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A BRIEF HISTORY OF INTRUSIONS INTO 
THE CANADIAN ARCTIC

Nancy Teeple

The possibility of an oil spill or a terrorist or a drug smuggler exploiting our back door is 
no longer theoretical.  It is a real threat.  Canada needs to be prepared.

Retired Colonel Pierre Leblanc1

Recently, Canadian national interest in Arctic security has re-emerged amidst the 
converging factors of changing geopolitical conditions and an unpredictable future.  
International competition for access to increasingly scarce resources has begun to manifest 
in the Arctic.  Canadian Arctic security2 expert Rob Huebert states that “climate change, 
rising resource prices, international politics and the development of new technologies 
are making it easier and more attractive to exploit the Arctic.”3  According to the Arctic 
Climate Impact Assessment, climate change is causing the Arctic to warm up,4 creating 
a progressive decrease in sea ice in the late summer.  These conditions are opening the 
North to increasing international activity by actors attracted to the prospect of economic 
gain.  As a result, Canada’s capacity to ensure its national sovereignty and security in the 
North is becoming increasingly strained.  Competition for resources, alternative shipping 
routes and migration increase the potential for confl ict in the North.  Unresolved boundary 
disputes between Canada and its circumpolar neighbours5 are complicated by the growing 
international character of the Arctic and this may have demographic consequences for the 
northern population.

This environment creates ample conditions for exploitation by illicit and potentially 
hostile entities seeing the advantage in the vast and virtually undefended Arctic.  Without 
a proper monitoring and enforcement infrastructure, the North could become a region for 
migrant smuggling, drug traffi cking, illegal fi shing and second-order pollution.6  In addition, 
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unregulated private enterprise could become a reality in the resource-rich region in light of 
Canada’s status as the world’s third largest producer of high quality diamonds7 and its oil and 
gas potential, not to mention the market for Arctic cruise tourism and commercial shipping.  
Increasing international traffi c in Arctic waters creates the potential for maritime accidents, 
accidental (or deliberate?) pollution of the marine environment and the unintentional 
introduction of foreign species into the delicate Northern ecosystem.  Secondary security 
challenges, such as cultural clashes or confl icts over access to resources (i.e. drilling rights) 
might also emerge from an increasing international presence, compounded by potential 
disputes over territory and resources in the North.  Such conditions may give rise to an 
unregulated foreign presence in the Arctic that would pose a signifi cant security threat to 
Canada and its circumpolar neighbours.

This discussion surveys documented intrusions8 into the Canadian Arctic,9 
demonstrating that the North remains vulnerable to infi ltration by foreign entities.  Many 
intrusions have involved illegal and potentially dangerous activities relating to international 
terrorism, trans-national criminal activity, challenges to Canadian sovereignty and foreign 
military operations.10  This list comprises a catalogue of intrusions that have occurred from 
the Second World War until very recently.  Some of the details are scant due to the limited 
availability and authority of sources on certain incidents of intrusion.11  It is important to 
note that these details have been gathered from open source materials.  The objective in 
producing this catalogue of signifi cant foreign intrusions into Canada’s Arctic is to highlight 
the reality of the threat that Canada faces in order to encourage the adaptation of national 
security and defence policies and the development of capabilities to meet the challenges 
of an otherwise remote and isolated Arctic.  Following the discussion of intrusions is a brief 
analysis identifying issues for consideration regarding the improvement of Arctic security 
and defence.

Catalogue of Intrusions

The strategic potential of the Arctic has been recognized since the Second World War 
when, in 1942, after launching a diversionary attack on the Aleutian Islands just south of 
the Alaskan Coast, the Japanese occupied the islands of Attu and Kiska.12  The May 1943 
American effort to repel this foreign occupation resulted in signifi cant Canadian, U.S. and 
Japanese casualties, but was followed by the retreat of the Japanese submarine fl eet from 
Kiska.13  The U.S. response, with its high number of casualties, demonstrates the strategic 
signifi cance of the Arctic region as an access route to the North American continent and 
highlights the requirement to protect it.  On October 23 1943, the German Navy and Ministry 
of Transport’s Offi ce of Meteorology established a WFL-26 weather station on the northern 
coast of Labrador via a U-537 submarine.14  Similarly, Canada had also established an air 
base at Goose Bay in 1941 although Labrador did not offi cially become part of Canada 
until Newfoundland joined Confederation in 1949.15 The German weather station remained 
undetected until the late 1970s,16 dramatically underscoring the history of neglect in respect 
of the strategic potential of the High North. The region’s environmental fragility was also 
revealed in a failed Soviet attempt to launch a COSMOS 954 satellite into a stable orbit.  On 
January 24, 1978, this nuclear powered surveillance satellite crashed into the Great Slave 
Lake region of the Northwest Territories as well as into northern Alberta and Saskatchewan, 
requiring signifi cant effort on the part of the Canadian government to clean up the nuclear 
contamination.17  Accidental nuclear contamination from foreign objects remains a threat to 
the Arctic region.

During the Cold War the Arctic was one of the main theatres of operations because 
the polar route posed a direct avenue of “attack against North American cities by Soviet 
bombers and nuclear missile forces.”18  As late as the 1980s, Soviet long-range bombers 
were observed near Alaska conducting exercises close to U.S. airspace.19  The end of the 
Cold War, however, did not signal the end of the Arctic’s value as a point of infi ltration into 
North America, and Canada in particular.
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1969/70:  The Manhattan Event20

In 1969, after an announcement of the discovery of oil in 1968 in the Alaskan North Slope 
region, the U.S. sent its oil tanker SS Manhattan to sail through the Northwest Passage on 
behalf of the Atlantic Richfi eld Company The purpose of the voyage was to determine the 
feasibility of transporting oil from Prudhoe Bay, Alaska, to the American Eastern Seaboard.21  
Although accompanied by two U.S. Coast Guard icebreakers throughout the voyage, 
the Manhattan became stuck in the ice a number of times, requiring assistance from the 
Canadian icebreaker CCGS John A. MacDonald, which accompanied the tanker through 
the Passage.22

A great deal of controversy surrounds the Manhattan voyage because of its perceived 
violation of Canadian Arctic sovereignty.23  The issue in question is whether Canada had 
granted permission to the U.S. to allow the vessel to enter the NWP.  Canada did not offi cially 
claim sovereignty over the NWP until 1973, when the government asserted sovereignty 
as part of Canada’s historic internal waters.  However, the government did not enact any 
legislation or treaty to formalize this statement24 and the other Arctic nations maintain to 
this date that the Passage constitutes an international strait.  Interestingly, Canada and the 
U.S. strongly disagree on the internal/international status of the NWP, despite their bilateral 
Arctic security initiatives.

