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Executive Summary

While Donald Trump's threat to annex Greenland appears to have passed for now, the
episode raises serious concerns about American ambitions in the Canadian north,
especially in the context of the new US National Security Strategy with its aggressive
version of the Monroe Doctrine.

If Trump were to turn his attention to Canada's Arctic, the US could pursue a number of
military options as a demonstration of strength, most tempting being to send the US
Navy or Coast Guard into the Northwest Passage.

The US has never accepted Canada's position that the Passage is internal waters under
full Canadian sovereignty, instead claiming that it is an international strait subject to
rights of transit by American naval vessels as well as overflight by US military aircraft.

Canada should be concerned about the vulnerability of these waters (and the airspace
above them), as well as other parts of the Arctic that might be a target for America's
ongoing expansionist aggression.

Urgent actions to counter these potential American challenges must be taken by the
government, including substantially increased naval presence, additions to military
infrastructure and surveillance, new fighter aircraft, enhanced icebreaking technology
and capability, etc. These are among the numerous northern projects announced but not
yet implemented. The government must move ahead with these immediately, as well as
meet its NATO and NORAD commitments as an integral part of a determined and
focused effort.

As the Prime Minister stated at Davos, middle powers like Canada can stand up to
predatory Great Powers. In the Arctic, Canada has a chance to prove it.
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President Donald Trump's threat to seize Greenland - "whether they like it or not" - in
the name of American national security has been dominating international headlines
recently. After weeks of intense sabre-rattling, the president finally informed the world
at Davos on 21 January that he would not use force to take the Danish territory - in his
words, a mere "piece of ice". That same day, he met with NATO Secretary-General Mark
Rutte and hinted that a framework agreement over Greenland had been reached, though
Danish authorities were quick to point out that they were not in the room and would
demand a say. Weeks later, details of the alleged agreement remain sketchy. With the
outcome still pending and the Danes continuing to push back, it appears that Trump's
goal of swallowing the territory whole has come up well short.

The immediate threat to Greenland may have passed, but this episode continues to raise
concerns about US ambitions in the Arctic, especially coming hard on the heels of a new
National Security Strategy setting out a Trump Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, as well
as the subsequent US military intervention in Venezuela. For Canada, an Arctic nation
and a neighbour of Greenland, the question naturally arises: are we next on the menu?
Recent press reports out of Washington have suggested that Trump has been
complaining again about Canada's military spending and the vulnerability of its Arctic
region?, raising the spectre that he could cast his eye on Canadian territory next,
especially given his stated desire to turn the entire country into the 51st state.

Unlike the threat against Greenland, it is doubtful that Trump would attempt to seize
vast swaths of Canadian Arctic territory. However, it is not impossible that he could
deploy ground troops to Canada's Arctic islands as a demonstration of strength. While
he could pursue some land options, the most tempting path might be to send the US
Navy and Coast Guard into the waters of Canada's Arctic Archipelago (and its air forces
into our airspace) without Canadian consent under the guise of safeguarding US
security. The Northwest Passage, where the US has never accepted Canada's position
that it is part of its internal waters—instead claiming that it is an international strait
subject to unimpeded rights of transit by American vessels—might be the first target2.
While such a move would not be a simple feat during the ice-covered season (outside of
submarines), it would suggest that Russian and Chinese vessels possess comparable
rights and cannot be discounted. Canada should be concerned about the vulnerability of
these waters to some form of American incursion, while not ignoring other parts of the
region.

1 https: //www.bloomberg.com/news /articles/2026-01-18/trump-complains-canada-vulnerable-to-us-
rivals-in-arctic-nbc

2 Reference to the “Northwest Passage” generally refers to the route connecting Davis Strait, north of Baffin
Island on the Atlantic side to Prince of Wales Strait, west of Victoria Island to the north coast of Yukon and
Alaska.
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Northwest Passage — Possible Routes

Source: Wikipedia. Available at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northwest_Passage#/media/File:Northwest_passage.jpg

This paper explores several options for a Canadian response to potential US
provocations in the Arctic. But first, it is helpful to set the scene and remind readers of
Canadian and American jockeying over the Northwest Passage in recent decades.

