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currently teaches strategic command and civil military relations 
at the Canadian Forces College. He also recently completed a 
Command Process Review for the CDS on issues arising from 
the spring 2020 CAF response (Op LASER) to the worldwide 
pandemic situation.

Introduction1

“M
y primary role is to advise government 
on the ways and means to best provide 
for the military defence of Canada.” 
This is how General Ray Henault, then 
the Chief of the Defence Staff (CDS), 

characterized in 2004 to the Standing Committee on National 
Defence and Veterans Affairs how “crucial” he considered his 

responsibility “to provide sound and well-articulated advice to 
the Minister of National Defence, Cabinet – and in particular the 
Prime Minister” on the full spectrum of military requirements and 
capabilities of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF).2 

To Henault and all CDSs, the quality of military advice  
provided by the senior military advisor to the government is 
important, not only for creating the necessary confidence and trust 
between the military and political institutions in Canada, but more 
critically for the soundness of government decisions when com-
mitting the Canadian military to operations at home and abroad. 
Good and timely military advice offers the opportunity for the 
CDS to exercise a most direct – and often immediate – influence 
on the policies, strategies and decisions of the government that 
involve the CAF, particularly on military operations.

This article explores the provision of professional military 
advice by the CDS. It explains what constitutes military advice 
and outlines how this advice is formulated, processed and tested 
to reach the Minister of National Defence (MND), Cabinet and 
the prime minister. Part I of this article, presented in the fall 2020 
edition of the Canadian Military Journal, examined the evolution 
of the spheres of responsibilities for the CDS and the deputy min-

ister (DM) of National 
Defence.3

Part II examines 
the many complexities 
and the politics arising 
from the CDS provid-
ing military advice to 
the government. It con-
sists of six sections and 
a brief concluding seg-
ment. Building from Part 
I, I begin by offering a 
typology of military 
advice, illustrating the 
wide-ranging spectrum 
that the CDS is respon-
sible to provide to the 
government. In the 
second section, I intro-
duce a model aimed at 
describing the interac-
tions in the dialogue 
between the military, 
bureaucrat ic ,  and  
political echelons in 
Canada and outlining a 
number of   key stages 
that unfold for major 
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Before Lieutenant-General Ray Henault’s promotion to full general and appointment to command the Canadian Armed 
Forces, as Deputy Chief of the Defence Staff, he confers with MND Art Eggleton (left), September 1999, in Ottawa. 
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government decisions that requires military – and defence – 
advice. The model is used as an organizing framework to structure 
the ensuing discussion and explain several points and arguments 
presented.

The norms of interactions between the military and political 
echelons from classic civil-military theories posit that there should be 
a clear demarcation between politicians and military professionals. 
The third section highlights how the boundaries in the exchanges 
between military and civilian leaders have evolved since American 
political scientist Samuel Huntington published his ground-breaking 
study on civil-military relations in the mid-1950s.4 The emphasis of 
this section is to offer a notional basis to think systematically about 
the issues of military advice to the Canadian government, particu-
larly when interpreting the application of the model presented in 
the second section. 

The development of military options by 
the CDS starts with the government consider-
ing policy options that may include the use 
of the military, either domestically or inter-
nationally. In an ideal and simple world, the 
government should establish the political 
objectives that will set the framework for the 
CDS to develop a military strategy, options 
and operational plans. As shown in the fourth 
section, it is an unrealistic expectation for the 
CDS and senior military officers to expect clear 
and unambiguous political guidance when the 
government is contemplating deploying and 
employing the CAF, particularly for the more 
complex types of operations. The implications 
of this Ottawa reality significantly complicate 
the task of the CDS and senior officers in developing options and 
military advice for the Canadian government. The next section 
discusses the key characteristics that impact on the formulation 
of military advice in National Defence Headquarters (NDHQ). 

The sixth section outlines how this military advice is pro-
vided to the government and tested. Military advice represents 
the collective professional judgement of many senior officers and 
defence officials, consolidated through the CDS. The discussion 
in this section exposes the many challenges that can arise in the 
dialogue and interactions between the military professional experts, 
senior public service officials and politicians, including the main 
sources of criticism that the CDS and senior officers may face in 
formulating and providing expert advice. 

As this article illustrates, the responsibility for providing 
military advice to the minister, Cabinet and the prime minister 
in the complex world of government politics is a demanding and 
complex task for any CDS. To help navigate the complex environ-
ment of government decision-making, particularly to ensure that 
the military advice of the CDS is listened to, the article offers 
suggestions for senior military officers to adopt when engaging 
at the political-bureaucratic-military nexus.

A brief note on sources and information obtained for this 
article. Because of the paucity of literature and scholarship on 
civil-military relations in Canada, and in particular on the topic 
of military and defence advice to government, over thirty inter-
views were conducted with senior CAF officers, DND officials 
and government officials. As part of the conditions established 
for the interviews, I have agreed not to cite or acknowledge any 
officer or civilian official without their consent.5

Throughout this article, I have selected specific case studies 
to help explain the different approaches to providing military 
advice to government and to illustrate the model presented. In 
those discussions, I do not attempt to offer an explicit judge-
ment on the quality of military advice, or the level of influence 
provided by the CDS. 

A Typology of Military Advice

Part I of this article showed that it is only 
by understanding the evolution of the 

responsibilities and accountabilities of the 
CDS and the DM that one can fully grasp 
their respective spheres of advice to govern-
ment. Because of the nature and complexity 
of defence activities and operations, the 
large majority of issues that require a deci-
sion from the MND and the government will 
call for both military and defence advice, 
which are constituents of policy advice  
to government.

Advice to the minister and the government 
is basically divided into two distinct categories 

reflecting the separate statutory responsibilities of the DM and the 
CDS. Defence advice is provided by the DM and comprises two 
essential components. The first includes advice on defence policy 
and departmental management issues, such as human resources, 
defence programs, acquisition and procurement, finances, and 
audit. The second includes advice on how best to implement gov-
ernment priorities, policies and programs at Defence, including 
how to achieve collaboration with other departments. 

Military advice is the sole  prerogative of the CDS and, refer-
ring to the words of Minister Douglas Young in his 1997 report 
to the prime minister, consists of advice on all matters relating to 
the command, control and administration of the Canadian Forces. 
This includes “military requirements, capabilities, options and 
the possible consequences of undertaking or failing to undertake 
various military activities.”6 Table 1 elaborates on the types of 
military advice that the CDS may be asked to provide to the 
government. As is evident from this typology, there is a very high 
level of diversity in the type of expert military advice provided 
by the CDS, with each type introducing distinctive circumstances 
requiring different approaches, relations and skills when engaging 
with politicians.7 

“The development of 
military options by  
the CDS starts with  

the government 
considering policy 
options that may 
include the use of  
the military, either 

domestically  
or internationally.” 
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Types of Military Advice

A – Routine Advice to the MND and the government

1. Facts and strategic messages for the routine of Parliament 
or media management.

2. On preparation for Cabinet and other government meetings.

3. On preparation for international defence and security  
meetings (NATO defence minister meetings, meetings  
with other defence ministers).

4. On strategic communications for the development and 
maintenance of a narrative for the CAF.

B – Defence Policy

1. On future defence policy.

2. On strategy and plans to implement current defence policy.

3. On the strategic environment, including the military  
implications of major trends and changes.

4. On strategic assessments impacting current and  
future policies.

C – Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) Matters

1. On force development, military requirements, force structure 
and future capabilities.

2. On readiness, preparation and interoperability of the force 
and equipment, and training.

3. On recruiting, employment and retention of personnel.

4. On administration and discipline (including appointments 
and removal from command).

5. On the Profession of Arms.

D – Modern Warfare, Military Diplomacy, and Intelligence 

1. On the character of modern warfare, and its implications  
for Canada’s national security.

2. On the intentions and capabilities of adversaries  
(based on intelligence assessments).

3. On military-to-military engagement and relationships  
with allies.

4. On the intentions and capabilities of allies. 

E – Current and Future Operations (Force Generation  
      and Force Employment)

1. On current and/or routine domestic operations.

2. On current international operations.

3. Advice, and options/recommendations, on potential  
future domestic operations.

4. Advice, and options/recommendations, on potential  
future international operations.

Nearly all types of military advice described in Table 1 pertain to 
Canadian defence issues that spans the responsibilities of both the 
DM and the CDS, requiring the synchronization of their advice 
before engaging senior government officials and the political 
echelon. While the focus of this article in on the CDS and military 
advice, it is acknowledged that the DM at National Defence has 
a very important and influential role in defence decision-making 
and in the provision of defence advice to the government. 

Because of the broad range and complexity of the CDS 
advice typology, it is necessary to limit the scope of this study. 
Accordingly, the remainder of the discussion focuses more exclu-
sively on the military advice provided by the CDS when the 
government is considering employing the CAF on operations 
(Box E in Table 1). This is a sphere of advice that is definitely 
more exclusive to the CDS than any of the other domains of 
military advice, particularly when advising on operational and 
tactical matters.

