't want to have the same conversation over and over again in different places.
That's why the coordinating role of PCO is important. It serves as a convener and, when necessary, an arbitrator.
PCO doesn't control departmental budgets. It can't tell my minister—or any other minister—what to do. But it can interpret the Prime Minister's direction, and ultimately the Prime Minister tends to win those debates anyway.
I'll give a somewhat bureaucratic answer. I actually think it's an illusion that the Government of Canada is not joined up. Every year, we decide together on intelligence priorities. We decide together how we approach particular countries and issues. Heads of mission abroad set priorities collaboratively, including with other government departments. Those discussions influence performance assessments and feed back into headquarters.
During my time at National Defence, we put a major emphasis on strengthening the role of defence attachés, and that role will continue to evolve as new training and new deployments are introduced.
The major strategies we've been discussing—such as the Indo-Pacific Strategy—were built collaboratively from the beginning. We worked on that strategy for years, together. When departments help create a strategy from the ground up, they become invested in its success. Everyone has a stake in the outcome because if the strategy fails, every department involved shares responsibility.
The Defence Industrial Strategy is another good example. Multiple departments contributed to that effort. Initially, it wasn't intended as a funding exercise. It was supposed to be a framework strategy. Once funding became attached to it, however, interest increased dramatically—especially at a time when government-wide spending reductions were underway. That funding element also drove stronger governance, clearer accountability, and more specific objectives for each participating department. As a result, the final product became much stronger because of the collaborative approach.
The last thing I would say is that a great deal of coordination happens behind the scenes and simply isn't visible to the public.
In our former roles, all of us were having conversations with foreign governments every day. Those discussions often produced tangible outcomes, but they weren't necessarily public, and they weren't always things that the entire government needed to know about. Global Affairs, PCO, National Defence, and other departments work together constantly. Take countries such as Vietnam, for example. Or Taiwan. Or South Korea. You've seen us sign, or prepare to sign, information-sharing agreements. We're doing similar work with Germany and France.
Most Canadians don't pay attention to agreements like that. They hear about them and think, "What does that even mean?" But we know what they mean. They mean we can share more information, cooperate more effectively, and do more together.
Gordon Venner
Tom, when you were talking about PCO, I was remembering that sense of whiplash that comes with moving in and out of the institution. On my first day there, Susan Cartwright, who was just leaving, turned to me and said, "Everybody should work in PCO - once." The perspective changes pretty quickly. Where you stand depends on where you sit.
Mr. Proudfoot hasn't jumped to his feet with a large hook yet, so I think we still have time to go to the floor for questions. Let's start with the lady standing at the back.
Jutta Wark:
Hi, good afternoon. My name is Jutta Wark. I thoroughly enjoyed the panel and thank you to all of you who are supposedly retired and should be putting your feet up, yet continue to come out and discuss these important issues. I'd like to shift the conversation slightly.
I recently retired from the public service as well. I spent the last ten years or so at Global Affairs Canada. Unlike many of my colleagues, however, I took a mid-career break to pursue a PhD at the University of Toronto, which, incidentally, was not particularly appreciated when I returned.
One issue I'd like to put on the horizon relates to the integration of domestic and foreign policy and the need for a whole-of-government approach. I spent many years working on Arctic issues, where that kind of coordination was essential and continues to be. We're now looking at policy horizons that extend much farther into the future than policymakers have had to consider for decades.
My question is whether Canada can do a better job of integrating the work of governments—at all levels—with the work being done in our universities. Compared with some other countries, I think Canada's universities remain somewhat disconnected from important policy conversations. Yet they are developing talent, training young people, and conducting research that could be highly relevant.
I'm originally from Germany, and I've seen how universities, think tanks, and governments interact there. It's not perfectly integrated, but there is an ongoing and productive conversation.
China also relies heavily on its academic community, whether on technology, policy, or strategic issues. I don't think we want to replicate the Chinese model, but there is probably something to be said for stronger connections among academia, government, and civil society.
An added benefit would be bringing younger people into these conversations and helping them understand the complex challenges governments face.
I'd be interested in hearing your perspectives.
Gordon Venner
Thanks for that question.
I remember, in my early days in the Foreign Service, being struck by how difficult it could be to find academic experts when you needed them.
At one point, I had to consult the Jean Monnet Chair at the University of Montreal on issues relating to the European Union. I quickly realized that if I wanted any meaningful work done, I would need to find several thousand dollars to support it because the academic resources simply weren't structured to produce the kind of work government needed.
A few years ago, Rob McRae, another former Canadian ambassador to NATO, chaired an initiative at Carleton University that attempted to bridge the gap between academic expertise and government needs in the security and intelligence field. I attended one of the sessions. Rob went around the table asking representatives from various government departments what issues they most needed help studying. CSIS was there. CSE was there. National Defence was there. Global Affairs was there. As we went around the room, there were some department-specific concerns, but certain themes kept coming up. Cyberspace was one. Everyone was struggling with cyber-related challenges in their respective areas. Outer space was another, given the growing national security implications.