Over the last 150 years, Canada's sovereignty over its Arctic waters was not, for the
most part, the subject of significant question. For one thing, at least until recently, the
waters were ice-bound for over six months of the year, received little attention from
foreign commercial interests and were relatively immune to geopolitical tensions, even
during the Cold War.

The one exception has been the Northwest Passage, where tensions with the United
States boiled over in the latter half of the 20t century, with the construction of ships
capable of transiting Arctic waters even when they were partially or even largely ice-
covered. These developments coincided with a series of United Nations conferences on
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which aimed to codify
international law on matters of coastal state jurisdiction over the territorial sea, the
exclusive economic zone, and, importantly, transit through straits used for international
navigation. The last and most important of these conferences, the Third Law of the Sea
Conference (UNCLOS 111, 1973-1982), addressed a range of issues, including the rights
of transit and coastal state jurisdiction over international straits.3

3 UNCLOS 11 concluded with the omnibus 1982 LOS Convention, a major achievement in multilateral
relations and in the progressive development of international law. The Convention is now in force
among most of the global community, although it has never been ratified by the US.
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The dispute with the US came into sharp focus in 1969, when a U.S.-registered tanker,
the SS Manhattan, transited the Passage from west to east without Canadian consent,
although the ship did require assistance from Canadian icebreakers. The voyage caused
an uproar in Canada. The US held that the Passage was an international strait subject to
the transit of foreign vessels. Canada argued that the Northwest Passage was internal
waters and under full Canadian sovereignty, with no rights of unconsented transit.

In response to American claims, the Canadian government passed the Arctic Waters
Pollution Prevention Act in 1970, which formally established Canadian jurisdiction over
waters out to 100 nautical miles from the Arctic coastlines and issued groundbreaking
vessel compliance standards to be enforced through Canadian regulations.

The dispute lay effectively dormant as UNCLOS III moved toward a conclusion in 1982.
In 1985, however, after a US Coast Guard vessel, the Polar Sea, sailed through the waters
without Canadian consent, the Mulroney government took a significant step by
promulgating straight baselines around the entire archipelago, formalizing Canada's
position that all the waters, including the Northwest Passage, were internal waters of
Canada. The American government protested, arguing that the Passage was an
international strait under both customary international law and UNCLOS, guaranteeing
a right of transit passage for all vessels, including warships and submarines, as well as
overflight#.

Both countries have maintained their respective positions since, although they quietly
reached an agreement in 1988 stipulating that the US would seek Canadian consent
before any of its Coast Guard or naval vessels transited the Passage, and that Canada
would assent "without prejudice" to each side's legal position on the status of the strait.
The dispute re-surfaced during the first Trump administration when former Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo stated in May 2019 at the Arctic Council that Canada's claim over
the Northwest Passage was "illegitimate", reiterating the US position that it is an
international waterway®. In the meantime, global warming continues to make parts of
the Passage relatively ice-free for long periods of the year.

With Greenland perhaps now off the international front burner, will Trump look to the
Northwest Passage as the next "key strategic location" (a phrase from the National
Security Strategy) for the US in the Western Hemisphere? Will he cite Russian and
Chinese threats in the region as a pretext to dominate the waters militarily and
undermine Canadian sovereignty? Could the Passage be a jumping-off point for further
incursions into the waters and islands of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, following
through on Trump's threat to claim Canada as part of the US and exploit its natural

4 There is a vast amount of literature on Canada-US differences over the Northwest Passage. For
useful historical reviews, see: Burke, D.C., “The Northwest Passage Dispute”, Oxford Research Group
(2018); Hand], G., “Northwest Passage (Canadian-American Controversy)”, Max Planck Encyclopedia
of International Law (Oxford, 2013).

5 “U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo says Canada's claim to the Northwest Passage is

'illegitimate': National Post, 6 May 2019 (https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/pompeo-says-
canadian-claim-to-northwest-passage-is-illegitimate).
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resources?