The Intent-Guidance-Options-Advice-Decision 
(IGOAD) Model

The development of defence and military policies is complex, 
with many variables and relationships shaping government 

policies and decisions. There are several policy process theories 
and suitable models that can be applied to analyze the drivers of 
defence and military policies.8 Based on those policy processes, 
and personal experience and observations, I developed a model 
to describe the interactions in the dialogue between the military 
and political echelons in Canada (hereinafter referred to as the 
IGOAD model, depicted in Figure 1).9

It is acknowledged that this illustrative depiction is  
deliberately simplified, considering both the uniqueness of each 
military activity or operation requiring a political decision and 
the inherent complexity of decision-making in government. The 
nature of the situation or crisis that requires the potential use of 
the Canadian military, particularly when adding the domestic and 
international political complexities that may surface, will obvi-
ously impact the process and approach to decision-making that 
the government will take. Yet, the model represents a useful and 
realistic representation of a number of fundamental – and generally 
consistent – stages that unfold for each major government decision 
that requires military advice when a CAF operation is anticipated.

The model divides the policy process into a series of discrete 
stages to facilitate the analysis of some of the activities and fac-
tors affecting the political-military interactions within each stage. 
The advantages of using such a model are numerous, including 
offering a schematic simplification of the complex world of public 
policy.10 As one Canadian public policy authority stated, “envi-
sioning policy development as a staged, sequential, and iterative 
process is a useful analytical and methodological device.…such 
an approach reduces the complexity of public policymaking by 
breaking down that complexity into a small number of stages and 
substages, each of which can be investigated alone or in terms 
of its relationship to any or all of the other stages of the cycle.”11 
The stages model remains therefore one of the most enduring 
frameworks for analyzing policy making.

In Figure 1, the nature of the political-military dialogue is 
best explained using two dimensions, the horizontal representing 
time and the vertical representing the knowledge and informa-
tion gap that may exist between the military and the government. 
The top and bottom lines respectively represent the political and 
military echelons, while the middle dashed lines symbolize the 
small group of political advisors and very senior public servants 
interacting daily with both the politicians and the CDS, and 
thereby frequently acting as intermediaries between the two main 
echelons.12 A knowledge-information gap between the political 
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Table 1: Typology of CDS Military Advice.*

* Advice in this table includes recommendations developed for a minister of the 
Crown or the government, in accordance with the meaning of the Access to 
Information Act. As such, it is protected from public disclosure (i.e., provided in 
confidence). See Part I of this article for a more complete discussion. Table prepared 
by the author.
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and military echelons is depicted by the bold dashed vertical 
arrows A and B. This gap is one of the most critical factors bear-
ing on the necessity for a productive political-military dialogue 
before politicians can take a decision and the CDS can implement 
government’s direction.13

In the initial stages of the dialogue in support of a complex 
military activity or operation, the gap between the political and 
military echelon can be quite broad (A), particularly with a newly-
elected government not yet fully familiar with the Canadian 
military. As the discussions and interactions between the two 
echelons take place over time, this information-knowledge gap 
will narrow (B). 

The exchange of information between the political and mili-
tary echelons is critical in two important ways. First, a robust and 
open dialogue will help the military appreciate the context in which 
the political decision must be made, interpret and understand the 
political intentions and objectives and obtain sufficient guidance 
to develop realistic options for consideration by Cabinet. At the 
same time, this discourse will allow politicians to become more 
knowledgeable about the military strategy and the options being 
considered, the capabilities and limitations of the CAF, and the 
plan(s) for executing all matters related to the operation, includ-
ing the potential risks. A more informed and knowledgeable 
political echelon will allow Cabinet members to become more 
comfortable questioning and challenging military ideas. More 
importantly, this dialogue will generate a shared responsibility 
for the success of the process.

In its simplest and purest form, the dialogue between the 
government and the CDS leading to a decision consists of six key 
stages. In stage 1, the government establishes its political intent 

and the strategic objectives it wants to achieve with the use of 
the military. In stage 2, initial guidance is transmitted – usually 
verbally – to the CDS (and the DM). As necessary, the DM will 
consult with senior public servants in the central agencies of the 
government and in other departments while the CDS and senior 
military officers will develop the military strategy and a series 
of options (stage 3). Once the option analysis is completed (or 
sufficiently developed), the CDS will provide military advice and 
recommendations to the MND, Cabinet, or the prime minister 
when matters warrant (stage 4). Cabinet will consider this military 
advice in light of other political, social and economic factors that 
impinge on domestic politics and national security (stage 5) before 
taking a decision and providing direction to the CDS (stage 6). In 
accordance with the National Defence Act, in stage 7, the CDS 
will issue orders and instructions to the CAF to give effect to the 
decision and to carry out the direction of the government.

For most scenarios, either because of the potential complexity 
of the military operation envisaged or the wide information-
knowledge gap that may exist between the political and military 
echelons, several iterative formal and informal dialogues will be 
required before a government decision is taken. In this situation, 
as in shown on Figure 1, stages 1 to 5 will be repeated as many 
times as is necessary to reduce the knowledge-information gap 
to eventually arrive at a government decision (identified as stages 
1r to 5r for ‘repeated’). As a result of this iterative process, the 
political and military echelon lines are shown converging as the 
knowledge-information gap becomes narrower. Note that the longer 
the dialogue and consultative process takes to arrive at a political 
decision, the greater the risk of unforeseen events surfacing and 
possibly re-widening the knowledge-information gap, delaying 
any definitive decision. Alternately, unexpected events may act 
as an accelerant to precipitate a government decision.14
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Figure 1: The Intent-Guidance-Options-Advice-Decision Model.
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It is accepted that the model cannot portray the increased 
complexity that arises when the military is just one of components 
of a whole-of-government effort, as was the 2003-2014 Afghanistan 
campaign for instance. In those situations, there are many iterative 
back-and-forth discussions, between departments and with the 
Privy Council Office (PCO), before arriving at aligned and coherent 
recommendations to Cabinet.15

The model aims to visualize part of a 
complex process and is used throughout the 
article as an organizing framework to structure 
the discussion and to explain several points and 
arguments presented. The political-military 
interactions and dialogue that occur in the 
policy development and decision-making pro-
cess represent the central ingredients to this 
model. Any discussion on the norms of interac-
tions and the boundaries of exchange between 
the military and political echelons, and the 
behaviours expected of the Canadian mili-
tary in providing advice to politicians, must 
therefore start with a review of the Samuel 
Huntington’s influential ideas outlined in The 
Soldier and the State. 

Huntington’s Ghost and Canadian  
Civil-Military Relations

Huntington’s study on civil-military relations 
has greatly influenced scholarship and think-

ing about the profession of arms for over six 
decades. In particular, it has shaped how military 
leaders came to define their profession and, by 
extension, the parameters of the relationships and 
dialogue between the professional military and the 
political leadership of the state.

The central element of Huntington’s vision was a  
professional military vocation distinguished by 
expertise, responsibility and corporateness. Under 
his theory of civil control,16 named objective control, 
the recipe was also to isolate the military from the 
larger society so that it could focus on its core pur-
pose and cultivate expertise in the “management of 
violence” to support state policy.17 In parallel, this 
solution, prescribing a sharp division between the 
political and military roles, was aimed at ensuring 
political control and dominance over the armed forces. 
In addition to requiring a clear delineation of respon-
sibility between military and the political leaders, 
objective control aimed to maximize military profes-
sionalism. According to the logic of Huntington’s 
theory, with a recognition and respect of autonomous  
military professionalism, the military would adhere 
to their role as professional advisors and stay out  
of politics.18

While Huntington’s theory has been challenged 
since its inception, it became increasingly clear fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War that it had lost even 
more of its relevance. New theories and fresh ideas 
about civil-military relations emerged in the 1990s.19 A 
number of important criticisms, relevant to the focus 

of this study and Canadian civil-military relations, were directed 
at some of the norms underlying the objective theory. 

First, while Huntington worried that any prominent role of 
the military in political decision making would damage its pro-
fessionalism, critics argue that the separation concept was “…
flawed from the outset because it presumed that the military and 
political spheres could be distinguished in a comprehensive and 

meaningful way.”20 Unlike during the Cold 
War, it becomes more difficult in conflicts of 
low-intensity warfare to neatly separate and 
compartmentalize strategic political decisions 
and implications from military action.21 Clearly 
delineating roles for political and military  
leaders, considering the complexity of military, 
defence and security issues, is unrealistic, and 
the notion does not reflect the modern norms 
and practices of military strategy making and 
policy implementation in most Western democ-
racies today.
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Samuel Huntington in 2002.