Sources indicate that in the months leading up to the Manhattan voyage, the U.S. Coast 
Guard and oil company executives had consulted Canadian offi cials and requested the 
assistance of a Canadian icebreaker throughout the voyage.25  According to Navy Captain 
Thomas C. Pullen,26 not only had Canada agreed with and supported the voyage, but in 
return for its participation, had negotiated an agreement with the Americans to share data 
on ice conditions and ship performance.  In addition, Pullen affi rmed that Roger Steward, 
master of the Manhattan, had followed protocol and fl own the Canadian fl ag, making efforts 
not to offend Canadians.27  The Trudeau government welcomed the Manhattan voyage 
and Canada’s participation in the exercise, and expressed its position that there was no 
sovereignty challenge to Canadian territory.28  Media reports at the time of the sailing 
misrepresented American intentions when the U.S. refused to offi cially request Canadian 
permission to enter the Passage.  Media criticism effectively swayed political opinion 
towards accusing the Americans for violating Canadian sovereignty.  In reality, a request for 
permission would have been interpreted as the U.S. recognition that the Passage represents 
Canadian internal waters.29  In addition, other reports confi rm Canadian participation in the 
voyage of the SS Manhattan.  Although the U.S. had not offi cially request permission to 
enter the NWP, Canada offi cially granted permission anyway.

To be clear, the 1982 United Nations Law of the Sea Convention states that foreign 
vessels are granted the right of innocent passage within a nation’s territorial waters,30 
provided that the ship does not engage in prohibited activities.31  The Manhattan voyage 
did not demonstrate any violation of Canadian security as it transited the Passage with 
Canada’s full cooperation.  The critical Canadian response to the voyage, although rooted 
in the sovereignty issue, concerned the potential for pollution of Arctic waters.  When the 
Manhattan was damaged in the ice, there was fear that there could have been an oil spill, 
although ultimately no leakage occurred.  However, the concern over setting a precedent 
for increased uncontrolled foreign shipping in the region considers the possibility of a vessel 
being damaged while transporting signifi cant amounts of oil32 or other pollutants that could 
drastically affect the delicate ecosystem of the High North.  But since the Manhattan voyage 
occurred in cooperation with Canada, whose ship was there to assist the American tanker 
with navigational diffi culties through the ice, there was little real concern for uncontrolled 
shipping, accidental or deliberate pollution—an extension of the sovereignty issue.  In the 
spring of 1970 the U.S. announced another Manhattan voyage through the Passage,33 
accompanied by the Canadian icebreaker Louis St. Laurent.34

Interestingly, although the Manhattan voyage caused a considerable amount of media 
sensation, the previous submarine voyage of the USS Seadragon in August 1960 through 
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the Passage received little attention or criticism in the media.  The reason for this might 
be that Commodore O.C.S. Robertson,35 former commander of the HMCS Labrador, 
served as the ice pilot for the Seadragon’s voyage.  In a mission to traverse the Parry 
Channel to collect oceanic and hydrographic data, the Seadragon transited the Barrow 
Strait, Viscount Melville Sound and McClure Strait, prior to sailing to the North Pole from 
the Beaufort Sea.  This submarine was the fi rst submerged vessel to surface at the North 
Pole.36  Both voyages of the Seadragon and Manhattan though the NWP occurred under 
similar circumstances in terms of cooperation and assistance between Canada and the U.S. 
including the participation of Canadian offi cers.  Yet, it was only the Manhattan voyages 
that were politically sensitive, drawing public criticism.  The reason for this controversy 
is speculative; however, it might be related to the perceived non-recognition of Canadian 
claims to the NWP, rather than the presence of vessels belonging to our allies to the south.

There is a long history of Canada-U.S. cooperation on Arctic expeditions.  Great 
Britain transferred Arctic sovereignty to Canada in 1880.37  During the period prior to and 
during the Second World War, Canadian Arctic sovereignty was virtually a non-issue.  The 
World War II period saw cooperative efforts between Canada and the U.S. in continental 
defence, involving Arctic projects such as the Northwest Staging Route,38 Crimson Route39 
and Alaskan-Canadian (ALCAN) Highway40 (projects fi nanced by the U.S.).  These were 
mainly land-based defence projects, in which collaboration between the two nations 
continued into the post-war period when defence projects shifted to the maritime arena, 
specifi cally with the 1946 Joint Arctic Weather Stations (JAWS) negotiations (established 
in 1947) and the consideration of a northern role for the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN), 
which focussed its attention on the Pacifi c and Atlantic regions.  Due to Canada’s lack 
of resources to resupply the JAWS or provide ice-breaking capability or manpower to 
operate in the High Arctic, operations in the North fell to the U.S. Navy and Air Force, with 
participation by Canadian observers.41  Canadian leadership, in contrast to military interest 
in bilateral defence initiatives, became concerned that it could not unilaterally operate in 
the North.  In June 1948, a report on Arctic sovereignty was requested following the 
establishment of the Advisory Committee on Northern Development.  However, the report 
failed to address the issues of territorial sea, status of Arctic waters and the application 
of the sector principle to the waters in question.  The status of Arctic waters became a 
concern in the late 1950s and 60s when the U.S. Navy began transiting the waters of 
the NWP with nuclear submarines, including beneath the sea ice.42  However, sources 
suggest that these voyages were not related to the 1961 Brock Report, which was a naval 
policy initiative under the chairmanship of Rear Admiral Jeffrey Brock indicating that the 
RCN intended to reassert Canadian Arctic sovereignty, on a “research and operational 
evaluation” basis.43  Its recommendations included a three-ocean Navy and submarine 
patrols.44  Although these recommendations sowed the seeds of national sovereignty over 
Arctic waters, they had a greater security objective in the notion of a visible northern 
military presence and an interest in anti-submarine warfare.  Indeed, the security focus of 
projects in the later 1950s, such as the construction of the DEW (Distant Early Warning) 
Line (1954),45 the 1958 establishment of NORAD (North American Aerospace Defense)46 
in addition to discussions on creating an underwater acoustic surveillance system and a 
high frequency direction fi nding network,47 occurred in partnership with the U.S.

