Building Canada’s Future Through Innovation Refuge: Capturing
Displaced STEM Talent for National Security and Prosperity

Issue:

The collapse of US federal research stability — notably layoffs at CDC, NIH, and leading US
universities — has unleashed a historic displacement of STEM researchers. Canada must
act urgently to capture and anchor this extraordinary pool of global innovation talent.

This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to rebuild Canadian scientific leadership,
strengthen national resilience, and meet Canadian NATO defense obligations through dual-
use innovation investments.

Analysis:

Recent US domestic political disruptions have devastated key pillars of American public
science. The dismissal of thousands of CDC, NIH, and top university researchers has not
only ruptured the US knowledge economy but also created a competitive opening for
countries agile enough to respond.

e Canada's global reputation for stability, legal predictability, strong institutions and
openness makes it the premier destination.

e STEM fields affected (Al, cybersecurity, biosecurity, life sciences, quantum) are
inherently dual-purpose: economic drivers and national security assets.

e |nvestments qualify toward Canada’s NATO's defense target. Investments that
attract and integrate this talent will not only enhance Canada's global innovation
standing but also qualify as national security expenditures eligible under NATO
defense commitments.

Failure to act would cede this advantage to more aggressive competitors (e.g., Australia,
Germany, South Korea) already moving to recruit displaced US talent.

Considerations:

Option A: Passive Observation
e Pros: Avoids political scrutiny.
e Cons: Loses a historic opportunity; emboldens Canadian brain drain.

Option B: Targeted Innovation Diplomacy (Recommended)
e Pros: Positions Canada as the premier refuge for global science leaders; reinforces
sovereignty over critical technologies; qualifies dual-purpose investments under
NATO benchmarks.
e Cons: Requires coordination across immigration, research, and defense policy
silos.
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Recommendation:
Launch a 'Canadian Innovation Sanctuary Initiative' immediately, featuring:

1. Priority STEM Talent Visa Stream: Expedited residency for researchers laid off
from CDC, NIH, US universities, or other US federally funded bodies.

2. Innovation Refuge Scholarships and Research Chairs: Fund endowed chairs
and lab positions for displaced scientists through federal-provincial partnerships.

3. Dual-Use Innovation Defense Credits: Recognize investments in displaced
researchers working on Al, cybersecurity, biosecurity, life sciences and quantum
fields as qualifying contributions to Canada's NATO defense spending target.

4. National Innovation Resilience Fund: Establish a sovereign innovation fund
dedicated to scaling research and dual-use commercialization, prioritizing talent
sourced through the Innovation Sanctuary.

Background:
Following 9/11, Canada failed to systematically capture the wave of global STEM
dislocation caused by US policy volatility. This mistake must not be repeated.

Germany, Australia, and others are already moving to recruit today’s displaced US talent.
Canada must seize this moment—or lose a generation of scientific leadership.

Other mid-sized countries have already shown how strategic talent attraction powers
national resilience. Australia captured post-PRC sanctions academic and quantum
expertise. Germany leveraged Brexit to relocate fintech and Al centers.

This policy leverages Canada’s strengths: global trust, legal predictability, and institutional
credibility. In a fragmenting world, talent migration is not merely an economic asset —itis a
national security imperative.

Canada's stable regulatory environment, high-quality education system, and political
neutrality as additional strengths when attracting talent and investment.

Canada must seize the moment — or lose a generation of scientific leadership.

Prepared by: Prof. Barry Appleton, New York Law School, Center for International Law,
Fellow, Balsillie School of International Affairs, Managing Partner, Appleton & Associates
International Lawyers LP, Toronto. May 2025.
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