“The central element of 
Huntington’s vision was 
a professional military 
vocation distinguished 

by expertise, 
responsibility and 

corporateness.”
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Second, Huntington did not specifically consider 
the implications for military advice and strategy that 
the clear separation of the military and political spheres 
inferred.22 Excluding the intellectual engagement of 
senior officers with how political and non-military 
factors might bear on the development of the mili-
tary strategy or the conduct of the operations fails to 
account for the fact that political objectives, policy and 
military strategy are intrinsically linked.23 Moreover, 
it oversimplifies the nature of the interactions that are 
necessary between the political and military levels 
to address complex military and defence issues and 
ensure coherence between policy, military capabilities 
and the situation on the ground. The range of tasks that 
now falls under the rubric of national security is much 
broader than strictly the “management of violence” that 
Huntington identified as the essence of the military 
mission.24 Even as early as 1962, after the Bay of Pigs 
fiasco with the failed invasion of Cuba, President John 
F. Kennedy, dissatisfied with the military advice he 
had received from his senior military advisors, wrote 
to the Joint Chiefs stating that he regarded “… them 
to be more than military men and expect their help in 
fitting military requirements into the over-all context 
of any situation.”25 

Third, while seemingly appealing at first to the 
military because of the dimensions of military expertise 
and autonomy of the profession, Huntington’s ideas 
can encourage military officers to be blind to political 
realities, and to believe that they alone are competent 
to judge on military matters. This can lead military 
officers to the conviction that they have both the right 
to insist that politicians follow their advice on military 
strategy and operations, and an obligation to dissent 
or resign if their advice is not followed.26 

Confronted with the many problems of Huntington’s paradigm 
and norms that did not accurately reflect the Canadian reality, 
former Canadian military officer and defence management author-
ity Dr Douglas Bland suggested in 1999 that one should look at 
political-military decision-making as a “shared responsibility.” 
In essence, with the Canadian experience in mind, Bland argued 
that the relationships and the arrangements between the military 
officers and political leaders are conditioned by a national regime 
of principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures, with 
civil control of the military managed and maintained through this 
sharing of responsibility. What is involved and required is “civil-
ian [political] direction of the military and not domination.”27 In 
practice, “effective civil-military relations rely on a dialogue.”28 
American political scientist Eliot Cohen, in his 2002 book Supreme 
Command, stressed the need for an “unequal dialogue” between 
the political and military echelons, a robust dialogue where both 
sides express their views forthrightly to ensure good national 
decisions and sound military strategy, with the final authority of 
the political echelon unquestioned.29

The disappointing campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan have 
generated much discussion, debate and criticism, particularly in 
the US and in the UK, raising many questions about the relation-
ship between the military and the state, between generals and 
politicians, and between politics and the art of war.30 Critics of 

the Huntington model have been arguing for the past decade that 
the development of national security and military strategy cannot 
be neatly separated from the political process.31 Not since the 
deliberations in the aftermath of the Vietnam War has the role of 
military leaders in shaping national strategies and their involve-
ment in politics been discussed with such interest and passion.32

In summary, while Samuel Huntington’s ghost still lingers, 
scholars and practitioners of civil-military relations have recog-
nized that the boundaries separating politics and politicians from 
the military have become blurred in democracies. Until the recent 
crisis of confidence triggered by allegations of inappropriate 
behaviour against two CDSs, civil-military relations in Canada had 
generally been healthy, sustained by a model of political-military 
partnership and “shared responsibility” that has developed very 
well since the dark days of the Somalia Affair. 

Looking for Political Guidance, but Dreading Direction

“Political guidance can be really helpful if you get it.”33

General Sir Mike Jackson
Former British Chief of the Defence Staff

I n the ideal framework of civil-military relations, politicians 
set out the political intent and the policy, provide direc-

tion and guidance to the armed forces, which then develops 
a military strategy and coordinates the means to enable the 
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General Sir Mike Jackson in 2003. 
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achievement of the strategic objectives. “In the case of plans 
or orders developed at the strategic level, the CDS will receive 
political direction from the Government,” states confidently 
the most recent Canadian doctrine on operational planning.34 
The practical reality is that the Canadian national security 
and defence decision-making process is rarely as self-evident 
and as sequential as the idealized process portrayed within 
military doctrine. This section discusses the first two stages 
of the IGOAD model presented at Figure 1, particularly the 
process for identifying the political aims and objectives sought 
by the government when the use of the CAF in operations  
is contemplated. 

Different types of national or international crises and sce-
narios bring about different ways for the government to declare its 
political intent and progressively identify the objectives it wants to 
achieve. At the same time, each situation offers an opportunity to 
the CDS and the DM (and other senior public servants) to under-
stand and frame the nature of the problem requiring the use of the 
military, and to influence the crafting of overarching goals and 
specific objectives. To facilitate the discussion, I have identified 
four types of situations representing different starting points on 
government approaches to political intent and objectives. Each 
is discussed below with specific case studies.

The first is when the political level has 
publicly committed to take action on an issue 
involving Canadian defence and the CAF. This 
scenario tends to be most pronounced when 
a new government has been elected. During 
the fall 2015 election campaign, the Liberals 
had promised to end the combat mission in 
the Middle East, and to re-focus the military 
contribution in the region on the training of 
local forces and humanitarian support.35 The 
CDS, General Jon Vance, certainly believed 
that once the government got to better under-
stand the reasons for this combat mission, and 
appreciate the potential negative consequences 
with Canada’s allies of pulling out prema-
turely, the government would retreat from its 
promise.36 As the CDS quickly realized as soon 
as he had his initial discussions with the new 
MND, Harjit Sajjan, this commitment was not just an electoral 
promise to be forgotten once elected; rather, it became the most 
immediate priority for the minister.37

Vance argued strongly – and on a number of occasions, against 
the decision to bring home the CF-18 fighter jets that were part 
of the US-led coalition bombing ISIS targets in Iraq and Syria.38 
He was not successful. The government’s intent was decisive and 
clear: the CDS had received direction and not guidance. From that 
moment forward, it was up to DND and the CAF to execute the 
government decision and develop options and a plan to refocus the 
mission in Iraq. While it took several weeks to restructure the CAF 
military contribution as part of a whole-of-government effort, there 
was no ambiguity in the political intent of the government with 
Op IMPACT.39 In early February 2016, only a few months after 
assuming power, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau made the formal 
announcement and airstrikes against ISIS ended two weeks later.40 

In the same electoral platform of 2015, Trudeau committed “to 
supporting international peace operations with the United Nations 
[UN].” It was also a high priority assigned to both the MND and 
the minister of foreign affairs.41 Within months, the government 
proudly announced that Canada would send 600 troops to support 
a UN mission, without specifying where and when that mission 
would be.42 Even with the spirited government statements about 
increased CAF participation in UN operations, it took nearly two 
years of planning, dialogue, negotiations for the government to 
eventually commit to the deployment of helicopters as part of the 
UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali 
(MINUSMA). Vague political intentions and ambiguous – even 
conflicting – strategic objectives on the part of the government 
presented significant challenges to the CDS to develop realistic 
options for Cabinet about an important decision that the military 
had to eventually implement. The dilemmas and opportunities 
that nebulous political guidance create for the CDS are discussed 
in the next section.

A rapidly developing domestic or international crisis is 
the second situation where clear government intent can sur-
face very rapidly. The CAF response to the Haiti earthquake 
in January 2010 is a good example of unambiguous political 
intent, leading to a quick prime ministerial decision. RAdm 

(later VAdm) Bob Davidson, the Director of 
Staff of the Strategic Joint Staff (DOS SJS) at 
the time, immediately asked his staff to look 
at CAF military assistance options for Haiti 
as soon as the magnitude of the earthquake 
became known to him.43 Since assuming power  
in 2006, the Conservative government of 
Stephen Harper had shown decisiveness with 
sending CAF military personnel, including the 
Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART), 
to assist other nations in the wake of disasters. 
It was obvious to Davidson that Canada would 
respond rapidly and provide assistance, and 
that the CAF would be involved.

Lieutenant-General Marc Lessard, 
Commander Canadian Expeditionary Forces 
Command,44 responsible for assembling and 
dispatching the military task force, vividly 

recalls being told the morning after the earthquake by the CDS, 
then General Walt Natynczyk, to “Go big, Go fast.” While traveling 
from Edmonton to Ottawa on the Challenger aircraft, Natynczyk 
had been involved in several phone calls with the MND, who was 
also in contact with the prime minister.45 Within 36 hours, a Royal 
Canadian Navy destroyer and a frigate were leaving Halifax for 
Haiti, and a C-17 transport aircraft loaded with two helicopters 
and 200 personnel was en route to Port-au-Prince. Over the next 
weeks, Joint Task Force Haiti grew to over 2,000 CAF personnel 
as part of a whole-of-government effort delivering a wide range 
of services in support of the Government of Haiti.46 When the 
political intent of the government and the strategic objectives are 
reasonably clear, as it was in this situation, and the CAF risks are 
well understood and manageable, steps 1 to 6 of the IGOAD model 
can occur very rapidly, within hours. As one senior general officer 
who was closely involved at the time remarked, a quick executive 
decision by the prime minister will also swiftly overpower the 
natural inertia of the Ottawa bureaucracy.47

“Different types of 
national or international 

crises and scenarios 
bring about different 

ways for the 
government to declare 
its political intent and 
progressively identify 
the objectives it wants 

to achieve.”
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The CAF’s assistance to provincial governments dealing with 
the effects of forest fires, and spring floods are other examples 
of these types of situations, when both the political and military 
echelons become aware of the developing crisis or disaster at 
the same time, and government intentions for the military to 
respond and assist are predictable. The issue facing the CDS and 
senior military planners in those situations is not one of ambigu-
ity of political direction or indecisiveness, but of being able to  
rapidly develop options and plans that achieve coherence 
between the policy intent, military capabilities and the reality 
of the situation on the ground such that the government can 
make a timely and informed decision and a  
public announcement.

