
he requirement for a Naval Fire Support
(NFS) capability has come to the fore

more frequently than most serving Canadian
naval officers might realize.  Despite the his-
torical focus on Anti-Submarine Warfare

(ASW) as the primary role for Canada’s naval forces, the
need for a capability to engage shore targets has recurred
at many different times in our history.  The definitions of
sea power and naval power projection commonly refer to
a fire support capability.  The Canadian Forces College’s
Naval Doctrine Manual states, “Naval power projection
is the use of sea power directly to influence events on
land.  It exploits sea control to reach and deliver power
ashore in the forms of amphibious forces, naval aircraft,
land attack weapons, and Special Forces.”1 The current
tendency of naval operations to be conducted in the lit-
toral zone strengthens the association between joint and
combined operations and NFS.  The ability of naval

forces to provide fire support to land operations is essen-
tial for to them be considered multi-purpose in nature
and for those forces to be of practical use to a com-
mander in joint force operations.  Unfortunately,
Canada’s naval capabilities no longer include NFS.

A MODEST BEGINNING

he first foray into the field of NFS for the Royal
Canadian Navy occurred on 11 June 1940.  On that

day, three allied destroyers lay off the coast of France at
St. Valery-en-Caux, near the port of Dieppe.  Two of the
three warships were Canadian: HMCS Restigouche
(Commander H.N. Lay) and HMCS St. Laurent
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(Lieutenant-Commander H.G. DeWolf).  The force had
been in the area since 9 June, assisting in the evacuation
of wounded soldiers from the British 51st Infantry
Division.  At eight o’clock that morning, the ships came
under fire from a German artillery battery which had

taken up a position atop a 300-foot high headland.
Although all three destroyers returned the German fire
with their 4.7-inch guns, it proved to be ineffective due
to the elevation of the target area, which prevented spot-
ting the fall of shot.  The official history of the event
ends on an unresounding note describing it as a “desul-
tory action”.2

The events at St. Valery marked the first occasion
on which the Royal Canadian Navy fired shots in anger
during the Second World War.  Interestingly, this first
action did not come in the warfare area that was to
become the traditional focus of Canadian naval opera-
tions.  Although many factors necessitated Canadian
concentration on ASW, the events at St. Valery, and
many others subsequent to it, have repeatedly demon-
strated that the purposes of sea power will often require
naval vessels to have the ability to engage targets
ashore.  This requirement can occur unexpectedly and
under desperate circumstances where the outcome can
be disastrous if the supporting fire from the ships is
ineffective.

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS

he lessons associated with the lack of NFS have
been painful ones for Canada.  It has been conclu-

sively determined that the Dieppe raid (Operation
“Jubilee”) of 1942 suffered significantly higher casual-
ties than had been envisaged due to the lack of adequate
gunfire support before, during, and after the landing.3

Of the approximately 5,000 Canadians involved in the
raid, the 900 killed and 1,300 taken prisoner were a ter-
rible price to pay for the knowledge that fire support is

an essential requirement when engaged in joint force
operations.  This lesson underscores the hazard of rely-
ing completely on the armed forces of other nations for
essential support services in a combined operation.
NFS has also provided some of the brighter chapters in
Canadian naval history.  The Korean Conflict had many
episodes of significant achievement in this area.  From
its start at dawn on Sunday, 25 June 1950, it took only
10 days before a force of three destroyers sailed from
Esquimalt on 5 July.  On 15 August, HMCS Cayuga
(Captain J. V. Brock) was on a fire station and the first
of over 130,000 Canadian naval shells was fired against
enemy targets. The experience of HMCS Athabaskan
(Commander R. P. Welland) during her first of three
Korean deployments was typical of this period.  In a sin-
gle patrol she coordinated landings with Republic of
Korea (ROK) forces, sent parties of her own ashore,
bombarded North Korean positions, illuminated night
operations with ‘Starshell’, intercepted junks and other
small craft, destroyed a radio station with demolitions,
and gave medical treatment to both ROK military and
civilian casualties.4 The ship’s employment was based
on its ability to engage shore targets that led, in turn, to
involvement in all manner of other tasks in the littoral
zone.  Other examples include the destruction of the
port facilities at Chinnampo, many railroad bridges, and
eight of the twenty-eight trains claimed by the famed
‘Trainbusters Club’.