President Trump is notoriously unpredictable, so there is no clear answer to any of
these questions. But Canada must prepare for extreme scenarios under current
circumstances. We offer the following options for the government to consider in
responding to the potential threat of aggressive US moves, not only in the Northwest
Passage but also more broadly in the region.

In the short term, the Canadian government should be prepared to boldly reiterate that
the Passage is part of internal Canadian waters at the first sign of US provocation. To do
so immediately might be poking the Trump administration in the eye unnecessarily, but
the government should not wait until a crisis is upon us. At the same time, the Royal
Canadian Navy should begin more regular transits of the Passage, whether by Arctic and
Offshore Patrol Ships (AOPS) or Canadian Coast Guard vessels, to demonstrate Canadian
presence. Transits of the AOPS have been intermittent at best in recent years. This has
to change.

In addition, while the government has committed to increasing its Arctic military
capacities and capabilities as part of the 2024 Defence Update (Our North Strong and
Free) and other recent announcements, this must be expedited. Canada must show the
US that it is serious about protecting its territorial sovereignty in the region. This
includes purchasing new submarines, tactical helicopters and early warning aircraft as
quickly as possible, deploying Arctic-capable drones, making a final decision on the F-
35, meeting deadlines for the construction of two new polar icebreakers (the first is
scheduled to be delivered in 2030), placing maritime sensors on the Arctic Offshore and
Patrol Ships, building satellite ground stations, establishing Arctic operational support
hubs, and constructing dual-use infrastructure, including ports. The list is long. The US
has criticized us before, often justifiably, for talking a good game in the Arctic but not
following through. We can no longer afford to proceed at a leisurely pace.

At the same time, the Government needs to meet broader NATO defence spending
targets to dispel Trump's ongoing contention that we are defence freeloaders, including
in the Arctic. The Carney government has promised to spend an additional $81 billion
on defence over the next five years and meet the 5% NATO spending target by 2035.
This cannot be an empty promise - the government needs to set out a clear path to its
delivery to show Trump that we are taking our defence commitments seriously. The
first sign that we are missing this target will be a gift to the President in the Arctic.

Greenland has shown that President Trump will back down in the face of determined
opposition. Canada must work with NATO allies to ensure its Arctic sovereignty is
respected. Middle power cooperation was at the heart of Prime Minister Mark Carney's
recent speech at Davos — the need to form coalitions of the willing to stand up to great-
power bullying on specific issues. Reports that NATO will step up its Arctic presence as
part of a potential Greenland agreement are excellent news in this respect. Canada

should lead those efforts. While most European countries share the US position that the

Northwest Passage is an international strait, they do not want to see the US dominate or
militarize it.
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Notwithstanding all of the above, including the Prime Minister's Davos speech, Canada
must still look for ways to work with the US in the Arctic. This may be difficult for
Canadians to accept under current circumstances — especially amid talk of pursuing
trade and security diversification and strategic autonomy — but it is a practical hedging
strategy given our shared geography and interests in meeting Russian and Chinese
threats. Our relationship, particularly in the defence sphere, will continue to require a
delicate balancing act — pushing back where necessary, but working together where
possible. If Canada can prove it has the military and other capabilities to operate in the
Arctic, it will be seen by the US as both a deterrent against aggressive actions and an
opportunity to work with its northern neighbour.

This means continuing with the modernization of NORAD (including over-the-horizon
radar), exploring the possibility of expanding the binational command's mandate to
include joint maritime patrols in Arctic waters and specifically the Northwest Passage,
seriously considering participation in the US ballistic missile defence system (Golden
Dome), cooperating where possible in the extraction and processing of critical minerals,
and continuing to work with Finland and the US, at least for now, as part of the
Icebreaker Collaboration Effort.

Canadians can only hope that, if an agreement over Greenland comes to fruition,
President Trump will look beyond the Arctic for his next venture in the Western
Hemisphere. But there is no guarantee. Canada must be ready for anything, and the
Canadian Arctic is an obvious target. As Prime Minister Carney stated at Davos, middle
powers like Canada can stand up to predatory great powers. In the Arctic, he has a
chance to prove it.
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