The CAF response in spring 2020 to the 
COVID-19 pandemic represented a unique 
situation where the military and politicians 
saw the role of the CAF differently. It was 
clear from the early days of the crisis that the 
CAF would be part of the national response 
to the pandemic, potentially assisting various 
levels of government with military transport, 
logistics support and even assistance to law 
enforcement agencies if needed. The dynamics 
changed when both the Premiers of Quebec and 
Ontario made public demands for the military 
to provide direct support to long-term care 
facilities.48 Initially, senior military planners 
discounted the use of the CAF for this role, 
seeing it as a misuse of the military. This type of task certainly 
challenged established beliefs and attitudes about what the mili-
tary is about, and senior military officers resisted the notion of 
deploying personnel into these facilities. When it became evident 
that CAF personnel would likely be involved, senior departmental 
officials argued – unsuccessfully – to limit the employment to 30 
days. Ultimately, political leaders, who viewed the protection of 
Canadians as an appropriate task under the dire circumstances, 
made the decision to deploy the CAF. The CDS was able to set 
the preparation and training requirements and several employment 
conditions for this unusual deployment.49

Pressure from Canada’s allies and expectations that arise from 
the sense of responsibility and engagement that accompanies the 
country’s membership in alliances or international organizations can 
also be significant in influencing the government to participate in 
military operations abroad. When NATO invoked Article 5 for the 
first time in its history after the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the 
US, Prime Minister Jean Chrétien immediately assured President 
George W. Bush of Canada’s military support in the anticipated 
military campaign against Al Qaeda. “I have made it clear from the 
very beginning that Canada would be part of this coalition every 
step of the way,” stated the prime minister. 50 With a clear intent, 
yet flexible political guidance, senior Canadian military officers, 
in addition to scrambling for their maps of Afghanistan, rushed to 
develop realistic options for the government. The CDS, General 
Henault, immediately dispatched a team of three senior general/
flag officers to US Central Command in Tampa, Florida to initiate 
discussions about the CAF’s participation in the US-led intervention 

in Afghanistan.51 On 7 October 2001, Chrétien announced Canada’s 
contribution to the coalition on the War on Terror. Even with the 
urgency of the situation, it took weeks of negotiations with the  
US military to determine how Canada could best contribute.

Similarly, at the G7 meeting in Japan in May 2016, the 
American delegation put significant pressure on Canada – at both 
the political and bureaucratic levels – to assume the Framework 
Nation role for the NATO Enhanced Forward Presence (efP) mis-
sion in Latvia,52 responsible for regional deterrence and defence to 
signal NATO’s resolve and unity in response to Russia’s action in 

Ukraine in early 2014.53 Just over a month after 
the G7 meeting, following a quick analysis by 
the CDS and military planners of the feasibility 
of undertaking this important leadership role, 
the MND formally announced Canada’s partic-
ipation.54 It was not a leadership responsibility 
for the Canadian military that the CDS had 
searched or lobbied for, but the government 
commitment sent a strong signal that NATO 
was a top defence priority for Canada. It is no 
coincidence that the announcement came the 
day after US President Barack Obama, who 
was visiting Ottawa, challenged Canada to do 
more to support the military alliance.

When a situation in the world or in 
Canada develops that may potentially demand 
the use of the military, the defence establish-

ment can be quite adept at foreseeing circumstances where the 
government may be considering this option. Building from long-
standing Canadian interests and principles, foreign and defence 
policies enunciated by the government, major speeches and public 
statements by the prime minister and other politicians, and ministe-
rial mandate letters, NDHQ staff can often anticipate a request by 
the government, prompting the CDS to develop military analyses 
and options. On occasion, events around the world may provide 
the CDS with an opportunity to alert the government to options 
that the political echelon may not even have contemplated yet, 
and to offer capabilities that the military finds enticing to deploy 
for national – and institutional – reasons.

The decision in April 2014 by Prime  Minister Harper to deploy 
land, air and sea elements to the Ukraine region in support of NATO 
is a perfect example of a bottom-up suggestion initiated by the 
CDS, then General Tom Lawson. Well aware of the prime minister’s 
strong condemnation of Russia’s illegal invasion of and occupation 
of Crimea, and of early discussions taking place at NATO about 
possible steps to deter further aggression and to reassure allies and 
partners in Central and Eastern Europe, Lawson approached the  
national security advisor to the prime minister (NSA) with a pro-
posal for an immediate military contribution that the CAF could 
make if the government was interested.55 Within only a few hours 
of this discussion with the NSA, the CDS was asked to come to 
the Langevin Block to brief the prime minister, who immediately 
made the decision to offer CAF assets and personnel to NATO.56 
Harper announced the military deployment during a rare appearance 
at NDHQ a month later.57 

“With a clear intent,  
yet flexible political 

guidance, senior 
Canadian military 

officers, in addition to 
scrambling for their 

maps of Afghanistan, 
rushed to develop 

realistic options for  
the government.”
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This discussion on political intent, direction and guidance 
raises a number of important considerations about stages 1 to 3 
of the IGAOD model. First, when the political intent is clear and 
the objectives of the government are reasonably well established, 
the options to be considered by the CDS become more limited, 
the political-military dialogue is more unidirectional, and military 
advice, having a more limited impact on the decision, becomes 
focused more exclusively on how to implement the direction from 
the government.

Second, there is an important distinction between political 
direction and guidance. As military strategy is being contemplated 
and developed to meet a given political intent, political direction 
too early in the process – including unrealistic or nebulous con-
straints, may limit the development of military options and choices 
that could result in a better policy and strategy for the govern-
ment and Canada. Military officers are generally unreceptive to, 
and frustrated by, direction and limitations that impinge on their 
professional autonomy and that raise doubts about their military 
expertise.58 Bad and inflexible political direction, and conditions 
that may impact on how the operational risk has to be managed 
by the CDS, invite not only potential disaster in operations but 
also dissent or shirking on the part of the military.59 Because 
of the spiral loop that exits between policy, military strategy 
and operations, the military will prefer and even crave political  
guidance that will give them an opportunity to ensure that the policy 
ends and the military strategy can align to meet the requirements 
for operational success. Good political guidance should provide 

the military an opportunity to engage politicians and senior public 
servants with a military strategy and options that the government 
may not even have initially considered. 

Third, the challenge of bringing clarity to national aims 
and objectives is even more acute when complex expeditionary 
operations are envisaged, such as the missions with the US-led 
coalition in Afghanistan after 9/11 or in support of the UN in 
Mali in 2018. In those scenarios, the government usually seeks 
to achieve a stated political aim not through the application of a 
distinctive and independent Canadian military strategy, but rather 
by contributing a respectable military force through participation 
in an alliance/coalition campaign or with the UN. In those situa-
tions of contribution warfare, it can be extremely difficult for the 
Canadian government to establish political objectives early in the 
process and to provide clear guidance to the CDS.60 The resulting 
process – called strategy development, will necessarily be quite 
iterative, consisting of a continuous dialogue between the military 
and senior levels of the government to ensure the objectives (ends) 
of a given policy reflect the military means available to implement 
it.61 Considering the inherent complexity of military operations, it 
is unrealistic to expect politicians to be solely responsible to align 
policy ends, objectives, ways and means. Along with other key 
actors in government, an experienced DM along with the CDS can 
play key roles to help frame the problem or issue in order to set 
the context for the right dialogue so as to facilitate defining the 
ends and strategic objectives sought by the government.
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Prime Minister Stephen Harper and Chief of the Defence Staff General Tom Lawson announce that Canada will send six CF-18 fighter jets to Eastern Europe 
as part of a NATO mission during a press conference in Ottawa, 17 April 2014.
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While military planners may hope and expect to receive 
clear political direction and guidance when the government con-
templates the use of the CAF, as the Canadian military doctrine 
stipulates, there are many political realities that tend to preclude 
this precision.62 For one, a newly-elected government may not have 
a sufficient understanding of the CAF capabilities and limitations, 
how the mission may unfold (including fears of escalation and 
entanglement once the mission evolves), and of the potential costs 
and risks in order to be in a position to enunciate any reasonable 
guidance at an early stage. As well, the dynamics of the situation 
or events may be complex or shifting rapidly, such that, except 
for enunciating a broad commitment of Canadian military par-
ticipation, it may be too early to be able to outline clear priorities 
and strategic objectives. Alliance and coalition considerations, 
including negotiations about CAF participation (which necessar-
ily trigger additional complexities), will usually delay and even 
hinder the development of any clear political guidance. Finally, 
domestic political considerations may make it difficult for political 
leaders to communicate clear expectations too early, particularly 
in public when they expect to be held accountable.