The naval leadership should not have underestimat-
ed the significance of a Canadian ability to provide NFS
but they did.  In his comments to the Senate Sub-com-
mittee on Defence, Vice Admiral H. Porter, a former
commander of Maritime Command, observed that pre-
dicting the future is a risky business.  He maintained
that although planners do the best they can, the most
certain thing is that the future will not unfold pre-
dictably.  He acknowledged that the Korean Conflict
was not foreseen in the defence plan of that time, and
that it had called up requirements, such as naval gunfire
support and interdiction, which were not forecast.5

After completing their hearings, the Sub-committee
concluded that Canada’s maritime forces needed to be
reoriented toward providing a more versatile capability.
This versatility, in their opinion, was required because it
is not possible to be certain which maritime capabilities
will be required and which will not.6

MULTI-PURPOSE FORCES

he 1994 Defence White Paper marked a significant
departure in Canadian defence policy from those

that had gone before.  After many years of specialist
roles within the NATO alliance, the new mission state-
ment set out a much broader and more demanding set of
tasks for the Canadian Forces.  To underscore the move
away from the traditional service-specific roles previ-
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HMCS Restigouche, armed with 4.7-inch guns, provided fire support for
the evacuation of the British Army from France in June 1940.  This was
the first occasion during the Second World War when the RCN fired shots
in anger.
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ously filled by the environmental commands, a new
emphasis was placed on the conduct of joint operations
by multi-purpose forces.  A deployable joint force head-
quarters was created based on the 1st Canadian Division
Headquarters in Kingston, Ontario.  Several other
regional joint force headquarters with a more limited
capability were also created within the environmental
commands.  The White Paper defined response times
and set upper limits for the size of the deployable
forces.

The mission statement of each of the environmental
commands was also written to reflect the new thrust of
the defence policy.  Maritime Command was tasked to
maintain balanced, combat capable,
multi-purpose maritime forces to
meet Canada’s defence objectives.
Air Command and Mobile
Command were similarly tasked.
Collectively, the three environmen-
tal commanders were to provide
one naval task group, consisting of
up to four combatants (nominally
one destroyer, three frigates and/or
a submarine) and a replenishment
ship (all with appropriate air sup-
port), one mechanized brigade
group, a wing of fighters, and one
squadron of tactical transport air-
craft.  The lead elements of the
force are to be available within 21
days and the main body is to follow
within 90 days.7 These forces are
to be ready to deploy anywhere in
the world and are to be sustainable
for a minimum of 60 days. With
this declaration, Canada has ventured boldly into a new
era of a coherent and flexible joint doctrine based on
deployable and sustainable forces.  The setting of a
completely new force projection concept and a new joint
doctrine to match it marked the end of the Cold War.

Despite the historical importance of NFS, in the
spring of 1993, Maritime Command unilaterally
renounced its capability in that area.  In two very short
and tersely worded messages, the Commander Land
Forces was advised that, due to the ineffectiveness of
the small-calibre guns in the naval inventory and the
expense of the capital warships that would be put at risk
in such employment, the navy had no capability in this
role.8 The fact that Land Forces had not been consulted
in this decision was acknowledged and, although it was
considered regrettable, no gesture was made to encour-
age discussion on the issue.9 NFS exercises were soon
stricken from the Operational Readiness Requirements
Manual (CFCD 102).10 The matter was closed.  One
year later, the defence policy of the country was radi-

cally changed by the 1994 Defence White Paper and
Maritime Command found itself without one of the
capabilities needed to support joint warfare.

ANTI-SUBMARINE SPECIALIZATION

t is important to understand what capabilities the
Navy has and the process that produced them.  The

fleet that Maritime Command currently possesses is the
result of an evolution of its traditional role as an ASW
force.  This specialist role grew quite naturally out of
the vital part Canadians have played in maritime affairs
in the Atlantic Ocean during the First and Second World
Wars, as well as during the Cold War.  The expertise of

Canadians in the ASW arena was won at great cost in
terms of effort, resources and lives.