The distinction between sovereignty over land versus sovereignty over water 
complicated the NWP sovereignty debate that reared its head with the Canadian media 
response to the 1969 Manhattan voyage.  With respect to the accusation of intrusion into 
Canadian sovereign territory, the issue of the Americans not requesting permission from 
Canada to enter what Canada considers internal waters, could set a precedent for other 
nations interested in exploring Arctic territory, pressing the issue of innocent passage within 
Canada’s territorial waters in terms of the potential of intruding on Canadian sovereignty.  
Indeed, a 1970 document from the U.S. State Department states the U.S. position that: “We 
cannot accept the assertion of a Canadian claim that the Arctic waters are internal waters of 
Canada … Such acceptance would jeopardize the freedom of navigation essential for the 
United States naval activities worldwide.”48  If indeed, the Passage is regarded as high seas, 
it would be easier for foreign entities to enter Canadian Arctic territory and adjacent national 
waters with the potential to cause environmental damage or pose a national security threat.
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1984:  Denmark Raises its National Flag on Hans Island

The ongoing dispute between 
Canada and Denmark concerns the 
ownership of Hans Island—a small 
1.3 km² unpopulated island just south 
of the 81st parallel in the Kennedy 
Channel between Greenland and 
Ellesmere Island.  The island has been 
a sovereignty concern for Canada since 
1973, when Canada and Denmark drew 
borders in the Nares Strait between 
Canada and Greenland,49 but delayed 
decisions regarding the sovereignty of 
Hans Island.50  On numerous occasions 
since July 28 1984, the Danes have 
raised their national fl ag on Hans Island 
with assistance from the Danish Royal 
Navy.  The last incident, which occurred 
on March 30 2004, prompted Canada to 
respond with Exercise Frozen Beaver, which involved two visits by Canadian Forces (CF) 
helicopters to the island to raise the Canadian fl ag.  In participation with the Canadian 
Rangers,51 the Canadian fl ag, a plaque and an Inukshuk replaced the Danish fl ag.  Minister 
of National Defence, Bill Graham accompanied the CF on the second visit as part of a tour 
of Canadian northern installations.52  The Danish government responded by protesting to 
the Canadian ambassador in Copenhagen, while the Danish Ambassador to Canada, Poul 
E.D. Kristensen, published a letter in the Ottawa Citizen,53 asserting Denmark’s sovereignty 
over Hans Island and threatening to send HDMS Tulugaq to the island.  These actions 
set off a series of negotiations within the United Nations General Assembly in New York 
to attempt to resolve the sovereignty question.  Although agreeable in terms of bilateral 
initiatives, no resolution was reached regarding the sovereignty of Hans Island.54

The planting of a country’s national fl ag on disputed territory is provocative and is 
often perceived as a direct sovereignty challenge.  A similar incident occurred when Russia 
planted its national fl ag on the seabed at the North Pole (see below).  Although it takes more 
than mere fl ag-planting to challenge Canada’s territorial integrity, the act itself provoked a 
response by the offended nation.

The Hans Island dispute indicates the economic potential on and around the island, for 
which the fi nal decision regarding sovereignty might impact the status of Canada’s other 
disputed regions in the North.  Currently, the diplomatic status quo, refl ected in Canada’s 
and Denmark’s agreement to disagree on the issue and consent to informing one another of 
each nations’ activities on the island, is favourable to both parties.  However, if the sovereignty 
issue is resolved in favour of Denmark, a precedent would be set for the disputed region of 
the Beaufort Sea between the U.S. and Canada, and possibly for the status of the NWP, if 
Canada is perceived as unable to reinforce its claims.55  Canada’s questionable ability to 
control its northern territories might motivate other nations to challenge Canada’s sovereignty 
and security capabilities in the Arctic.  Northern defence specialist Kyle Christensen asserts 
that the best possible outcome to the Hans Island dispute is maintenance of the status 
quo, while proceeding with a string of diplomatic negotiations where both nations can claim 
success without challenging one another’s claim.56  Other Arctic security experts view the 
issue as irrelevant.  For instance, Michael Byers considers the Hans Island dispute as 
a venue for politicians to “thump their chests” about sovereignty for elections purposes, 
distracting Canadians from important Arctic issues.57  The larger picture concerns Canada’s 
ability to assert itself when its sovereignty is challenged.  The planting of the Canadian 
fl ag by the CF demonstrates a willingness to assert national sovereignty, but the question 
remains whether Canada is capable of enforcing that assertion.

The Hans Island question extends to other sovereignty issues in the region with 
respect to the potential for foreign intrusions and the requirement for a security presence.  
For instance, Inuit hunters from Greenland (under Danish jurisdiction) have been known 
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to travel to Ellesmere Island to hunt polar bears.  
Canadian Forces personnel participating in the 
March 2007 Operation NUNALIVUT reported that 
in the previous year’s exercise, they discovered 
snowmobile tracks from the East, indicating 
intrusions by Inuit from Greenland.  The goals of 
Operation NUNALIVUT were to establish a military 
presence, provide a sovereignty patrol and evaluate 
terrain and infrastructure capable to facilitate 
Search and Rescue in the event of a crash or forced 
landing in the High Arctic.  The military presence 
was useful in detecting foreign activity in Canadian 
sovereign territory—activity that might otherwise 
be undetected unless a Ranger patrol happened to 
be in that location at the opportune moment.  With 
regard to Greenlandic Inuit intrusions into Canadian 
sovereign territory, the issue also concerns claims 
by these Inuit that parts of Ellesmere Island 
constitute part of their traditional hunting territory.58  
Such claims serve to reinforce Denmark’s claim to 
Hans Island; but, the intrusions threaten Canadian 
national wildlife, in particular the polar bear 
population and the ecosystem as a whole.

August 1985:  The Polar Sea Event

In 1985, the U.S. Coast Guard icebreaker Polar Sea sailed through the NWP to 
Greenland from the West Coast in order to resupply the American airbase at Thule.  Initially, 
the Polar Sea was slated to travel from Seattle to the Panama Canal to the Atlantic to 
Thule; however, time constraints required a shorter voyage.  The alternative required sailing 
through the Northwest Passage.  The U.S. Coast Guard reviewed its plans with the State 
Department and Canadian Coast Guard, affi rming that the voyage posed no sovereignty 
challenge.  Canadians were invited to participate in the operation,59 and two captains from 
the Canadian Coast Guard represented these “invited observers.”60  The Canadian Coast 
Guard vessel John A. MacDonald escorted the Polar Sea at the beginning of the voyage.61

Canada granted offi cial permission to the Americans to sail the NWP, although no 
such request was made for the same reason that the U.S. did not request permission 
for the Manhattan voyage.62  As previously discussed, such request would otherwise be 
interpreted as the U.S. recognizing the NWP as Canadian internal waters and negating the 
American position that an international strait runs through the Passage.  This arrangement 
was acceptable until public criticism, comprised of media, academics, aboriginal repre-
sentatives and special interest groups expressed anti-American sentiment and projected 
the notion that the U.S. intended to challenge Canadian sovereignty by deliberately not 
asking permission to enter the NWP.  On August 7 a group named the Council of Canadians 
fl ew a plane over the Polar Sea and dropped two containers—one containing a Canadian 
fl ag—the other containing a message that the Polar Sea voyage insulted Canadians and 
threatened its sovereignty.63

Canadian leadership responded to popular demand that the U.S. be required to seek 
permission prior to entering Canadian internal Arctic waters; the U.S. promptly refused.  
Canada granted permission anyway to make a point.64  In 1988, Canada and the U.S. 
reached an agreement on Arctic cooperation, in which the U.S. agreed that it would 
consult with the Government of Canada prior to sailing its icebreakers through the NWP.  
Signifi cantly, this agreement does not alter either nation’s legal or political position regarding 
the status of Arctic waters.65