In summary, there is an important difference between the 
political intent of the government and the political direction and/
or guidance provided to the CDS. While the broad political intent 
of employing the Canadian military may be clear and evident in 
some situations, it is another matter for the military to expect 
clear guidance when the knowledge-information gap between 
the political and military echelons is wide (vertical arrow A of 

the IGOAD model). While it is recognized that policy objectives 
cannot be stated with any precision early in the process, ideally 
three elements should be articulated: the level of ambition, the 
resources available, and the time commitment.

Formulating Military Advice in an Ambiguous 
Environment

In its highly critical report documenting the 1995-97 inquiry 
into the deployment the Canadian Forces to Somalia, the 

commissioners blamed the CDS, General John De Chastelain 
for “[f]ailure to ensure that a proper analysis and comprehen-
sive estimate of the situation were undertaken with respect to 
Operation DELIVERANCE and, accordingly, failing to provide 
adequate advice to the Minister of National Defence and the 
Cabinet with respect to these matters.”63 The year 1997 proved 
to be a turning point for military professionalism in Canada, 
which led to many important reforms for the CAF, including 
developments in how the CDS formulates and confers military 
advice to government.

One of the most significant changes was initiated in  
early 2006 by the CDS, then General Rick Hillier, when he estab-
lished a strong unified Strategic Joint Staff (SJS) reporting directly 
to him. Hillier knew that the military was at a distinct disadvantage 
in the Ottawa asymmetric environment when providing mili-
tary advice and strategic analyses to the government. The intent 
with the SJS was to strengthen the capacity of the military to 
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Prime Minister Paul Martin (R) meets with newly-appointed CDS General Rick Hillier and MND Bill Graham in Ottawa 14 January 2005.
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develop and provide “… timely and effective military analysis and  
decision support to the CDS,” by initiating and synchronizing CAF 
and departmental strategic-level planning to translate government 
intent, direction and guidance into a range of credible military 
options and effective strategic effects.64 

As Part I of this article highlighted, there is no formal doctrine 
on what constitutes military advice and how the CDS formulates 
this military advice to government. The CAF doctrine on strategic-
level planning, identified as the CF Forces Employment Planning 
Process (FEPP), recognizes that the process for developing options 
for the employment of the military capabilities is “adaptive and 
dynamic,” non-linear, and requiring a “constant interactive dia-
logue” between a myriad of actors at the political, bureaucratic 
and military levels.65 While there is no doctrine that speaks to the 
process of formulating military advice, there is detailed CAF doc-
trine about the process to prepare plans and orders for operations. 
The current Operational Planning Process (OPP), while offering 
an “idealized process,” offers good guidance for commanders and 
staffs at the strategic and operational levels.66 

It is beyond the scope of this article to explain how military 
planning for operations takes place in NDHQ. What is more 
relevant to this study is an appreciation of the most important 
elements that influence the development and formulation of 

professional military advice by the CDS. The relative failure of 
the Somalia mission in 1992-93 and subsequent inquiries and 
studies of the 1990s continue to weigh on the minds of senior 
Canadian military officers, who at the time were mid-grade offi-
cers watching the constant criticism of the military and are now 
responsible as senior general and flag officers with formulating 
military advice for the government.67 The interviews conducted 
for this study with senior military officers and officials repeatedly 
highlighted three key characteristics that underlie the prepara-
tion of military advice: extensive consultations to bring clarity 
to the strategic objectives and to develop options and advice for 
the CDS; professional military expertise; and rigorous planning. 
Each is discussed in turn below. 

The development of military options by the CDS involves 
assessing a multitude of factors that will determine the feasibil-
ity, impact and risks of each military option, with the intent of 
making recommendations to the government. Using a complex 
international operation as an example, Table 2 outlines a non-
exhaustive list of typical questions that would be considered in 
the initial planning stage. The breadth and scope of the questions 
clearly highlight the complexity of the factors that need to be 
examined when developing options and formulating military 
advice to government.

Selected Questions to Consider when Formulating Military Advice

A. Government Strategic (Political) Objectives

• What public statements have already been made that can provide an indication of government intent?

• What are the strategic objectives sought by the Canadian government? And why?

• Is the government strongly supportive, hesitant or reluctant for the potential mission?

• Is the government being pressured by world events, NATO or a close ally?

• What are the national interests for undertaking this mission?

• What formal (or implied) guidance has been provided by the government?

• What is the expected timeline for the mission?

• What is Global Affairs Canada’s position (supportive, neutral, hesitant)?

• What are the historical and current Government of Canada policies potentially impacting on the mission?

• What is the status of current diplomatic relations with the country(ies) where the mission may take place?

• What is Canada’s exit strategy? Does it have one?

B. Type of Mission

• Is this a whole-of-government mission? 

• If so, which departments are expected to also participate?

• Is this contribution warfare only?

• What are the objectives of the mission (UN, coalition, alliance)?

• What is the location of the mission?

• Will there be a meaningful role for the CAF?

• What is the best military strategy for Canada?

• What are the options available or being considered?

• What kind of operational and tactical actions are envisaged?

• How best to achieve alignment between political objectives, military strategy and tactical actions?

• Can tactical actions meet the strategic objectives sought?

• What is the theatre of operations, and what are its peculiarities (geography, region, terrain, history, culture)?

• What is the expected duration of mission?

• If contribution warfare, which country will replace Canada? 
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Selected Questions to Consider when Formulating Military Advice

C. Force Generation, CAF Capacity and Readiness

• Does sufficient CAF capacity exist to take the expected role(s)?

• How long can the mission be sustained?

• Is there a limit (cap) on the number of personnel to deploy? 

• If so, what are the risks and potential implications for the mission with this imposed limit?

• Are adequate resources provided by government for the mission (multi rotations)?

• Are the options being considered within the estimated (or allocated) financial resources? 

• What key capabilities may be missing, and need to be provided by coalition lead?

• What are the main logistical challenges, and how are they going to be addressed?

• What is the readiness of unit(s) expected to deploy?

• What kind of pre-deployment training will be required (how much and for how long)?

• What kind of cultural, in-theatre and familiarization training will be required?

D. CAF Institutional and Operational risks 

• Is the mission beneficial to the CAF? In the short term? In the long term?

• Will the mission enhance the CAF’s standing and reputation with its main allies?

• What are the institutional risks with undertaking this mission?

• What are the operational risks?

• Can the operational risks be mitigated, and. if so, how?

• What are the risks to CAF personnel (including loss of life), and how can they be mitigated? 

E. Coalition/Alliance Arrangements 

• What is the coalition lead or alliance asking from Canada?

• Which country is the coalition lead nation, and why?

• What is the support expected from lead nation (intelligence, engineers, logistics, medical)?

• What are the command arrangements?

• Which country is strategically leading and/or commanding the mission?

• Which other nations will be operating with the CAF, and what role will they have?

• How are other nations involved in this mission considering the use of force?

• Will Canada able to influence on alliance/coalition military strategy?

• Will Canada have any senior diplomatic or military positions to be able to influence the mission?

• Will there be any interoperability challenges (including but not limited to intelligence sharing)?

Politicians want options and strategic assessments from the 
CDS (and the DM) that will allow them to better define the problem 
before policy goals and strategic objectives are stated with preci-
sion. They also want to maintain flexibility and will use as much 
time as necessary – or is available – to define those objectives, 
as unforeseen events and external shocks may rapidly change 
the framing of the problem.68 Conversely, to initiate planning, 
the military wants sufficient clarity with the strategic objectives 
the government seeks to achieve. Without clear strategic guid-
ance, military planners will waste precious staff time and effort  
developing unrealistic military options, and they will not be able 
to rapidly develop credible options to allow Cabinet and the 
prime minister to make informed decisions. Politicians ask for 
options to help define the strategic objectives; the military want 
objectives to help define the options. In short, while it may seem 
counter-intuitive, and it is certainly not what the CAF doctrine 
calls for, initial options are sometimes needed to help define 
strategic objectives.69

For the more complex types of operations, those realities 
make the process of developing options and formulating military 
advice quite iterative, as portrayed in the IGOAD model through 
the repeated stages. Many of the questions listed in boxes A and B 
of Table 2 are therefore intended to help the CDS and the DM bet-
ter understand those strategic objectives. In the integrated NDHQ 
structure, the responsibility to bring clarity to many of those ques-
tions, particularly those in box A, falls to the DM and the policy 
staff, who have a critical role to play, through constant dialogue 
with the MND, political advisors, and other senior government 
officials, to help the CDS narrow the knowledge-information gap 
between the political and military echelons.

