Canada’s Arctic: A Strategic Blueprint for
Resilient Sovereignty

l. Introduction: The Strategic Imperative

Canada stands at a defining moment. The US-led trade war and the strategic neglect of
Canadian interests demand a bold reimagining of Canada’s economic and defense
posture. This moment is not merely a crisis but a profound opportunity to reclaim strategic
sovereignty and global leadership.

To reclaim its strategic sovereignty, Canada should weave Arctic sovereignty, digital
independence, and economic resilience into a cohesive national strategy. These pillars are
not isolated objectives but interconnected pathways to securing Canada's future. By
leveraging its unique geographical, natural, and technological assets, Canada can build a
resilient economy that not only defends its sovereignty but also positions it as a global
leader in innovation and security. The strategic goal is to establish Canada as an
indispensable partner to allies while ensuring autonomous control over critical
infrastructures and natural resources.

Canada’s Arctic strategy can evolve to not only defend territory but also redefine economic
and digital sovereignty in a low-trust world. By integrating Arctic infrastructure, critical
mineral and natural resource independence, and digital resilience as mutually reinforcing
components, Canada can assert itself as a global rule-maker in emerging technologies and
their applications, data governance, and sustainable resource management. This approach
will secure Canada’s position as a critical player in the global economic and security order,
ensuring it is not merely reacting to change but actively shaping the future.’

Canada should transition rapidly from a reactive to a proactive stance, abandoning
outdated assumptions of economic and defense partnerships rooted in history or goodwill.
Instead, it might adopt a strategic approach that treats its assets—geographical, natural,
intellectual, and infrastructural—as instruments of sovereignty and economic security.
This approach could build in strategic utility for both Canada and its allies by supporting

" Jennifer Hillman, "Trump’s Use of Emergency Powers to Impose Tariffs Is an Abuse of Power," Lawfare (March
24, 2025); Jed Shugerman, "The Major Questions Doctrine, Post-Chevron? Skidmore, Loper-Bright, and a
Good-Faith Emergency Question Doctrine," Harvard Journal of Law & Public Policy (Fall, 2024). The strategic
neglect of Canadian interests amid U.S.-led trade tensions and economic disruptions is well-documented.
See also Barry Appleton, "Trade Tantrums: Canada, U.S. Protectionism, and the Erosion of Legal
Predictability," New York City Bar Association International Law Committee, Keynote speech (March 23,
2025).
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scientific research leadership, and northern digital havens, supported by affordable energy
and predictable and trusted political and legal systems. This is Canada’s chance to define
its own destiny, build a resilient economy, and become a rule-maker in a fractured global
order.

ll. Building Arctic Sovereignty and National Resilience
1. Geopolitical Leverage and Infrastructure

e The Arctic represents a pivotal opportunity for Canada to project its strategic
sovereignty. With global interest in the region accelerating, Canada could shift from
a defensive stance to a proactive strategy, transforming its northern frontier into a
critical axis of economic and geopolitical leverage.

e Strategic Arctic Infrastructure:

Canada can advance its strategic position by prioritizing key northern projects,
including the Northern Corridor and Hudson Bay Sovereignty Port Authority.
These initiatives will cement Canada’s control over vital trade routes and export
capabilities while positioning the Arctic as a resilient hub for global engagement.
This measure will also reflects Canada’s geographical advantage as a defense
asset, treating the Arctic as a critical component of national security.

The Arctic and Northern Policy Framework launched in 2019 aims to strengthen
Canada’s presence in the North.2 However, it can be expanded to include robust
digital infrastructure, advanced port facilities, environmentally-focused maritime
authority, and dual-use military logistics hubs to secure Canadian sovereignty in this
critical region. This is not just a defensive posture but a bold move to claim the 21st-
century Arctic frontier.