Canada’s ability (or inability) to reinforce its sovereignty claims in either region might 
affect the resolution of other competing territorial claims.  With regards to the Polar Sea 
voyage, the perception that Canada is weak would be reinforced if Canada did not speak 
out against the perceived intrusion or violation of territorial sovereignty.  However, seeing 
beyond the disputed status of the NWP, Canada and the U.S. saw the greater advantage in 
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cooperation in the Manhattan and Polar Sea voyages.  The notion of intrusion and Canada’s 
response therefore highlight Canada’s preoccupation with the sovereignty issue, while 
relegating security to a secondary consideration.  Canada has the option to continue to 
rail against the unyielding U.S. position or put its efforts towards reinforcement of maritime 
security in the passage.66  Indeed, whereas the U.S. notifi ed Canada about its intention to 
traverse the passage, other foreign entities might not be so accommodating, especially if 
their motives are suspect.  At the moment, Arctic Canada Traffi c System (NORDREG) is a 
voluntary reporting system that tracks all marine traffi c North of latitude 60º, Ungava Bay 
and southern Hudson Bay.  In 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper announced plans to 
amend NORDREG from “encouraged” reporting to a mandatory reporting system for all 
incoming traffi c.67  However, the challenge with making NORDREG mandatory is that it 
requires international recognition of the NWP as internal Canadian waters, a requirement 
that is not likely to be accepted by nations with shipping interests in the Arctic.68  A bilateral 
security apparatus would suit the interests of both Canada and the U.S. without requiring an 
immediate resolution of the status of the NWP.  Such an apparatus would address concerns 
of the unauthorized entry of foreign entities into North America via waters considered to 
constitute an international strait.  Indeed, although a foreign vessel or aircraft might be 
observed through NORAD or other Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance (ISR) 
capabilities, there remains the requirement for a timely response capability to ensure that 
the foreign entity does not constitute a security threat to Canada or the U.S.  In other words, 
if reinforcing sovereignty is the primary concern, it would be best supported by a capable 
security and defence force.

1993:  Al Qaeda Flight through Iqaluit

In 1993, an aircraft allegedly purchased by Al-Qaeda operatives made a stop-over in 
Iqaluit on its way to the Middle East.  It is understood that the stop-over was intended as 
a rest-stop to fuel the aircraft, although offi cial sources have not confi rmed these details.  
According to Colonel (Ret.) Pierre Leblanc, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and 
Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) likely kept track of the fl ight having monitored 
the transaction of funds used to purchase the aircraft.  According to media sources, this 
intrusion was only revealed after 9/11.69  Little else is known about this occurrence as 
intelligence services continue to protect the security of information in certain investigations.

Al Qaeda has been in existence since August 11 1988 when it was formed by the 
senior leaders of the Al Jihad movement.70  The organization’s fi rst terrorist attack occurred 
on December 22, 1992, when bombs were detonated at two hotels in Aden, Yemen.  Al 
Qaeda’s objective was to obstruct the U.S. military’s participation in international famine 
relief efforts in Somalia.71  The date of this violent attack predates the 1993 fl ight through 
Iqaluit indicating that the organization would likely have been “on the radar” as a global 
security threat.

Since NORAD creates a fence around 
Canada and U.S. air space, it would 
have observed the aircraft entering North 
American airspace.  It has been suggested 
by Colonel Leblanc that the aircraft was 
permitted to continue on to the Middle East 
under observation of the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) and CSIS as part 
of a larger strategic intelligence initiative, 
possibly to determine the destination of 
the fl ight and to whom within Al Qaeda the 
crew was linked.  However, this assessment 
is speculative since offi cial sources cannot 
reveal the details concerning this intrusion.

Fall 1998:  Russian IL-76 Lands in Churchill 72

In November 1998, a Russian Ilyushin-76 fl ew over the North Pole to Churchill, 
Manitoba.73  The landing of this large cargo plane was an unusual occurrence at the 
Churchill airport, as reported by airport duty personnel present when it landed.  The 
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pilot switched off his landing lights as soon as he touched down on the tarmac despite 
unfavourable weather conditions and poor visibility.  This suspicious behaviour suggests a 
possible criminal purpose.  Sources do not report the precise duration of Russians’ stay in 
Churchill, but they do say that the crew did not stay long.  Following the arrival of a Bell 206 
helicopter at Churchill, the Russian crew drove back to the airport, loaded the helicopter 
onto the plane and took off.  Airport personnel affi rm that no one was there at the tarmac 
to inspect documents or question the crew—a role for the Canada Customs and Revenue 
Agency (CCRA) and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC).74  However, the media 
reports that Canadian intelligence offi cials were monitoring the aircraft from its landing in 
Churchill to the point when it landed in a region of Russia known for organized crime.  
Colonel Leblanc suggested that if the nature of the fl ight was related to organized criminal 
activity the intelligence offi cials monitoring the craft would likely have been the RCMP, 
CSIS and Transport Canada, who allowed the fl ight to proceed to its destination.  Some 
sources question whether intelligence offi cials let the Russians fl y in and out of Churchill for 
intelligence purposes or because they lacked the power to intervene.75  Others suggest that 
CF-18s could have been deployed from Cold Lake to the Forward Operating Location at 
Rankin Inlet, or that NORAD could have intervened, but chose not to for a greater strategic 
purpose.76  The consensus is that intelligence offi cials allowed the fl ight to continue in order 
to monitor the activities of its crew.  Although suspected, a connection between the fl ight and 
organized crime has not been confi rmed.

The use of Canada’s northern regions in organized criminal activity is a genuine 
concern.  The Russian mafi a is already involved in the Asian black market, including the 
illicit diamond trade.77  Their interest might extend to Canada’s diamond mines, which 
represent the third largest diamond industry in the world.  The irregularity surrounding the 
Russian fl ight into Churchill begs the question of who provided the helicopter for pickup 
and for what purpose.  According to a 2007 RCMP report there are numerous examples of 
organized crime syndicates using Canadian airports,78 and a 2004 CSIS report states that:

Organized crime exploits any potential conduit to move illicit commodities from source 
or transit countries to their illegal consumer markets in Canada, in particular marine 
ports, airports and land border areas … illicit commodities are either concealed within 
the large volume of legitimate commercial and traveler movement entering through 
designated customs entry points or smuggled surreptitiously through the vast stretches 
of less controlled border areas … organized crime will exploit the less-monitored areas 
between the designated customs ports of entry.79

Indeed, if Canada’s Class 1 airports80 are being exploited by illicit elements, the seaport 
of Churchill and its airport are all the more vulnerable to infi ltration, as are less controlled 
ports in the far North.  Colonel Leblanc was quoted in the Nunatsiaq News:  “It’s only a 
matter of time before organized crime starts to use the Arctic as a back-door into Canada.”  
He warned that criminals would be attracted by the sudden emergence of new levels of 
wealth introduced by the northern diamond mines.81