After hearing from the government representatives, Rob turned to the academics and asked what they were working on. The academics responded with topics such as Indigenous issues and national security, or gender studies and national security. By the time everyone had spoken, there was virtually no overlap between the two groups. The Venn diagram was empty. They were talking about completely different priorities. It's a longstanding challenge.
Fortunately, we have someone here who has experience on both sides of that divide. Thomas technically worked for me at one point before moving into academia.
Thomas Juneau
In the narrowest possible technical sense, since I was on leave without pay.
I do have some views on this. I spent eleven years at National Defence and have now spent almost twelve years in academia. In my view, government-academia relations in Canada do not work particularly well. The example you just described illustrates the problem very clearly.
I think responsibility lies on both sides. From the academic side, much of what is produced is of limited practical use to government. That's simply the reality. Research can be highly theoretical, not especially relevant to policy, or focused on critical analysis rather than practical solutions. That work may have value, but often not from a policy perspective.
Part of the problem is incentives. Academia does not generally reward policy relevance. It is not deeply embedded in the culture. At the same time, blaming academics alone would be unfair.
On the government side—and I mean government broadly, not any particular administration—there is also a tendency toward insularity. There is not a strong tradition of regularly consulting external expertise. By external expertise, I mean academics, but also specialists from other sectors.
The next question is what can be done about it. In theory, there are solutions. In practice, everyone is busy, and creating meaningful engagement is difficult. More exchanges between government and academia could help. You mentioned one example already.
Government transparency would also help. If outside experts have a better understanding of what is happening inside government, they are more likely to produce work that is relevant and useful. If you cannot see inside the black box, it's very difficult to connect your work to what's happening there.
I could continue for quite a while, but my overall diagnosis is fairly critical.
Jonathan Berkshire Miller:
I agree with everything Thomas said. Let me offer a perspective from the think tank world.
I've had the opportunity to work with think tanks in several countries. Fortunately, none of them were in China, where think tanks are often deeply integrated into state intelligence and security structures. That's not a model we should emulate. There are, however, lessons we can learn from other countries. The United States has a unique and somewhat unusual think tank ecosystem. It's not necessarily a model that can be easily replicated. Japan and several European countries offer more useful examples.
I particularly liked Thomas's point about consulting outside expertise. One challenge I've observed is that consultation often becomes a box-ticking exercise. A government strategy is being developed, and someone says, "We should talk to academics." The consultation happens because it is expected, not because people genuinely see value in it. Neither side benefits much from that approach.
If you're assembling a policy dinner table, the real question is who should be invited. Academics should be there. But so should the private sector. Former officials should be there as well. In my view, former ambassadors and senior public servants are often underutilized. I remember looking at one advisory committee established around the Indo-Pacific Strategy. With apologies to anyone who served on it, there were very few former officials involved. I would have expected more former ambassadors and heads of mission to be part of that conversation.
We need a broader conception of expertise. Government often engages academia separately, the private sector separately, and think tanks separately. Sometimes there is even a reluctance to engage think tanks because they're seen as critics. Instead, we should bring all of those voices together and hope for the best.
Stefanie Beck
What's funny is that's exactly what we do overseas. Those were the dinner parties we used to host. When officials from Ottawa travel abroad, we often arrange meetings with academics, think tanks, business leaders, and other experts because that's where the most interesting conversations happen. When I was in Berlin, for example, meeting with think tanks was simply part of the job.
Here at home, when governments conduct policy consultations—I'll use food security as an example—there is certainly engagement with academics, but there is often a stronger emphasis on practitioners. That may partly explain the disconnect.  Government tends to ask: What can we do with this information? How is it operationally useful? It's not that academic work is unrealistic. It's simply that decision-makers are often looking for practical applications.
The final point I'd make is that research funding is often one of the easiest things for governments to cut. Many of us have had to make those decisions at one point or another. You may remember when Global Affairs still had a culture branch. Whenever budgets tightened, those kinds of programs were often among the first to disappear. Yet they remain critically important. So, keep fighting the good fight.
Jonathan Berkshire Miller
One quick additional point. We should also be making better use of networks, particularly in the private sector.
I was just in Kazakhstan last week. The CEO of Cameco probably has stronger local connections than almost anyone in government. The same is true in countries such as India.
There are private-sector leaders with remarkable networks. There are academics and think tank experts with valuable networks as well.
The point isn't just to seek advice from these people. It's to think about how Canada can make better use of those relationships.
A true Team Canada approach would find ways to integrate into those networks rather than simply observing them from the outside.
Sabine Nölke
Hi, Sabine Nölke, former ambassador and now, as my former boss used to say, an éminence beige. I have one comment and one question.