Extensive consultations by both the DND and CAF staff, 
inside and outside government, are a critical ingredient to the 
formulation of military advice, particularly to ensure that any 
advice to government is nested within both existing govern-
ment policy and the perspectives of other departments. As soon 
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Table 2: Selected Questions for the CDS to Consider when Formulating Military Advice.

Note: Assume an international mission in a complex, low-intensity environment.
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as strategic-level planning is initiated by the CDS, dynamic  
discussions occur at every level of the CAF and the depart-
ment, and in various directions, as the CDS, DM and the staff 
at NDHQ are attempting to bring clarity to, and even influence, 
the government’s objectives. They are also seeking to understand 
the geopolitical environment, particularly how a given situation 
in Canada or in the world is developing, and to determine how 
other governmental departments, international organizations, and 
military allies are approaching the issue or crisis. 

The majority of the questions listed in Table 2 can only be 
answered with the CAF and departmental leaderships leveraging a 
complex and well-developed network of contacts in government, 
in Canada, and around the world (when an international operation 
is considered).70 The CDS and senior military 
strategic staffs are very well connected with 
the military staffs of Canada’s close allies, 
which often allows the CDS to obtain critical 
information about the evolution of coalition/
alliance military plans and even the pecu-
liarities of the potential theatre of operations. 
Successful consultations, and no-nonsense 
discussions inside NDHQ to harmonize and 
even integrate military and defence advice into 
a coherent whole, are therefore critical to allow 
the CDS and DM to be in a position to present 
sound military options to the government.

The second characteristic that defines 
CDS military advice is professional military 
expertise. Military officers have considerable 
technical expertise and operational experience 
that is unique in government. For a complex 
international operation, like Canada’s mis-
sion in Mali in 2018, the number of military 
and defence experts involved in the analysis, 
in developing feasible options and plans and 
in assessing the myriad of risks, is extensive. Any multifaceted 
military operation will always raise important considerations 
that only the military, with its developed knowledge, extensive 
training and unique expertise, can assess. The modern character 
of many low-intensity conflicts and warfare has given senior 
military advisors with recent operational experience greater 
power and influence with this expertise.

Rigorous planning by NDHQ staff, particularly within the 
SJS, the environmental components and the Canadian Joint 
Operational Command, is the third defining characteristic of CDS 
military advice.71 When asked what best described the military 
advice he provided to government, General Vance, who served 
over five years as CDS and also two years as the DOS SJS, imme-
diately emphasized rigour and research.72 It is critically important 
that military advice be thoroughly researched and grounded in 
a deliberate and comprehensive process of analysis with much 
attention given to details that may impact the success – or failure 
– of a mission. When feasible, fact-finding and military recon-
naissance visits to the potential theatre of operations are central 
to military planning. For instance, for the 2018 Mali mission 
(Op PRESENCE), two extensive visits to many central African 
countries and to UN missions in the region were conducted by 
teams of senior military officers and civilian members from DND 
and Global Affairs Canada (GAC).73

The culture of the military planning staff is inherently  
assiduous and diligent in assessing the potential consequences and 
risks of military operations and activities. It is grounded in very 
specialized knowledge, an appreciation of history and extensive 
operational experience. There are two aspects that make this military 
planning specialized. First, experienced senior military officers 
have the ability to visualize how the many different components 
of a military activity or operation need to be integrated in order to 
perform effectively as a complete formation or task force, while at 
the same time understanding how best to mitigate the risks to the 
mission, personnel and equipment. The challenge for the CDS when 
engaging with senior officials and politicians with this expertise 
is to find ways to simplify the core military issues to narrow as 
much as possible the knowledge-information gap. 

Second, military planners are adept  
at – and fond of – rehearsal of concept (ROC) 
drills that allow them to test the plans in a 
virtual setting and to ‘wargame’ how certain 
scenarios may develop over time given different 
conditions and situations. These rehearsals are 
critical, not only to ensure all participants under-
stand well the plan or the specific set of actions 
expected, but to improve the original plan and 
even develop additional contingency plans. ROC 
drills can also be very useful to the CDS and 
other senior defence officials to help develop a 
clear narrative to explain to government officials 
not familiar with military capabilities how a 
mission or a given CAF operation may unfold 
over time under certain conditions. 

In sum, reliable expert military advice and 
detailed planning are at the heart of building 
trust between military officers, senior civil ser-
vants and politicians. It is an essential element 
for the constructive dialogue that is necessary 

to develop sound strategy and help narrow the knowledge-informa-
tion gap between the political and military echelons. Professional 
military advice represents the collective professional judgement of 
many senior officers and defence officials, consolidated through 
the CDS. Military advice is not infallible, but it will be more 
credible and therefore more difficult for civilian policy makers to 
question or to overrule when the planning is sound and thorough.

The Essence of Decision and the Politics  
of Military Advice

“Good military advice…should invite questions and 
highlight risks. It should not box in senior policymak-
ers but instead make clear that there are decisions to 
be taken.”74

Lawrence Freedman
British Professor of Strategic Studies

The intersection of national policy, military strategy and 
professional military expertise means that the CDS 

occupies a unique position of authority in the structure of 
the Canadian government. Through his professional military 
advice and interactions with politicians, political advisors 
and senior government officials, the CDS is an important 
national actor shaping and influencing the making of defence 
and security policies. The machinery and processes of the 

“Successful 
consultations, and 

no-nonsense 
discussions inside 
NDHQ to harmonize 
and even integrate 

military and defence 
advice into a coherent 

whole, are therefore 
critical to allow the CDS 

and DM to be in a 
position to present 

sound military options 
to the government.”
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Canadian government raises a number of issues, complications 
and opportunities for the CDS and senior military officers. 
The starting point for this discussion is an understanding of 
how the CDS interacts with government officials and convey 
military advice to government.

Claims by defence critics and analysts that military advice 
from the CDS relating to decisions about the Somalia mission 
in 1992-1993 may have been filtered by senior public servants, 
contributing to poor decision making about the deployment of the 
Canadian Airborne Regiment, led MND Douglas Young, in his 
March 1997 report to the prime minister, to commit, from that 
day forward, that “…military advice conveyed to the Minister 
and the Cabinet [be] clearly identified as such in all appropriate 
documents.” Young also confirmed the practice that existed at the 
time that the CDS has “unfettered access” to the MND, and to the 
prime minister when the matter justifies it, and attends Cabinet 
“whenever important military issues are discussed.”75

There are two ways for the CDS to offer military advice 
to government: written and verbal. Depending on the situation, 
and the type and complexity of government decision required, 
a formal letter by the CDS can be written to the minister, or a 
Memorandum to Cabinet (MC) can be sub-
mitted by ministers when seeking a Cabinet 
decision on their proposals. When time is of 
the essence, a briefing deck may also be used 
to frame the Cabinet discussions. For Cabinet 
discussions that concern the CAF and when 
a MC has been prepared, a military advice 
section will be added to the MC.76 There are 
no formal instructions from the PCO as to 
format for CDS military advice, but it will 
typically consist of one to three paragraphs 
either in support of the main recommendations 
contained in the MC, to reinforce an issue 
specific to the military, or to provide specific 
advice on a military operation (e.g., options, 
feasibility and risks). MCs (and briefing decks) are developed 
through several successive drafts, researched and consulted with 
the departments involved in the proposals. 

One senior political advisor, who had years of experience 
in the office of the MND, stated that written military advice by 
the CDS is considered “sacred,” and while MCs are constantly 
reviewed and edited before final ministerial signature(s), no one 
but the CDS has the authority to write and amend the military 
advice section of an MC. Even though the SJS will contribute 
with the preparation of this military advice section, CDSs will 
spend the necessary time to personally review, write and confirm 
the advice given to Cabinet in an MC.