1999:  Chinese Research Ship82

In 1999 the Chinese icebreaker and research ship M/V Xue Long (“Snow Dragon”)83 
arrived at Tuktoyaktuk, Northwest Territories.  The vessel is reported to have sailed 
undetected into Canadian waters, although once discovered, the Canadian Ice Service84 
assisted the ship’s voyage using Radarsat85 to navigate through the thick ice north of the 
Alaskan coast.  The unannounced arrival at Tuktoyaktuk was apparently the result of mis-
communication between agencies in Canada, as sources report that the Canadian embassy 
in Beijing had been notifi ed by the crew of their intentions to sail into Canadian waters.86  
Assuming that the ship intended to sail north, away from Canadian waters, the Canadian 
Ice Service did not communicate the seemingly unannounced presence of the Chinese ship 
to Canadian authorities—i.e., the CCRA, CIC and Transport Canada.87  In addition, Beijing 
would have informed Foreign Affairs, whose role would have been to inform the RCMP 
and relevant agencies that the Chinese had requested permission to sail into Canadian 
waters.88  The ship’s crew alleged that they were meeting a tour guide who was a Chinese 
national who had claimed refugee status in Canada in 1993.89  The guide informed Canadian 
authorities that he was conducting a tour for the Chinese government.90
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Proceedings of the Standing Senate Committee on National Security and Defence 
indicate that the voyage was relatively innocent because the Chinese gave Canada 
notifi cation.  The information was mishandled in Canada due to a breakdown of 
communication between agencies that could have had disastrous consequences in more 
threatening circumstances.  One critic stated that “we had no independent capability” in 
terms of having a presence, surveillance and immediate law and order enforcement 
capability.91  If the voyage had more serious implications, such as smuggling migrants 
from China, transporting illegal armaments or if the crew was infected with a disease like 
SARS, Canada might not be capable of a proportionate response.92  Remarks at the Senate 
Standing Committee concluded that:

…we are totally unprepared, we actually have the capability from a combination of air 
and space assets that we have the necessary RCMP, customs, health offi cials waiting 
at Tuk to do the necessary clearance … It gets down to the ability to actually have those 
assets so we have a proper intelligence picture of what is going on, so we can then 
respond to whatever level.93

The refugee status of the Chinese national who was meeting the crew in Tuktoyaktuk 
arouses suspicion.  It seems unusual that a Chinese refugee would be meeting with a 
research vessel representing the nation from which he claimed refuge.  This circumstance 
might have alerted Canadian intelligence offi cials in conjunction with the fact that China 
is on the Canadian intelligence radar for economic espionage activities in Canada.94  In 
addition, China has a rising interest in the economic potential of the Arctic, namely 
alternative shipping routes to the Suez and Panama Canals, as well as the oil and gas 
potential in light of its rising energy needs.95  With regard to criminal intent, the Xue Long 
crew was reported to have been armed with machine guns.96  Former commander of Joint 
Task Force North (JTFN), Colonel (Ret’d) Pierre Leblanc stressed that when the RCMP 
boarded the ship at Tuktoyaktuk, the cargo contained an “excessive” amount of weapons 
and ammunition, begging the question of arms smuggling.  The RCMP also found one 
passport too many.  These discoveries highlight a potential security threat posed by the 
Chinese voyage, regardless of the well-intentioned notifi cation from Beijing.

September 1999:  A Foreign Submarine in Cumberland Sound97

Canadian scientists observed a foreign submarine in Cumberland Sound,98 an inlet 
located on the East Coast of Baffi n Island in early September 1999.99  Colonel (Ret’d) 
Pierre Leblanc noted that the presence of this submarine coincided with a visit by French 
President Chirac to Canada.  This submarine may have belonged to France, but there is no 
indication in open sources whether the captain of the submarine or any nation associated 
with the vessel, requested Canadian permission to enter Canadian waters.

Unconfi rmed sources report that unusual activity combined with the presence of 
unidentifi ed objects have been observed in Arctic waters for some time.  Indeed, reports 
indicate that foreign submarines have been sighted traversing Canadian Arctic waters 
unannounced for the past decade.100  These observations, if valid, demonstrate foreign 
activity in Canadian Arctic waters for reasons undetermined.  Furthermore, the presence 
of undetected foreign vessels poses a signifi cant security threat to Canada because their 
activities (and intentions) are shrouded in secrecy.  An incursion discussed below profi les 
an explosion in the East of the NWP that occurred under mysterious circumstances.  
Examples such as these suggest that other intrusions could occur without the knowledge of 
Canadian authorities, a fact which is alarming.  The potential for other intrusions highlights 
the probability of increasing numbers of undetected foreign operations in the North, which 
at the very least constitutes a breach of national sovereignty.  At the other end of the 
spectrum, such incursions pose a potential security threat to northern Canadians, the Arctic 
environment and the larger strategic interests of Canada and the U.S.

September 2006:  Deported Romanian Sneaks Back into Canada 
through Grise Fiord

Another potential threat to security and national sovereignty is the infi ltration of illegal 
immigrants into Canada through the Arctic.  In early September 2006, Romanian national 
Florin Fodor, who had previously been removed from Canada on a series of criminal charges 

© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, as represented by the Minister of National Defence, 2010



54 Canadian Army Journal Vol. 12.3 Winter 2010

in 2000,101 re-entered the country via a 6-metre motorboat travelling from Greenland to Grise 
Fiord,102 Nunavut (south of Ellesmere Island).103  Fodor was apprehended by RCMP Cpl Tim 
Waters upon his arrival and pleaded guilty to immigration charges for entering Canada 
without permission from CIC.  The Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA) reported that 
Fodor was also charged with failing to report to offi cials upon his arrival at the Canadian 
port.104  Fodor was charged with two counts of violating the Canadian Immigration Act and 
sentenced to seven and a half months in jail, after which he was to be deported.105

Although he was apprehended by the appropriate authorities, reports indicate that 
Fodor was met at Grise Fiord by curious Inuit prior to encountering the RCMP.  Northern 
Inuit populations might seem open and curious, but they provide a useful intelligence source 
to Canadian authorities in the event that an individual attempts to enter Canada illegally.  
In this instance, the system of observing and reporting worked in conjunction with local 
law enforcement.  However, if Fodor had somehow evaded detection by the locals and the 
RCMP, he might have succeeded in his plans to infi ltrate Canada and escape undetected to 
Toronto.106  One might also question whether Fodor’s presence was even detected before 
reaching Grise Fiord, suggesting a maritime awareness gap in sensing small vessels.  
Finally, Fodor’s prior deportation from Canada on grounds of criminal convictions illustrates 
the severity of the threat in which foreign entities with criminal ties might attempt infi ltration 
into Canada through gaps in Arctic security.

