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Canada’s nuclear disarmament policy has not changed much over six decades. It has been confined by the act of balancing loyalties to allies, in the preference for multilateralism, and in pursuit of collective security. All are reasonable goals. And that I think is at the core of the disarmament dilemma –- the fact that disarmament policy is always subservient to collective security in the presence of any perceived (or manufactured) threat. This track record highlights therefore the obligation we still face of finding a replacement for nuclear deterrence, particularly within NATO.

What has been Canada’s relationship to NATO’s nuclear weapons posture?

At NATO’s outset in 1949, Canadian policy makers were looking for cohesive integrated command structures and collective defences. As a small country, Canadian leaders were conscious of the importance of both pleasing allies and getting a “seat at the table”.  However, once NATO’s decision-making mechanisms were established, they were locked-in because of American prominence and a consensus policy-making structure. But it must be said that Canada was a willing founding member of NATO, we accepted our placement in the Military Planning Committee, we chose to sit also in the Nuclear Planning Group, formulating the political guidelines for the use of nuclear weapons.

Several generations of Canadian leaders and policy-makers believed that NATO’s form of multilateralism -- not nuclear weapons held collectively per se, but the idea of collective action -- provide a forum that could control and curtail American unilateralism.  That may have been naive, but that was the idea at the time, and it may have been partially successful. NATO membership also meant that Canada endorsed the shift in the Alliance “in the mid-1950s towards much greater reliance on nuclear weapons”, and later, the sanctioning of the doctrine of “massive retaliation”. It also led to Canada agreeing to all subsequent strategic concepts that justified nuclear weapons capability in perpetuity, and the participation of Canadian forces based in Europe in their potential use.  And then, from 1957, the “first steps were taken towards the sharing of nuclear forces among NATO members. 

The Diefenbaker-Pearson debate about acquiring nuclear warheads and installing them on Canadian soil erupted in the early 1960s, and led to the defeat of the Conservative government in 1963. Many Canadians seemed to think loyalty to the alliance should trump fears about nuclear weapons in Canada. The debate also involved some officials questioning some of the inner logic of nuclear deterrence doctrine. This was a challenge to those who saw opting out of the bilateral agreement between the US and Canada as leading to a decline of Canadian credibility within NATO and potentially a risk to the survival of NATO itself. 

Paul Hellyer, Minister of Defence in 1963 thought saying “no” to a nuclear role for Canada might jeopardize sales to the United States of aircraft and oil. In any case, those economic fears were probably secondary to Cold War security concerns. Some cabinet members in 1969 certainly believed that Canada’s withdraw from NATO “would be a plus for isolationism in the US”, affecting the role of Canada in the “preservation of western civilization” (as they saw it). Lester Pearson also perceived Alliance loyalty, because of its implicit multilateralism, to be an acceptable means of ensuring national independence –-- not a way to give it up, but a way to keep it.

In the Trudeau era, nuclear weapon capable missiles in Canadian arsenals were being phased out and the 1971 Defence White Paper shifted emphasis away from European commitments. Despite the boldness of the changes, particularly in the wake of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, NATO nuclear policy was not being directly challenged. Canada wasn’t about to refuse to participate in NATO because of its nuclear deterrent.

The 1994 Defence policy of David Collenette looked modern, compared to the previous White Paper of Perrin Beatty. It placed U.N. obligations ahead of NATO obligations for the first time and seemed “to herald a fundamental reordering of Canada’s defence priorities”. Yet allegiance to NATO nuclear weapons remained.

The position in Canada, as elsewhere, seemed to be that it was prudent to keep the nuclear deterrent around just in case progress in Russia slid backwards. Be it Russia or some other potential rogue or breakout state, the theme is familiar to us still.

Now very briefly, Canada’s relationship to nuclear disarmament:

As early as November 1951, Canadians negotiated phrasing for a U.S. drafted disarmament treaty that included the “prohibition of atomic weapons”. In the 1950s, Canada “renounced the deployment of nuclear weapons in its own forces in the interest of nonproliferation” and was a leader in the UN Disarmament Agency. Some believed that NATO, of all institutions, provided an avenue for pursuing disarmament objectives. Stepping out of NATO, it was argued, would reduce Canada’s ability to influence policy in this area.

In late 1960, Canada co-sponsored the “Irish Resolution”, a UN resolution perceived by many within NATO and by several Canadian Cabinet ministers, as a real challenge to the legitimacy of NATO nuclear policy. The version that was ultimately adopted unanimously in the General Assembly in 1961, is believed to be the precursor to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation that entered into force in 1970. Also embraced by Canada.

Leap ahead to 1996. In that year, the World Court Opinion weighed in heavily on the side of NPT obligations and while Canada ultimately voted in favour of only a portion of the follow-up resolution at the UN, disarmament momentum appeared to take on greater relevance in policy circles. The Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Trade (SCFAIT) was established to address the nuclear weapons issue, and it proposed that Canada advance within NATO reconsideration of its strategic concept, including the nuclear component. The Canadian government responded positively to the Report’s primary recommendations.

In 2002 and again in 2003, Canada voted in favour of the New Agenda Coalition resolutions even without the so-called “misguided activist” Lloyd Axworthy at the helm. By several measures, from time to time over the decades, some Canadian governments have shown a willingness to carry the nuclear disarmament torch inside NATO.

Why has Canada Failed and What Needs to be Done?

The brief historical survey described above is intended to show that throughout our history in the nuclear era, both the security and disarmament policy streams and their advocates have largely been aligned. They agree that multilateralism is generally superior to unilateralism, they agree on loyalty towards allies in pursuit of common ends, and they agree with the idea of collective security (and that it is mutually beneficial for allies to come together to help am allied state that is under attack.) 

Where the two policy streams diverge is on the concept of nuclear deterrence. This isn’t the place for the thesis on the problem of deterrence doctrine. Yet, it is a fundamental problem, and its solution is required if we are to go from nuclear weapons being essential to NATO and US defence policy, towards the abolition of nuclear weapons worldwide in a “step-by-step” or preferably faster process.

How, then, should we define failure for Canada on the abolition file? Failure is when we are not doing enough effective work in support of nuclear disarmament within every forum that we participate. If we do not challenge old doctrines, even when we are alone, and even if we are the only nuclear nag, then we fail.

In the past, the assumption held by mild critics of nuclear deterrence, such as Gilles Lamontaigne who was Defence Minister in 1983, was that “[Nuclear] deterrence is not an attractive way of ensuring peace, but it has worked.” Ivan Head, a foreign policy advisor to Pierre Trudeau, said in 1969 that while the assortment of weapons that undergird the deterrence system is “an unhealthy one” yet “the balance appears to be a necessary evil”. In other words, it ain’t pretty, but it is all we have.

Let’s consider, instead, that the notion of nuclear deterrence being necessary is flawed and dangerous and that there is no situation, historical or hypothetical, that would not be better served with a non-nuclear form of deterrence. What will it be?
Many of us are advocates of the common security framework. Common security involves a very broad shift of our security culture in the direction of, as a minimal, cooperative defensive capability, and away from offensive power. We may be some distance from that ideal, but that does not diminish the importance of what can be done today to find a substitute for nuclear deterrence. Today, NATO’s strategic concept still states: “As long as nuclear weapons exist, NATO will remain a nuclear alliance [and the] supreme guarantee of the security of the Allies is provided by the strategic nuclear forces of the Alliance, particularly those of the United States…”
Canada has a creative role to play here, in bringing some common sense and convincing policy alternatives to the NATO table where we have been sitting for these many long decades.
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