¢ Economic Sovereignty:
Developing domestic refining capabilities, especially for critical minerals,
particularly through the Ring of Fire, will counterbalance Chinese dominance in

2The Arctic and Northern Policy Framework, released by the Government of Canada in 2019, provides a
comprehensive blueprint for strengthening Canadian presence in the North, focusing on sustainable
development, Indigenous co-governance, and enhanced sovereignty through critical infrastructure
investment. 'Arctic and Northern Policy Framework' (2019), Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs
Canada. https://www.rcaanccirnac.gc.ca/eng/1560523306861/1560523330587. Also see Northern Corridor
Concept Program by the University of Calgary and the Canadian parliamentary Standing Committee on
Indigenous and Northern Affairs (INAN) studies on Arctic infrastructure - Committee Report No. 18 - INAN
(42-1) - House of Commons of Canada. https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/42-
1/INAN/report-18/page-87
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strategic resources. ® Rather than exporting raw materials, Canada can benefit from
developing refining and manufacturing capacity to secure value-added production
domestically. This ensures that national security and economic security remain
indistinguishable.

The Ring of Fire in Northern Ontario is one of the most promising untapped sources
of critical minerals in the world, including nickel, cobalt, and chromite. Developing
this resource could provide a strategic supply of battery metals for the North
American electric vehicle market, reducing dependence on foreign suppliers. This is
Canada’s opportunity to lead the global energy transition and secure its economic
independence.

The economic potential of developing the Ring of Fire and investing in Arctic
infrastructure goes beyond mere resource extraction. Acomprehensive economic
analysis estimates that full-spectrum development, including mineral processing,
refining, and local manufacturing—could generate over $30 billion in GDP over the
next decade and create approximately 15,000 direct and indirect jobs. By integrating
these initiatives with the Northern Corridor and Hudson Bay Sovereignty Port
Authority, Canada can secure long-term economic gains while reducing
dependency on foreign mineral processing hubs.

Further, by positioning the Arctic as a strategic logistics and export hub, Canada not
only protects its sovereignty but also creates an economic multiplier effect,
fostering regional development and attracting global investment. These projects can
also secure critical mineral supply chains for North American markets, reducing
vulnerabilities associated with foreign control of rare earth elements.

« Digital and Energy Sovereignty:
In an era of digital warfare and energy insecurity, Canada can strengthen its strategic
position by investing in resilient digital infrastructure. This includes creating
sovereign cloud services, Al governance standards, and robust cybersecurity
frameworks to protect both national defense systems and commercial networks.
The ability to secure and govern the data asset eco-system is no longer an option.
Data loss is strategic loss.

Canada’s CENGN (Centre of Excellence in Next Generation Networks) is a world
leader in digital infrastructure innovation, supporting the development of secure,

3The Natural Resources Canada Critical Minerals Strategy emphasizes the strategic importance of the Ring of
Fire for North American mineral independence, focusing on domestic refining, job creation, and national
security. See Natural Resources Canada, 'Critical Minerals Strategy,' Government of Canada (2025)
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high-speed networks critical for economic and national security.* Scaling up this
model could strengthen Canada’s digital sovereignty, positioning it as a global
leader in secure digital infrastructure.

In addition to direct GDP gains, these projects should be supported through structured
public-private partnerships, leveraging sovereign wealth funds and pension fund co-
investments. This approach not only mobilizes capital but also anchors strategic industries
within Canada, reducing reliance on volatile foreign markets and enhancing long-term
economic stability.®

2. Defense and Economic Security Integration

The convergence of national defense and economic security requires a comprehensive
strategy that integrates technological innovation, strategic deterrence, and resilient
infrastructure.

¢ Psychological and Digital Resilience:
Canada should place a strong emphasis on information security as part of its
defense strategy. Drawing from Sweden’s Psychological Defence Agency model,
Canada should establish a dedicated agency to counter digital misinformation and
protect democratic processes from foreign interference.® Psychological resilience
is a cornerstone of modern defense and protects democratic cohesion against
adversarial influence.’

4 Centre of Excellence in Next Generation Networks (CENGN) has been instrumental in advancing Canada’s
digital infrastructure, supporting secure, high-speed networks critical for economic and national security. See
Centre of Excellence in Next Generation Networks (CENGN), 'Digital Sovereignty and Network Innovation,
CENGN Report (2024). On the integration of digital infrastructure into national security frameworks, see Barry
Appleton, "Sovereign Capabilities for a Low-Trust World," CIGI - Sovereign Canada Initiative, (May 2025).