November 2006:  Turkish Sailors Jump Ship in Churchill

Very little has been reported about an occurrence in which two Turkish sailors jumped 
ship in Churchill in order to avoid apprehension by Canadian authorities.  Upon landing, 
they purchased train tickets to Winnipeg, but were apprehended by a rail ticket clerk, after 
which they tried to claim refugee status.107  Sources do not specify what measures were 
taken following the apprehension of these individuals.

This example highlights the potential for alert civilians to thwart unauthorized entry, 
as in the previous case of the Romanian illegal alien, who just happened to be discovered 
by the RCMP in Grise Fiord.  In this case, the rail ticket clerk was alerted to the unusual 
presence of Turkish sailors in Churchill.  Had the clerk been less alert, one might consider 
how far the sailors could have infi ltrated Canada.

Immersion of MIR-2 Russian Mini-Sub

S
ource:  abc.net
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August 2007:  Russia Plants National Flag at the North Pole

Canada responded to a potential sovereignty challenge when Russia sent a submarine 
to plant its national fl ag on the seabed at the North Pole in August 2007.  Russian political 
personality and polar explorer, Minister of Parliament, Artur Chilingarov, and MP Vladimir 
Gruzdev led the mission to launch two Mir submarines to plant a titanium capsule with a 
Russian fl ag on the ocean fl oor 4200 m below the pole.108

The Canadian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Peter MacKay,109 dismissed the act 
as a publicity stunt and asserted that the 
North is Canadian property:

This isn’t the 15th century.  You can’t go 
around the world and just plant fl ags and 
say, ‘We’re claiming this territory’ … There 
is no threat to Canadian sovereignty in the 
Arctic ... we’re not at all concerned about 
this mission—basically it’s just a show by 
Russia … The question of sovereignty 
of the Arctic is not a question.  It’s clear.  
It’s our country.  It’s our property.  It’s our 
water ... The Arctic is Canadian.110

This statement might be misunderstood 
as suggesting that the North Pole is Canadian, which it is not, but it does highlight the 
degree to which sovereignty politics affects Canadian sensitivities.

The status of the North Pole is complicated by politics and the uncertain geomorphology 
of the continental shelf beneath the sea at the North Pole.  In light of its oil and gas potential, 
Russia claims that this underwater continental ridge, known as the Lomonosov Ridge, is a 
geographical extension of Asia’s continental shelf.  If this is indeed proven to be the case, 
then it could strengthen Russia’s claim to the North Pole.111

Russia’s Arctic interests are becoming increasingly clear.  On January 7 2007, a 
Russian envoy led by former KGB (now FSB) Director Nikolai Patrushev, arrived via an Mi-8 
helicopter to raise a fl ag at the South Pole.  This act was dismissed as a stunt; however, 
sources report that Patrushev traveled to the North Pole in 2004 with a similar agenda.112  
These exploits have been criticized as part of Russia’s attempt, known as the Russian 
Resurgence, to re-establish its Soviet-era infl uence globally.113  Former Russian President 
and KGB operative Vladimir Putin announced Russia’s interest in securing its strategic, 
economic, scientifi c and defence interests in the Arctic.  Russia’s act of planting a fl ag at 
the North Pole is just one of many ways in which the former Soviet state is attempting to 
demonstrate assertiveness towards its international competition.114  Although not regarded 
as a credible threat to Canadian Arctic sovereignty, this act shows that Russia is serious 
about its northern strategic interests.  It should be kept in mind that the Kremlin has not 
been tolerant of opposition in the past.  For example, in November 2006, former FSB115 
offi cer, Alexander Litvinenko was poisoned by radioactive material, coincidentally following 
his public criticism of Russian political leadership and misdeeds of the FSB.116  The nation 
of Georgia was invaded in late summer 2008 in response to its attempt to secede from 
Russia.  In January 2009, Russia was revealed to be probing Canadian northern airspace 
(see Russian Bomber below).  These aggressive actions suggest that Russia is not likely to 
back down from a challenge to the disputed northern territory estimated to yield signifi cant 
quantities of oil and gas.117  Indeed, Russia recently unveiled its national strategy for Arctic 
development up to 2020.118

August 2007:  Wild Vikings Land in Nunavut

Five Norwegian sailors who called themselves the “Wild Vikings” attempted to sail 
through the NWP in August 2007.  Led by Jarle Andhoy, this group intended to make a 
documentary of the voyage of their boat, the Berserk II, through the Passage to Nunavut 

Mini Russian submarine on ocean fl oor at 
North Pole
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in the spirit of the historical 1903 expedition of Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen.  This 
group was notorious for dressing up as Vikings, chasing polar bears, cozying up to walruses 
and drinking vodka with Russians, as documented in their previous voyages to northern 
Russia and Antarctica.119  On August 24 2007, the Vikings were arrested in a western hamlet 
in Nunavut by the RCMP after failing to report their presence to Canadian immigration 
offi cials in Gjoa Haven, Cambridge Bay, Nunavut.  It was revealed that Andhoy had misled 
the RCMP in Nunavut by hiding a member of his crew, Frederick Juell, who had been 
deported previously when the Vikings travelled to Halifax.  Juell faced possible criminal 
charges for re-entering Canada illegally.120

The activities of this group may not have had sinister undertones, however, sources 
indicate that these Norwegians attempted to sail Canadian waters with two people 
undercover.121  Regardless of intentions, this voyage constitutes illegal activity.  The intrusion 
highlights the potential for criminal elements to enter Canada through its porous northern 
border, as observed in previous examples of intrusions at Tuktoyaktuk, Grise Fiord and 
Churchill.

August 2008:  Foreign Submarine Sighted Following an Explosion 
at the Entrance of the Northwest Passage

Ten days following a mysterious explosion near the eastern entrance of the NWP, a 
foreign submarine was sighted only 10 to 15 kilometres from the location of the explosion.122  
The explosion occurred early on July 31, 2008 and was reported by Inuit hunters at Borden 
Peninsula, northeast Baffi n Island to a northern Canadian Ranger, who investigated the 
occurrence.  The hunters’ report indicated that they heard a loud explosion, observed black 
smoke and several dead whales on shore.  Joint Task Force North determined that there were 
no known vessels operating in the region and could not determine what might have caused 
the explosion.  A long-range Aurora aircraft was dispatched to conduct reconnaissance over 
the site.  Parks Canada reported to the site to assist in investigating the explosion.123

On August 9, 2008, a foreign submarine was sighted at the northern end of Baffi n 
Island by the Inuit hunters who reported it to Canadian Rangers responsible for monitoring 
the Arctic for foreign intrusions.  The CF has chosen not to comment on the details of 
the submarine sighting or the explosion, probably in the interest of preserving operational 
security.  Whether the explosion was linked to the submarine has yet to be determined.124

This incident highlights Canada’s inability to detect or stop underwater incursions.  
As previously stated, undetected intrusions or incursions constitute signifi cant threats to 
Canadian security, specifi cally when security offi cials are not made aware ahead of time of 
the intentions of foreign entities operating in Canadian northern territory.  Foreign submarines 
could be embarking on data gathering or espionage activities, military exercises, probing 
or testing Canada’s detection and response capabilities.  Unless the vessel is detected and 
the crew questioned, its purpose for traversing Canadian northern waters is speculative.