Regarding the discussion about academia and policy, I have two words for you: Wilton Park.
The British government effectively funds that institution. Whenever policymakers want to test ideas or discuss emerging issues, they organize a Wilton Park conference. People compete for the opportunity to participate and contribute. That seems like something Canada could support with a relatively modest investment.
My question relates to our theme of realities and illusions. What is the illusion regarding the United States as a stable defence and security partner? What is the reality? And how should Canada factor that reality into its decision-making?
Joanna Keating
I'm Joanna Keating. You'll probably notice from my accent that I'm from Scotland. I recently arrived as the head of the Scottish Government Office in Canada, based at the British High Commission.
My question concerns the Arctic. Given recent developments involving Greenland and broader geopolitical shifts in the region, what do Canada's future Arctic alliances look like?
Thomas Juneau
I'll take the question about the United States. We could easily spend the rest of the day discussing it, so I'll be brief.
There are many illusions in the current debate about the United States. The reality is that Canada has no choice but to manage this relationship.
There is no plausible future—one year from now, five years from now, twenty years from now—in which the United States is not by far Canada's most important partner in trade, defence, security, and intelligence.
We can diversify somewhat, and we should. We can reduce vulnerabilities and build resilience. We can become somewhat more sovereign or autonomous, whichever term you prefer. But the idea that Canada can fundamentally diversify away from the United States is an illusion. The reality is that we need to manage a relationship that will remain central to our national interests.
Jonathan Berkshire Miller:
I like the Wilton Park idea. As a proud Maritimer, I'd probably suggest Mahone Bay as the Canadian equivalent.
On the United States, I agree with Thomas. What we need to resist is fatalism. I think some recent speeches and debates have created a sense that there is only one inevitable trajectory for the U.S.-Canada relationship. We don't actually know that. There is enormous uncertainty, and there are probably fifty different plausible futures between today's reality and the worst-case scenarios people often imagine. We need to prepare for those possibilities.
One thing to remember is that every country has a different strategic relationship with the United States. It can be tempting to travel to Berlin, Helsinki, Seoul, or elsewhere and assume that all U.S. allies share the same experience. They don't.
Canada sits directly beside the United States. That creates strategic realities that are very different from those facing Germany or France. We can still exercise agency and pursue greater autonomy in some areas, but our strategic choices are not the same as theirs. That's simply the reality we have to work with.
Stefanie Beck:
I think the question about the United States ties directly into the Arctic discussion. I agree completely with Thomas and Jonathan.
The relationship with the United States is not going away. From a military perspective, the relationship remains strong. Working-level relationships remain strong. Intelligence cooperation continues to function effectively. There are many highly pragmatic professionals on both sides of the border.
The question isn't how we get through this period. The question is how we use current opportunities to emerge stronger on the other side.
From Canada's perspective, we're already seeing major investments in northern defence. That doesn't necessarily mean all of the spending occurs physically in the North. For example, Arctic over-the-horizon radar systems may support northern defence, but much of the manufacturing work will take place in Ontario.
There is a difference between policy objectives and program implementation. The goal is to strengthen Canada while demonstrating to the United States that we are a reliable and capable partner.
The same logic applies to energy security. Canada wants to be seen as a dependable source of clean energy and other strategic resources. At the same time, there is a balance to strike. You want to be an indispensable partner—not the fifty-first state.
As for Arctic alliances, the recent expansion of NATO is enormously significant. With the newest members, seven of the eight Arctic states are now NATO allies. That fundamentally changes discussions about Arctic capabilities, collective defence, and burden-sharing. I think we'll see significant progress in this area over the coming years. And every step Canada takes toward carrying a greater share of the burden strengthens our relationship with the United States.
Gordon Venner:
I think we have time for one final question.
Phil Pinnington:
We received several questions returning to the discussion about academia and government.
Phil Calvert asks about the China research unit that was established in the Asia Branch and brought academic experts into government discussions. Does that model have merit?
Anne Smiley notes that the Munk School produced the paper Sovereign by Design: Strategic Options for Canadian AI Sovereignty. It was reportedly circulated across multiple departments and well received. Since government may not always have the internal capacity to produce that kind of work, how can such collaboration become more common?
Tamia Spitka also commented that academic expertise remains underutilized.
I wanted to ensure those views were heard, even if we don't have time for a full discussion. Would anyone like to respond?
Gordon Venner
I think we'll have to take those questions under advisement and perhaps use them to shape next year's discussion.
Let me close by thanking all three panelists for their excellent contributions. At the beginning of this session, I said we had a very large sandbox in which to play, and you've done an outstanding job illustrating just how broad and interconnected these issues are. We could easily spend an entire day discussing national security alone. But there are many other dimensions of foreign policy, and many other illusions and realities, that deserve exploration. With that, we'll hand things over to the next session.
Thank you all very much.
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