When military issues are discussed in Cabinet, the CDS is 
invited to attend (often with the DM) and given an opportunity 
to provide verbal military advice to ministers. For significant 
military deployments, particularly if these are likely to be contro-
versial and/or give rise to significant risks, the options are usually 
considered by a group of ministers, whether meeting regularly 
as a Cabinet committee or Cabinet as a whole, which is chaired 
by the prime minister. In 2018, the government established the 
Incident Response Group (IRG), a dedicated, emergency ad hoc 
Cabinet committee that convenes for high-level coordination and 

decision-making in the event of a national crisis or during inci-
dents elsewhere in the world that may have major implications for 
Canada. Often chaired by the prime minister, the IRG is attended 
by invitation only and by ministers and department officials with 
a role with the issue or incident discussed.77 General Vance had 
the opportunity to attend a number of IRG meetings discussing 
the CAF support to the government response to the COVID-19 
pandemic.78 In fact, CDSs rarely delegate to other senior officers 
their responsibility to advise Cabinet, attesting to the importance 
they place on this advisory role.79

Once Cabinet considers the advice of the CDS and renders a 
decision on a military deployment, Defence officials are informed by 
PCO in order to facilitate immediate and critical military planning 
and to initiate force generation activities. Written direction usually 
follows in the form of a letter from the prime minister to the MND. 
The CDS will then issue operational orders and directives to the CAF.80

In Ottawa, the policy and decision-making processes take 
place “in an environment that is as much a chaotic marketplace 
as a planned system.”81 Many senior military officers who first 
get exposed to this environment, and who are used to organized 
military planning and structured decision-making processes, find it 

disconcerting – and frustrating – that there is no 
proper formal process for military advice.82 In 
general, the policy development processes and 
the structure of authority and decision-making 
of the federal government beyond Parliament are 
not legislated, with roles and processes remain-
ing within the purview of the prime minister to 
alter and adapt to suit the agenda and priorities 
of the government. There is also no mention of 
military advice in the National Defence Act. 
While there is no formally articulated or single 
process for the CDS to convey military advice 
to the government, the practice that Minister 
Young outlined in 1997 has continued to this 
day, and every senior government official and 

former CDS interviewed for this study confirmed that the machinery 
is generally effective notwithstanding.

In this untidy environment, relationships matter significantly. 
Government departments are organized vertically, but the develop-
ment of policies demands cross-government perspectives, and the 
resolution of most issues requires extensive horizontal consulta-
tion and collaboration. This reality present two challenges and 
a dilemma for the CDS. First, any military officer appointed to 
the position of CDS will not have had the time and opportunity 
to develop the career-long relationships that deputy ministers 
will have.83 Two former CDSs, Generals Lawson and Vance, 
made it a priority early in their mandate to be more present in 
Ottawa to participate in all key deputy minister meetings (such 
as the Deputy Ministers Operations Committee) and to establish 
relationships with other deputy ministers and senior officials in 
PCO, particularly those key senior public servants who, day-to-
day, deal with defence and security issues.84 Relationships built 
on trust take time to develop. 

Second, any CDS needs not only to learn the structure of the 
government and the role of key actors within it, but how policies 
and national security decisions are made, and, more critically, 
how to navigate effectively in the intricate political-bureaucratic 
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epicentre of Ottawa. Senior public servants who have spent their 
career in the Public Service in many different positions in Ottawa, 
like the DM DND, have learned to work – and even thrive – through 
the layers, hurdles and disjointedness of this system to advance the 
agenda of their department and the government. Notwithstanding 
that collegiality and collaboration is a dominant refrain in the world 
of federal deputy ministers, traditional bureaucratic politics are 
still present.85 Most senior military officers are generally novice 
in this environment, and need to adapt very rapidly to succeed 
and be effective, particularly as CDS. 

The dilemma that arises out of the position of the CDS is the 
unique relationship that a general or admiral who reaches the top 
military position will have with the prime minister (PM). While 
many in government proffer that the CDS is just like any another 
deputy minister, it remains that the CDS is a military officer that 
occupies a formal and unique advisory – and command – position in 
government. The CDS is not just another deputy minister.86 It is not 
unusual for matters relating to operations and military deployments, 
particularly when the issue is pressing and of national significance, 
for the CDS to be engaged directly by the prime minister.87 Every 
senior deputy minister interviewed for this study readily acknowl-
edged the special relationship that may exist between a CDS and the 
prime minister. The unique and personal relationship that developed 
between General Hillier and Prime Minister Paul Martin was well 
known in government circles, and recent CDSs 
also had very good relationships with Prime 
Ministers Harper and Trudeau. The “unfettered 
access” of the CDS to the prime minister, that 
Minister Young referred to proudly in his 1997 
report, is used infrequently, but it exists. The 
CDS-PM relationship is a circumstance that irri-
tates many senior public servants, who believe 
that, at times, the CDS may be leveraging pro-
fessional military expertise to advance and 
cultivate this special relationship and to exert 
influence. It goes without saying that any CDS 
needs to navigate this aspect very wisely and  
with unpretentiousness. 

Another element that a CDS must handle with humility is 
professional military expertise. From his experience as Foreign 
Affairs Minister during the 2003 Iraq War discussions in Ottawa, 
former MND Bill Graham was suspicious of military advice, 
“…given the pro-American, pro-war bias … [he] detected in the 
Canadian military brass.”88 When asked in February 2016 by a 
Canadian press reporter at a major conference on defence and 
security if he was intentionally spinning the definition of com-
bat to suit the new Liberal government narrative, General Vance 
answered tersely, to the delight of the pro-defence audience: “I’m 
the expert in what is combat and non-combat. Thanks for your 
question.”89 Not surprisingly, like any expert, a CDS will be quite 
protective of military advice that they consider more exclusive to 
their role as senior military advisor to the government, more so 
when the matter relates to military operations. As well, Vance was 
astute and smart for not entering into a partisan political debate 
in a public setting.

While military officers are generally ill-equipped to  
comprehend the political dynamics of a crisis or situation, poli-
ticians and senior government officials lack the expertise on 
operational matters and will necessarily be heavily dependent 
upon the military expertise of the CDS. There is an opportunity 

for exploitation of this military expertise to tailor the advice, and 
ultimately decision-making, toward the preferences of the CDS 
and the institution. One controversial example of this scenario 
is when General Rick Hillier convinced Prime Minister Paul 
Martin for Canada to take a more robust combat role in southern 
Afghanistan (Kandahar region).90 

Politics is the process of choosing between competing ideas, 
with the military being one important policy instrument for the 
government. The military – and by extension the CDS by the 
nature of its senior position in government – is a political actor 
within the context of complex decision making in government.91 
An organization of the size and scale of the CAF (and DND) 
inevitably interacts in the Canadian political system at many levels. 
As well, the CAF as an institution has interests and preferences, 
which may be at odds and compete with those of other depart-
ments, senior officials and politicians. The military may attempt 
to control factors (particularly operational ones) that influence 
decisions by politicians, either through the monopoly of some 
information, biased analyses, or the control of options. In short, 
when providing military advice to government, the military will 
strive to have its preferences and interests reflected in policies 
and decisions.92 This self-interested advice by the military is 
certainly not unreasonable, but how the CDS uses professional 
military expertise to exert influence on decision makers is critical 

for the credibility of the military. More impor-
tantly, it impacts the confidence that politicians 
and senior public servants may have with the 
judgement of the senior military advisor to  
the government.

Senior military officers should use their 
advice and expertise not as a way to steer or 
limit discussion and cut options, but to educate 
officials and politicians who lack expertise on 
military affairs so that they can gain the knowl-
edge in order to ask the right questions. One 
former CDS related how highly valuable was 
the opportunity of spending over one hour on 
a return flight to Ottawa for a NATO summit 

in Brussels talking one-on-one with the prime minister to explain 
how the CAF functions.93 

Military officers are typically pragmatic people devoted 
professionally to solving real problems in a context that usually 
demands action and that requires quick decisions. They are sel-
dom patient with those who contemplate and debate at length.94 
In government circles, however, they need to become comfortable 
with broadening the discussion about military options, capabilities, 
limitations and risks. There is an inherent deference to generals 
and admirals in government, as several senior government offi-
cials interviewed confirmed, reflecting a genuine respect for the 
profession of arms in Canada. Senior military officers must be 
conscious of the impact that their presence, approach and ingrained 
cultural bias may have in meetings, at times stifling open and 
frank discussions. As General Walt Natynczyk remarked, drawing 
from his extensive experience as both a CDS for four years and 
a deputy minister for seven years, “senior military officers need 
to be less assertive as they move up, particularly in the Ottawa 
environment.”95 They have an important responsibility to set a 
tone that invites questions, challenges, and discussions about 
military matters.
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At the same time, politicians (and their political advisors) 
and senior public servants have a comparable responsibility to 
take time to understand the military profession and its culture. 
The MND and the prime minister’s leadership and management 
styles, and their personal level of involvement, can have a signifi-
cant impact on the quality of the dialogue. Politicians need to set 
the processes and establish the environment for an effective and 
respectful dialogue between the political and military echelons, 
one that encourages scrutiny of the political considerations and 
assumptions on which the military strategy is based and open 
deliberations about the various military options, with the intent 
of narrowing the knowledge-information gap and, ultimately, to 
be in a position to make sound decisions.