Inuit hunter communities are often the fi rst to provide intelligence concerning unusual 
activity in the North.  If the explosion had not occurred, it is possible that the submarine would 
have evaded detection.  It might be extrapolated from this instance that other submarines 
successfully traverse Canadian Arctic waters without being detected if they do not affect 
the sea life or have any accidents that would result in destruction or noise on the surface 
of the sea.

February 16 2009:  Russian Bear Bomber Approached Canadian 
Airspace

Reports from mid-February 2009 indicate that a Russian Tupolev Tu-95 aircraft 
approached (but did not enter) Canadian airspace three days prior to President Barack 
Obama’s visit to Ottawa.  Later reports confi rm that there had not been one, but two aircraft 
that attempted to probe Canadian Arctic airspace.  NORAD detected the Russian Bear 
long-range bomber heading toward Canada.125  Sources indicate that this was not the fi rst 
instance of such activity and Canadian offi cials report that this incident represents the 
twentieth incursion in the past two years.126  Chief of Defence Staff General Walt Natynczyk 
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states that Russian incursions started about one and half to two years ago, “when we had 
not seen anything for decades,” although the General did not report on the frequency of 
such fl ights or specifi c locations of occurrence.127

A spokesman for the Russian Defence Ministry stated that the fl ight was part of 
“regular military training and air patrol plans in the northern latitudes … All the international 
fl ight regulations were strictly respected … Therefore, the very possibility of a violation 
of Canadian airspace is out of [the] question.  The adjacent countries were informed of 
that fl ight in good time.” Another spokesman from the Russian Embassy in Washington 
downplayed the incursion: “It was a routine fl ight over international airspace.” However, 
Canadian Defence Minister Peter MacKay suggested that there was a “strong coincidence” 
that the fl ight occurred around the same time that Canadian security and defence assets 
were concentrated in Ottawa for President Obama’s visit, and noted that the Russian Bear 
was met with … “CF-18 fi ghter planes and world-class pilots that know their business … 
[The pilots] sent a strong signal they should back off and stay out of our airspace.”  Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper noted that Russian incursions into Canadian airspace are a “real 
concern”  and stated:

I have expressed at various times the deep concern our government has with 
increasingly aggressive Russian actions around the globe and Russian intrusions into 
our airspace128 … We will defend our airspace; we also have obligations of continental 
defence with the United States.  We will fulfi ll those obligations to defend our continental 
airspace and we will defend our sovereignty and we will respond every time the 
Russians make any kind of intrusion on the sovereignty in Canada’s Arctic.

The nature of these fl ights recalls Cold War incursions of Russian aircraft into North 
American airspace that ended with the demise of the Soviet Union in 1989.  The resumption 
of such fl ights in recent years demonstrates elements of a Russian resurgence.129  Indeed, 
Russia has openly expressed its national interest in claiming Arctic oil and resources.130  
NORAD spokesman Michael Kucharek noted the possibility that the Russian bomber was 
engaging in a military exercise:

These types of exercises occur and have occurred over the past few years in quite a 
few different times and places.131

The intent of these fl ights is suspicious.  Vladimir Drik, the aide to the Russian Chief of 
Staff confi rmed to Novosti news that indeed the fl ight occurred on February 18, and that “the 

Tupolev-95 Russian Strategic Bear Bomber escorted by F-15C Eagle
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Tupolev-160 fulfi lled all its air patrol tasks … It was a planned fl ight.”  However, Canadian 
offi cials indicate that the crafts intercepted were a different model—the Tu-95.132

One might suspect that, in probing Canadian airspace, Russia is testing NORAD’s 
ability to detect foreign aircraft in North American airspace and capabilities to respond.  As 
noted, following Russia’s invasion of Georgia in August 2008, Canada has been watchful 
of Russian Arctic activities.  Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper has gone so far as 
to suggest that Russia has reverted to a “Soviet-era mentality,”133 an opinion that could be 
supported by General Natynczyk’s statement that until two years ago, Canada had not seen 
any activity from Russia for decades.  Russia’s re-activation of a former Soviet military station 
at Nagurskoye, where soldiers, scientists, meteorologists and FSB personnel are stationed, 
and which even had a personal visit by Defence Minister Anatoly Serdyukov,134 indicates a 
resurgence of Russian power in the North that might become increasingly aggressive in light 
of the strategic potential of the Arctic region.  Notably, in late March 2009, Russia released 
a document on its Security Council website, titled “The basis of the national policy of the 
Russian Federation in the Arctic region until 2020 and beyond prospects.”135  This document 
indicates Russia’s intent to increase its assets in the Arctic to support its political, economic 
and security interests in the region.  A statement from the Russian National Security Council 
announced plans to establish FSB control of the Arctic and create a highly qualifi ed special 
Arctic military force known as the Arctic Group of Forces created under the auspices of the 
Russian Federal Security Service.136  Canada and its Arctic neighbours might now be on 
alert for aggressive Russian activities in the High North.

Summary of Intrusions137

INTRUSION/FOREIGN PRESENCE Date
German weather station in Labrador 1943
USS Seadragon Submarine transit through NWP 1960
Manhattan Event 1969
Soviet nuclear satellite crashes into NWT / Alberta / Saskatchewan 1978

L.A. class submarine USS Annapolis on surface of Arctic Ocean in March 2009
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Denmark staking claim to Hans Island 1984-present138

Polar Sea Event 1985
Al Qaeda Flight through Iqaluit 1993
Russian Ilyushin-76 lands in Churchill 1998
Chinese Ship Xue Long lands at Tuktoyaktuk 1999
Foreign submarine at Cumberland Sound 1999
Romanian infi ltrator lands at Grise Fiord 2006
Turkish infi ltrators at Churchill 2006
Russia plants fl ag at North Pole 2007
Wild Vikings land at Nunavut 2007
Foreign submarine in NWP 2008
Russian bombers probe Canadian airspace 2009139

The following table categorizes the types of threats posed by each intrusion and 
includes those beyond Canadian territory to illustrate potential threats due to proximity, 
such as the Japanese invasion of the Aleutians.  In some cases an intrusion can constitute 
a range of threats and suspected motivations, whether national, or criminal, terrorist or 
individual.  Secondary environmental effects are no less serious as these affect public 
health and safety.  All of these intrusions constitute some degree of sovereignty challenge, 
whether intended or not, as a result of entering Canadian Arctic territory without consent.

