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a Permanent Joint Board on Defense in 1940 to institutionalize the partnership.5 The two countries then 
established a bilateral Military Cooperation Committee in 1946 to provide formal linkage between mil-
itary leadership.6 In 1949, Canada became a founding member of NATO and joined the United Nations 
sanctioned action in Korea that became the Korean War in 1950.7 Then, in 1957, the threat posed by the 
Soviet Union’s long-range aircraft prompted the establishment of the North American Aerospace Defense 
Command (NORAD),8 which was later updated to cover nuclear-armed intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs) and cruise missiles. 

These institutions and involvements made explicit what the United States expected from Canada, and 
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pean allies to impose sanctions against the Russian economy,15 expel major Russian banks from SWIFT,16 
and target the assets of oligarchs in Putin’s inner circle.17 Canada cited Russian threats as it invested $3.8 
billion (USD) in capabilities to support NORAD air defense modernization,18 sent more troops to a 
NATO mission in Latvia,19 contributed to NATO’s rapid reaction force,20 and joined NATO naval efforts 
in the Baltic Sea.21 The Canadian government also reselected the Lockheed Martin F-35 to replace its 
CF-18 fighter jet fleet, with an order for 88 new planes.22 These new commitments by Ottawa come from 
a shared perception of Russian aggression, but also of the importance of institutionalized security com-
mitments: NORAD and NATO. Historically, the United States has sought to translate the tacit Canadian 
support for U.S. national security alliance structures and encouraged Canada to spend more on its own 
defense capabilities. U.S. Ambassador to Canada David Cohen expressed in May that Canada is still not 
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a seat at the table in forums for both economic and military dialogue, Canada is vulnerable in moments 
of crisis like the arrest and arbitrary detention of two Canadian nationals in 2018.28 China’s treatment 
of Canada and Canadian nationals has made it important for Canada to participate in the Indo-Pacific 
security architecture being assembled by the United States.

U.S.-Canadian security cooperation extends to countering domestic threats. When the United States’ 
security outlook shifted in the aftermath of September 11, the U.S.-Canadian border, the longest shared 
land border in the world, became a security risk in the eyes of the U.S. public. In response, Ottawa and 
Washington worked together to build institutions and implement policies that facilitated better bilateral 
coordination on counterterrorism. Within a year of the attacks, both governments signed the Smart Bor-
der Declaration to enhance information sharing and secure the flow of goods and people across the bor-
der.29 Canada was also made a liaison to the U.S. Foreign Terrorist Tracking Task Force,30 a multi-agency 
task force created with the goal of identifying, removing, monitoring, or prosecuting foreign terrorists on 
U.S. territory.31 These steps not only mitigated the immediate threat of foreign terrorist attacks on domes-
tic soil, but also provided channels for both countries to communicate on homeland security matters.

The domestic threat environment has evolved over the past two decades, and institutions built to deter 
terrorism are no longer sufficient for dealing with novel threats like cyberattacks, pandemics, and disin-
formation. Disinformation on social media, for example, is consumed by both Canadian and U.S. users; 
extended exposure to disinformation can push users to radicalization and,32 in extreme cases, instances of 
ideologically motivated violent extremism.33 The Canadian Security Intelligence Service, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and local law enforcement departments monitor digital spaces, but ultimately rely 
on social media platforms to police themselves and take down dangerous content. Both countries are also 
frequent targets of cyberattacks, such as the incursion on Canada’s foreign ministry in January 2022 that 
was linked to Russia.34, 35

In areas where Canada and the United States have invested in ways to collaboratively deal with domes-

ing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-in-asia-president-biden-and-a-dozen-indo-pacific-partners-
launch-the-indo-pacific-economic-framework-for-prosperity/
28  “One year since Canadians Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor arbitrarily detained in China.” Global Af-
fairs Canada. Government of Canada. December 9, 2019. Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/
news/2019/12/one-year-since-canadians-michael-kovrig-and-michael-spavor-arbitrarily-detained-in-china.html
29  “U.S.-Canada Smart Border/30 Point Action Plan Update.” U.S. Department of State. December 6, 2002. Avail-
able at: https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rls/fs/18128.htm
30  Tanner, Mark. “Testimony Before the House Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration, Border Security, and 
Claims.” Foreign Terrorist Tracking Task Force. Federal Bureau of Investigation. October 16, 2003. Available at: 
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tic threats, plans have been under-utilized in emergency situations. The 2012 North American Plan for 
Animal and Pandemic Influenza (NAPAPI) outlined how governments could work collaboratively in a 
pandemic situation instead of resorting to individualized approaches.36 When COVID-19 was declared 
a global pandemic in March 2020, Canada and the United States adopted separate national plans with 
different entry requirements, causing unnecessary disruptions at the border and incurring economic costs 
to communities and industries that rely on cross-border flows.37, 38 North American leaders recently com-
mitted to a review and revision of the 2012 NAPAPI,39 but the extent to which these changes will help 
institutions hold up under the stress of emergency situations remains to be seen. 

Frontiers of Future Partnership
The United States and Canada have developed a close security relationship based on shared values and 
threat perceptions. Institutionalization of cooperation through joint structures such as NORAD and for-
mal alliances such as NATO has enhanced the security partnership by making Canada a full security part-
ner of the United States despite the asymmetries of power and capabilities. This has enabled the United 
States to replace Britain as Canada’s leading security partner for intelligence-sharing, continental defense, 
defense of Canadian interests in Europe, and countering new threats within Canada. 

Institutionalization is as important for the United States as it has been for Canada. U.S. security services 
would encounter difficulty monitoring Canada for radicalized individuals or pandemics without Canadian 
cooperation, and cross-border linkages make it advantageous for Washington to have access to Canadian 
intelligence and public health research as it assesses domestic threats. In these cases, the U.S.-Canadian 
security cooperation model—an agreement between sovereign equals to enable cooperation with pooled 
resources—can and should be applied to new domestic threats that are common concerns in Ottawa and 
Washington.

The belligerence of Russia and China toward near neighbors is reshaping the global balance of powers and 
threatening the U.S.-led international order that has safeguarded Canadian national interests at home and 
abroad since the 1940s. The lack of a role for Canada in the U.S.-led security architecture being developed 
for the Indo-Pacific region is a significant vulnerability and limits the United States and its regional allies 
from closer cooperation with a willing partner. 

The history of U.S.-Canada security cooperation suggests that the two countries will adapt and extend 
their partnership to meet new threats to shared values and interests at home and abroad, and later insti-
tutionalize security cooperation in agreements and formal alliance structures. The incentive of alliance is 
a proven means for Washington and Ottawa to increase commitments to collective security; in a rapidly 
evolving threat environment, both countries stand to benefit from actively pursuing that transition before 
their position of strength can further deteriorate.

36  “North American Plan for Animal and Pandemic Influenza (NAPAPI).” U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services. 2012. Available at: 
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