5 Canada faces significant challenges in retaining its top talent. Many Canadian graduates, especially those in
the technology sector, relocate to the United States for better opportunities, effectively exporting the benefits
of publicly funded education. This talent drain is a pressing issue for Canada’s long-term technological
sovereignty and strategic autonomy.

6 Canada’s approach to psychological resilience in digital defense draws inspiration from Sweden’s
Psychological Defence Agency, which focuses on countering foreign disinformation and protecting
democratic processes. Sweden established this agency to address the growing threat of digital influence
operations. See Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, 'The Psychological Defence Agency, MSB Report
(2024).

7 Psychological resilience is a critical component of modern defense strategies, as seen in Sweden’s
Psychological Defence Agency, which was established to counter digital disinformation and protect
democratic institutions. NATO’s Cyber Defence Pledge further emphasizes the importance of coordinated
digital defense among allied nations. See Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, 'The Psychological Defence
Agency, MSB Report (2024); NATO, 'Cyber Defence Pledge, NATO Headquarters (2022).
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The Canadian Centre for Cyber Security plays a crucial role in safeguarding
Canada’s digital landscape.® Expanding its mandate to include psychological
resilience and counter-disinformation efforts would enhance Canada’s overall
security posture. In a world where the first shots in a conflict may be digital, this
capability is not optional but essential.

e Al and Quantum Leadership:
Canada’s strategic advantage lies in leveraging its cold climate and political stability
to become the NATO hub for Al and data infrastructure.® By investing in quantum
computing and Al leadership, Canada can position itself as an indispensable ally
within the alliance, reinforcing digital sovereignty.

The Canada has several institutes that are global leaders in quantum research.
IQC’s partnership with D-Wave for collaborations on quantum encryption standards
illustrate the potential of key research wins in Canada.' Canada should build on
this advantage to lead NATO’s digital defense network and ensure a strategic role in
emerging technologies. In a world where data is power, quantum leadership will
determine strategic influence.

e Digital and Cyber Sovereignty

Digital resilience is not just an operational necessity but a cornerstone of national
security in a low-trust world. As cyber warfare becomes a dominant aspect of
modern conflict, Canada can strengthen its digital defense posture by adopting
comprehensive resilience measures. This means moving beyond passive protection
to active deterrence and resilience:

8 Canada’s Centre for Cyber Security has similarly expanded its mandate to include proactive measures
against foreign influence and cyber threats Canadian Centre for Cyber Security, '‘National Cyber Threat
Assessment,' Government of Canada (2025).

9 Canada’s physical and geopolitical advantages are increasingly recognized as critical assets in the digital
era. Its cold climate and political stability are conducive to data center efficiency and cybersecurity
resilience, supporting NATO's strategic digital infrastructure requirements.

91n 2023, the Institute for Quantum Computing and D-Wave initiated two multi-year research projects,
funded by the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) under the Quantum
Alliance program. These projects focus on developing improved superconducting components for quantum
computing systems, aiming to enhance quantum coherence and scalability. This resulted in technological
advancements and the cultivation of a Canadian quantum-ready workforce. July 28, 2023, Inside Quantum
Technology News -

" In addition to quantum computing, Canada’s broader digital innovation ecosystem has been a crucial
contributor to North American technological leadership. Institutions like the Vector Institute in Toronto, Mila-
Quebec Al Institute in Montreal, and the Perimeter Institute for Theoretical Physics have collectively
established Canada as a significant player in the Al and data science fields.
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¢ Create a National Cyber Defense Agency to centralize cyber defense
coordination and lead rapid response efforts against foreign interference.

¢ Develop offensive cyber capabilities to establish credible deterrence,
ensuring that Canada can respond swiftly and effectively to digital threats.

¢ Integrate cyber defense into all military and national security planning to
ensure a unified and comprehensive approach to national defense.

¢ Implement robust digital resilience training for critical sectors like energy,
finance, and transportation to reduce vulnerabilities and improve rapid
response capabilities.