Nature(s) of Threat

Intrusion 
Perpetrator(s)

Total
Intrusions140 

Military Security Economic141 Environmental

National 11 7 1 5
Criminal/
Terrorist

2 2

Individual(s) 3 3
16

The motivations for intrusions constitute mostly a national character with a signifi cant 
military interest.  Notably, the environmental risk comes in a close second to the military 
threat, indicating that unregulated foreign activity in the North carries signifi cant hazards 
beyond the realm of traditional threats.  Individual intrusions pose a security threat when 
such activity runs contrary to Canadian national laws and regulations, as in the case of the 
Wild Vikings transporting an individual associated with global criminal activity or in the case 
of the Romanian who violated Canadian immigration laws. 

Considerations

So far, there has not yet been a major national security emergency in the Canadian 
Arctic, but the potential remains, especially if Canada fails to build the capabilities necessary 
to respond to foreign intrusion or other emergency situations that could manifest in the North 
such as a Search and Rescue (SAR) incident,142 or continued domestic attacks against oil 
and gas pipelines.143  Analysis of the intrusions represented in this survey highlight a number 
of issues for consideration with respect to northern security and Canadian sovereignty:

• There exists a valid security and sovereignty threat.  The events presented 
herein comprise known foreign intrusions.  It is assumed that there are many others 
that have either been missed or that have not been reported in open sources.  Foreign 
entities will likely continue attempts at unlawful entry into Canadian Arctic territory 
to infi ltrate Canada (or transit through) from the North.  Such threats originate from 
a variety of sources, such as organized criminal elements, terrorist entities, former 
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superpowers looking to reassert their strategic interests in the Arctic, other nations of 
questionable integrity conducting a range of covert activity beneath the sea ice, such 
as stealth submarine voyages.

• The Arctic is vulnerable to infi ltration.  Gaps in surveillance remain in spite of 
existing Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities.  The intrusions 
presented herein demonstrate that Canada still lacks both effective situational 
awareness to know what is entering its northernmost territories and the ability to share 
that information across relevant agencies (not to mention timely response capabilities).  
The detection of foreign submarine activity is a concern, as Canada lacks an undersea 
surveillance system.  The examples discussed demonstrate that any submarine 
detection is often the result of Inuit reports seeing or hearing something unusual, like an 
explosion or observing adverse affects on the environment, such as pollution or harm 
to local wildlife.  Illegal fi shing is also a signifi cant concern because it could result in a 
loss of Canadian profi t and resource depletion, not to mention adverse affects on the 
marine ecosystem.  Indeed, foreign vessels operating in northern waters pose some 
degree of environmental threat in terms of the potential for pollution, particularly from 
vessels transporting oil.  The Exxon Valdez oil spill in Prince William Sound, Alaska, 
on March 24 1989144 attests to signifi cant risk of pollution occurring from unregulated 
shipping in Canadian Arctic waters.

• Northern populations provide a valuable ISR resource.  The Rangers 
constitute an effective human surveillance (eyes and ears) apparatus to report unusual 
occurrences to JTFN.  However, at times when these assets are not present at the 
moment of an intrusion, Inuit hunters or other northern residents might be in the vicinity 
to observe and report, as was the case of the explosion in August 2008.  Northern 
communities have a clear interest in northern security since harmful foreign activities 
in their territory have the potential to affect their health, safety and lifestyle.  In addition, 
the Inuit often provide a sovereignty presence in areas where Ranger patrols are less 
frequent and there are no RCMP detachments. 

• Existing arrangements have been successful in some cases.  In the two 
examples of the deported Romanian and the Wild Vikings intrusions, the combination 
of Inuit reporting and RCMP enforcement have successfully prevented unlawful entry 
into Canadian territory.  Indeed, the presence of Inuit populations, Rangers, RCMP and 
CF (on exercise) acts to discourage unregulated or illegal foreign activity.  

• The harsh environment of the High Arctic provides a security advantage.  
Extreme Arctic weather conditions serve to deter intruders.  For instance, recent CF 
exercises145 have revealed operational diffi culties in the Arctic environment, such as 
complications due to dense fog, failing communications and equipment malfunction.146  
Although these conditions might inhibit response efforts to a northern emergency, it 
could be assumed that these shortcomings would similarly complicate attempts by 
unwelcome intruders.  Complications on Canada’s end can also be offset by Inuit 
Ranger capabilities of overcoming the challenges of Arctic conditions by using simpler, 
more traditional methods of operating and communicating in the Arctic.147

• Bilateral initiatives have worked.  Canada’s cooperation with the U.S. served 
to provide a security presence in the North to deter Soviet activities during the Cold 
War.  Later attempts by Canada to assert sovereignty at the expense of collaborative 
security efforts with the U.S. undermine its Arctic security interests.  Unilateral 
assertion of Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic would otherwise be extremely (perhaps, 
prohibitively) expensive because of the security infrastructure required to reinforce 
sovereignty claims.

• Security enforcement is complicated by disputed territorial zones.  The 
challenges associated with the threat of foreign activities in Canada’s Arctic are 
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complicated by disputes over the status of Arctic waters, such as the Northwest 
Passage and the unconfi rmed geomorphology of the continental shelf extension of 
the Lomonosov Ridge.  The complication extends to the sovereignty issue in terms of 
where Canada has an interest in establishing a national security presence.  As noted, 
a bilateral security arrangement between Canada and the U.S. might serve to alleviate 
concerns of foreign activities in the North, facilitated by relaxing the sovereignty issue.

Conclusion

The intrusions discussed in this paper demonstrate that Canada’s North remains a 
region of uncertainty with regard to international interest in Arctic opportunities and obvious 
vulnerability to foreign exploitation.  The implications for Canada concern the continuation 
of intrusions, by which other nations might attempt to test Canada’s ability to respond.  
Such consideration requires a critical assessment of Canada’s capabilities in conjunction 
with an evaluation of the method and magnitude of response.  Although the fi nal section 
highlights a number of shortcomings in security and situational awareness in the Arctic, it 
also provides an analysis of resources that work.  The latter might see further consideration 
by Canadian leadership and security and defence advisors in the development of Arctic 
capabilities to meet the challenges which Canada will inevitably face in the near-to-distant 
future.  Huebert, among other Arctic security experts,148 has noted that Canada is already 
on the course of rebuilding its Arctic capabilities.149  Increasing academic publications and 
media reporting on Arctic security encourages Canadian leadership to remain committed to 
these initiatives.

History demonstrates that, however proactive they may seem at time of announcement, 
government proposals to improve Canadian Arctic capabilities have seen little action 
in reality, as observed in the abandonment of the 1965 initiative to acquire some U.S. 
Skipjack-class submarines,150 the 1990 cancellation of the 1985 proposal to construct a 
Polar 8 class icebreaker151 and the 1987 intention to build 12 nuclear submarines that was 
abandoned at the end of the Cold War.152  If this trend continues, Canada and the greater 
North American continent remain vulnerable to increasing numbers of foreign intrusions 
through an unsecure Arctic.
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