Many officers of the SJS and of other organizations in NDHQ 
involved in the planning for operations get highly frustrated with 
having to develop options and provide advice with limited or 
ambiguous political guidance. Significant time and staff effort 
may be devoted in NDHQ to develop futile options and military 
analyses. In the absence of clear strategic guidance and direction 
from the government, the military’s own biases may hinder them 
from understanding the political implications of their advice or 
actions. Worse, they may be left to postulate on the political intent, 
fulfilling in fact a function that is supposed to be provided by 
politicians. When forced to act on a political plane, the policies and 
decisions adopted may not correspond to the wishes of the MND 
or the government.96 Not surprisingly, when political guidance is 

nebulous, senior public servants and ministerial political advisors 
will jump in and quickly attempt to fill the void. 

Good political advisors to ministers and experienced senior 
public servants interacting regularly with the prime minister, and 
who appreciate the power and limit of their own position, can 
play an important role in bridging the knowledge-information 
gap between the political and military echelons. As Hugh Segal, 
former Chief of Staff to Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, under-
scored, political advisors play the role of translating between 
elected officials and public servants or military officers, and a 
good partnership will “maximize ... the acumen of political staff 
– with the ultimate goal of providing the best advice to ministers 
of the Crown.”97 One senior military officer involved intimately 
with the planning for the CAF mission in Mali in 2017 praised a 
senior political advisor in the office of the MND who was instru-
mental in facilitating discussions at the political level, helping to 
eventually unlock many of the reservations that existed with the 
CAF mission in Central Africa.98 

At other times, the clash of political, military and bureaucratic 
cultures creates heightened suspicion and frustration for all, particu-
larly when political advisors and public servants take the role of 
armchair generals. With arrogance and ignorance, they may overes-
timate what military capabilities can achieve, how quick they can be 
mobilized and deployed, or assume that military resources can solve 
virtually any problem. They are surprised when military leaders 
take a considered and more conservative approach to planning, 
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Prime Minister Stephen Harper (R), walks with CDS General Walt Natynczyk while touring the Dahla Dam in Kandahar Povince, Afghanistan, 7 May 2009.
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viewing it at times as a deliberate way to be bureaucratic or to 
limit or delay policy decisions.99 Fortunately, most senior public 
servants and experienced political advisors are quite competent 
and perform an important role in most stages of the IGOAD 
model. A key factor underlying military planning that is sometimes 
overlooked by government officials is that, when considering pro-
spective operations, the military provides options and advises the 
government about decisions they may implement. By necessity, 
the CDS will constantly look at the practical considerations of 
implementing any option presented to government, a reality that 
political advisors do not have to live with.

To the CDS and his senior military officers, the fogginess of 
political intent and guidance may offer an opportunity to shape the 
military strategy to maximize the overall contribution of the CAF, 
to deploy and draw attention to particular capabilities, to balance 
contributions from all the CAF environment components (i.e., 
services), and even to stay clear of onerous or poorly structured 
commitments that present greater operational risks (particularly 
in a coalition context). In short, the less limiting and constrain-
ing is the political guidance, the more flexibility is offered to 
the CDS to develop a military strategy that can serve both the 
national imperatives and the CAF preferences. It makes sense for 
generals and admirals to express a certain degree of modesty with 
professional military expertise, but not at the expense of nebulous 
objectives and flawed strategies. In those situations, they must 
speak up, candidly and privately.

The final element in this discussion centres on how the 
military advice is challenged and tested, as it ‘moves up’ from 
the military echelon to the political one. Every 
senior official interviewed for this study 
expressed a high degree of comfort that mili-
tary advice by the CDS is properly challenged 
at many levels in government. The first place 
where military advice to the MND and govern-
ment is closely scrutinized is inside NDHQ, 
as it should be. The integrated structure of the 
headquarters, with clear DM accountabilities 
in many defence and military domains, rep-
resents the first – and most thorough – level 
of scrutiny. An experienced DM will be able 
to steer the CDS with how the advice should 
be expressed for the right effect, and even be 
able to anticipate how the advice is expected 
to be received at both the senior bureaucratic 
and political levels. Discussions with other 
deputy ministers and with senior officials in PCO will also help 
to ensure that the military advice is consistent with government 
priorities and coherent with a whole-of-government approach.100 

Closer to the political echelon, the role and engagement 
of the MND will be critical, particularly within the context of a 
shared political-military responsibility for successful outcomes. 
The need for consensus building in government, combined with 
the collective responsibility of ministers, provide another reason 
to ensure that military advice is subjected to informed questioning 
as it reaches the MND and senior political advisors. 

Ultimately, in a democracy like Canada, politicians have 
“the right to be wrong” about the use of the military, even when 
given the best possible military advice by the CDS, because they 
must take into account factors such as national considerations and 

domestic politics.101 It is the politicians who make the decisions 
and that are to be held accountable to the Canadian public, and it 
behoves them to ask the right questions, either in direct discus-
sions with the CDS or in Cabinet. Because of the importance of 
the issues under consideration when military deployments are 
considered, it is critical for the government to hear the military 
advice of the CDS directly, unfiltered, but it should never be too 
easy for the CDS to have any military advice accepted by politi-
cians.102 The many interviews conducted for this study confirmed 
that there is no indication that this is a concern in Canada. Indeed, 
the military advice of the CDS is being listened to by politicians, 
and it is also appropriately challenged.

Conclusion – The Need for a Healthy  
Unequal Dialogue

“I have the highest regard … for our military and military 
leadership. But decisions on deployments are always 
made in the end by civilian authorities, the elected 
democratic authority of the country…. I know that our 
military people will give us the best advice.”103

Prime Minister Stephen Harper

The provision of military advice to ministers and government 
involves a complex set of interactions where professional 

military expertise, bureaucratic preferences and political judge-
ment converge in the discussions between senior military 
officers, senior public servants and politicians. As this article 
has highlighted, the responsibility for providing military advice 

to the MND, Cabinet and the prime minister 
in the complex world of government politics 
is a demanding – and one of the most impor-
tant – task for any CDS. “The strategic battle 
procedure for the provision of military advice 
and government decision making is often 
quite messy,” concedes a former CDS.104

For the military and the CDS, there are 
two important considerations to draw from 
this study. Like politicians and public servants, 
the military brings to any discussion their own 
biases and preconceived notions. The discourse 
between the military and political echelons is 
one of ‘unequal dialogue’ based on the supe-
riority of authority of politicians. Still, this 
dialogue can be characterized by an asymmetry 

in favour of the military due to its unique knowledge and profes-
sional expertise, particularly for matters relating to operations and 
military deployments. In the absence of clear political direction 
and guidance, it may be tempting – and even quite reasonable in 
some situations – for the military to shape the discourse space. 
To retain the trust and confidence of the government, a necessary 
requirement for the CDS to maintain meaningful influence with 
military advice, it is imperative for senior military officers to be 
humble, yet forthright, with this expertise.

As one former CDS observed on the dynamics of the  
government in Ottawa, personalities matter, but relationships 
are more important.105 The greater emphasis in government on 
horizontality, particularly for any whole-of-government effort 
that involves the military, accentuates the need for greater col-
laboration and coordination across departmental boundaries. 
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This requirement demands extensive consultations. This has 
always been a challenge for National Defence, more so for the 
CAF which cherishes its professional autonomy. To make mat-
ters worse, senior military officers may have spent very little 
time in their career in Ottawa and have few of the established 
relationships that senior public servants have. In addition to hav-
ing to quickly understand how policy development and complex 
decision-making take place in government, they need to develop 
meaningful professional relationships to be effective. In the end, 
senior military officers need to become more comfortable with 
crossing the cultural boundaries that exist between the military, 
the Public Service and the political level. 

For politicians, and senior public servants in PCO who directly 
support the prime minister and Cabinet, this review brings out 
two important lessons. First, the government should strive to 
bring clarity to political intent and national objectives as early as 
possible when military deployments are being considered. Clear 
strategic political guidance, developed in consultation with the 
CDS and the DM, will help to ensure unity of purpose within the 
government, particularly at DND and with the other involved 
departments. A vacuum of political guidance not only increases 

bureaucratic politics but raises the risk that the CDS and various 
elements of the CAF and DND will be working at cross purposes 
with other departments, in addition to wasting precious staff time 
and effort developing useless military options. 

Second, there needs to be a well-established machinery of gov-
ernment process for the CDS to provide unfiltered military advice to 
politicians (and for the DM to provide defence advice). The character 
of today’s low-intensity conflicts and the types of operations where 
the Canadian military may be deployed is such that there is no sharp, 
neat boundary between the political and military realms, potentially 
creating conditions for increased political-bureaucratic-military 
frictions. In this ‘shared responsibility’ environment, politicians, 
senior public servants and military officers each have an important 
role to play to enhance the quality of the dialogue to help close the 
knowledge-information gap between political and military consid-
erations. A robust and healthy dialogue will improve the quality of 
military strategies and national decisions, with the ultimate aim of 
reducing the risk of strategic failure when the government commits 
the military in operations.
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Then-CDS General Jon Vance, speaks to CAF commanders during the rehearsal drill, 3 April 2020, in preparation to deploy CAF personnel under 
Operation LASER in response to COVID-19.
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