The Communications Security Establishment (CSE), already a key player in
national cybersecurity, should expand its mandate to include proactive cyber
defense and offensive capabilities, positioning Canada as a formidable
digital power in the 21st century.

e Global Alliances and Middle Power Coordination

To strengthen its strategic sovereignty, Canada should position itself as a leader among
like-minded middle powers, leveraging its unique geopolitical position and resource
wealth to form a network of resilient, innovation-focused democracies. Key elements of
this approach include:

¢« Partnership with Like-Minded Middle Powers: Build strategic alliances with
countries like Australia, Japan, South Korea, and the United Kingdom, which share
common interests in resilient supply chains, technological innovation, and
democratic governance. These partnerships can form the backbone of a
coordinated approach to counterbalance geopolitical pressures from larger
powers.

e« Multilateral Digital and Infrastructure Diplomacy: Champion digital sovereignty
and critical infrastructure security within international forums like the G7, OECD,
and the United Nations. This can include leading efforts to set global standards for
Al, data protection, and critical mineral sourcing, positioning Canada as a rule-
maker rather than a rule-taker.

¢ Economic Diplomacy Through Trade Agreements: Use trade agreements like the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP)
and potential new alliances in the Indo-Pacific to strengthen Canada’s economic
resilience and reduce reliance on single-market dependencies.

e Strategic Resource Partnerships: Leverage Canada’s critical mineral wealth to
form “resource alliances” with other mineral-rich democracies, creating stable,
long-term supply agreements that reduce collective reliance on adversarial state-
controlled supply chains.
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Leadership in Green Energy and Climate Technology: Promote Canada’srole as a
global leader in clean energy, including hydroelectric power, hydrogen, and
advanced battery technologies. This can include spearheading collaborative R&D
projects and technology transfer agreements with other climate-committed
economies.

Indigenous Leadership in Sovereignty:

Strategic co-governance with Indigenous communities is essential to building
legitimacy and local support for northern projects.'? Incorporating Indigenous
leadership models in infrastructure planning, particularly in the Arctic, will foster
collaborative sovereignty and sustainable development.

To ensure sustainable development and true sovereignty, Canada can advance
reconciliation and strategic autonomy by adopting a co-governance model with
Indigenous nations This model will include the establishment of joint venture
partnerships in Arctic infrastructure projects, where Indigenous communities hold
equity stakes and participate in governance through representative councils.
Additionally, the creation of a Sovereign Indigenous Investment Fund will enable
communities to invest directly in key projects, ensuring economic participation and
long-term community benefits.

Every major infrastructure project will include a mandatory benefit-sharing
agreement, developed in consultation with Indigenous leaders. This framework will
be codified in the proposed Northern Sovereignty Infrastructure Act, which will
outline the roles, rights, and economic stakes of Indigenous partners in all Arctic
and Northern developments.

o Canada’s economic resilience and sovereignty are deeply interconnected
with the strength of its partnerships with Indigenous nations. Achieving full
economic sovereignty requires integrating Indigenous nations as equal
partners in the development of critical infrastructure, resource projects, and
technological innovation:

2 The First Nations Major Projects Coalition (FNMPC) has set a precedent for Indigenous-led infrastructure

projects, ensuring meaningful participation and equity stakes in major national projects. See FNMPC,

'Indigenous Partnerships in Economic Development, FNMPC Annual Report (2024). The FNMPC is a national
group of over 170 Canadian First Nations made up of elected councils, hereditary Chiefs, Tribal councils, and

development corporations, who have agreed to advance shared interests in participating, and where
appropriate gaining equity positions in the major projects taking place in their territories.

7|Page



o Establish Indigenous Sovereignty Funds to co-invest in critical
infrastructure, ensuring long-term economic returns for Indigenous
communities.

o Implement mandatory benefit-sharing agreements for all resource
projects, guaranteeing that Indigenous stakeholders receive fair
compensation and economic benefits.

o Prioritize Indigenous leadership in Arctic sovereignty and defense
strategies to strengthen Canada’s territorial integrity and community
resilience.

o Create an Indigenous Economic Partnership Office to coordinate policy
and foster long-term economic collaboration.

o The First Nations Major Projects Coalition (FNMPC) has already
demonstrated the potential for successful Indigenous-led infrastructure
projects. Expanding this model across Canada’s critical northern regions will
reinforce national unity and economic resilience, ensuring that Indigenous
voices shape Canada’s future.

IV. Conclusion: Canada’s Northern Strategy in a Low-Trust
World

As Canada charts its path forward, it can benefit from moving beyond the outdated notion
of a “special relationship” with the United States. This approach involves engaging with
Washington and other global powers from a position of strategic sovereignty, including
efforts to strengthen economic resilience, develop autonomous infrastructure, and fully
leverage its digital, energy, and mineral strengths.

Diplomatic Strategy for U.S. Engagement

While advancing its sovereignty initiatives, Canada should carefully manage its diplomatic
communications to minimize potential friction with the United States. This approach can
emphasize the complementary nature of these initiatives, framing them as mutually
beneficial rather than competitive. Key strategies could include:

¢ Framing for Strategic Partnership: Position Canada’s investments in Arctic
infrastructure, critical minerals, and digital resilience as contributions to a more
secure and prosperous North American economic and security framework. This can
include highlighting how Canadian initiatives support U.S. interests in secure supply
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chains, digital resilience, and energy stability, aligning closely with the goals of the
Defense Production Act and U.S. national security strategies.

« Bilateral Coordination Mechanisms: Propose new or expanded bilateral
coordination forums, such as a “North American Critical Infrastructure Council” or a
“Joint Arctic Strategic Development Working Group,” to align long-term regional
security and economic goals.

¢ Emphasizing Shared Security Interests: Highlight Canada’s critical role in North
American defense, including contributions to NORAD and NATO, to underscore the
interconnected nature of both countries' security frameworks.

¢ Preempting Trade Retaliation: Clearly communicate that Canada’s efforts to build
sovereign capabilities are not protectionist but rather aimed at reducing strategic
vulnerabilities for the entire region. This approach should include early high-level
diplomatic outreach to U.S. leaders and legislators, emphasizing that these
initiatives will reduce reliance on unstable global supply chains, benefiting both
economies.

¢ Leveraging Economic Complementarity: Emphasize the mutual benefits of secure
North American supply chains for critical minerals, clean energy, and advanced
technology, reducing dependency on geopolitical rivals and enhancing regional self-
reliance.

This approach will not only secure Canada’s national interests but will reposition the
country as a proactive leader in the global order—a nation prepared to defend its
sovereignty while actively shaping the rules of economic and defense engagement.

Canada can effectively shape its strategic future by legislating two pivotal acts:

1. The Northern Sovereignty Infrastructure Act: This legislation will mandate the
development of the Northern Corridor and the Hudson Bay Sovereignty Port
Authority, with clear funding provisions from federal strategic reserves and
Indigenous investment pools. It will outline the integration of dual-use infrastructure
for both economic and defense purposes.

2. The Digital Sovereignty and Data Security Act: This act will establish sovereign
cloud services, mandate domestic data processing for critical sectors, and create a
Canadian Al Governance Council to set standards and regulations. These measures
will fortify Canada’s digital sovereignty and ensure that Canadian data remains
under Canadian control.
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Both acts should mandate transparent funding streams, including sovereign investment
funds, and require periodic parliamentary reviews to ensure alignment with Canada’s long-
term strategic goals. Additionally, these acts should establish dedicated regulatory bodies
to oversee compliance, such as a Northern Infrastructure Oversight Board and a Digital
Sovereignty Commission.

By embedding these initiatives into legislative frameworks, Canada can systematically
build its sovereignty while leveraging its unique resources and technological capacities.

Canada will take decisive steps to build its strategic sovereignty by investing in critical
infrastructure, securing its digital landscape, and ensuring that Indigenous voices are
integral to national development. This proactive strategy will establish Canada as a leader
in Arctic governance, digital security, and economic resilience.

Canada will not merely adapt to the challenges of a fractured global order—it will lead. This
means legislating with intent, investing in sovereignty, and setting the global standard for
democratic, rules-based governance. The age of passive adaptation is over; Canada will
act decisively or risk being left behind.

Barry Appleton, co-director, New York Law School, Center for International Law, Fellow,
Balsillie School of International Affairs, Managing Partner, Appleton & Associates
International Lawyers LP, Toronto. May 2025.

Ann Fitz-Gerald, director of the Balsillie School of International Affairs, and professorin
Wilfrid Laurier University’s Department of Political Science.
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