By the late 1960s, a significant change was occur-
ring in the military environment of the western North
Atlantic.  The Soviet military embarked upon a pro-
gramme to produce a potent force to interdict the sea
lines of communication between North America and
Europe.  The Canadian Navy, content with its role as a
western Atlantic escort force, was confronted not only
with a significant increase in the number of submarine
threats it might have to contend with, but also sub-
marines with torpedoes that could be launched from out-
side of their ships’ effective sonar range.  The scenario
worsened further with the introduction of submarines
such as the Charlie-class along with Badger-class and,
later, Backfire-class aircraft, all of which were equipped
with high speed, long range, anti-ship missiles.  The
plan of NATO strategists to interdict Soviet forces
behind the Greenland-Iceland-United Kingdom (GIUK)
gap only partially alleviated the problem for Canadian
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The RCN cruiser, HMCS Ontario, armed with nine 6-inch guns, saw service in European waters in the
last months of the Second World War.
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naval commanders.  The principal threat was still mod-
ern submarines, in larger numbers than at any time in
the history of ASW, with the prospect of most of them
being equipped with long range torpedoes and Surface-
to-Surface Missiles (SSMs).

Despite the addition of four relatively new Iroquois-
class destroyers, Maritime Command was ill-equipped
to deal with such a large problem of a truly revolution-
ary nature.  When the requirement for the destroyers of
the Iroquois class was conceived in April of 1965, the
threat was still the conventionally armed submarine.
Although the opposing submarine was likely to be pow-

ered by a nuclear propulsion system, Canadian innova-
tion in the employment of large and relatively sophisti-
cated ASW helicopters from frigates gave justifiable
reason for cautious optimism.  The 5-inch gun provided
in the ship’s design, however, soon became the subject
of much criticism for its limited capability in Anti-Air
Warfare (AAW).  This occurred despite its redeeming
qualities in anti-surface warfare and NFS.  By the time
HMCS Iroquois was launched in 1972, it can be reason-
ably argued that she had already been overtaken by new
technology and was well on the way to obsolescence.
The slowness of the combat control system and its
inability to deal effectively with the new generation of
SSMs was beginning to draw attention away from the
usual area of preoccupation within the Navy and forcing
it to focus upon AAW.

Two more developments of the early 1980s would
firmly rivet Canada’s attention onto the issue of AAW.
The first was the Falkland’s War of 1982.  The potency
of the Exocet SSM against British naval forces clearly
revealed that, even for a force with a significant con-
ventional AAW capability, the threat posed by the sea-
skimming missile was daunting.  The requirement for a
layered approach to anti-air defence seemed mandatory.
The potency of the threat was such that, for a force to
play a credible part in any operation, a viable air
defence system was a fundamental requirement.  Since
the primary task of Maritime Command was anti-sub-
marine warfare, changing the main gun armament to a
smaller calibre with a higher rate of fire was viewed as
a way to strengthen the anti-air defences without giving
up too significant a capability. 

OFFENSIVE ACTION

he second development of this period was the
advent of Sea Plan 2000.  Between 1978 and 1980,

the precursor to the American Maritime Strategy was
developed.  The intent of both of these new strategies
was to carry any future battle to the flanks of the Soviet
Union.11 NATO would destroy the majority of the naval
opposition either while it still lay in its ports or before
leaving its home waters.  The credibility of USN force
structure was key to the plan and cost was not an insur-
mountable obstacle.

The credibility of Maritime Command in 1980,
however, was a major problem and cost was most cer-
tainly an obstacle.  The full span of naval warfare
capability was clearly beyond the resources of the
Navy, yet it was becoming increasingly evident that the
level of capability embodied in the aging fleet was not
even adequate for ASW operations on the west side of
the Atlantic.  The new Maritime Strategy called for
offensive operations over the North Cape of Norway
and in other equally hazardous environs.  This aggres-
sive approach was adopted as NATO doctrine and many
exercises, which included Canadian participation, were
conducted in the Vestfjord area of Norway to put it to
the test. Such a development presented Canada with
the prospect of operating in a theatre where the threat
level was immeasurably higher than in the western
North Atlantic.

Some arguments were made that the new offensive
spirit emanating from SACLANT was inconsistent with
the original intent for Canada’s role within NATO. Vice
Admiral J. A. Fulton, the Maritime Commander, stated
openly at a SACLANT Commanders’ Conference in
1982 that he had severe reservations about the ability of
even his best ships to survive inside the GIUK gap,
much less in the northern Norwegian Sea.12 Retired
Rear Admiral R.W. Timbrell made more public protesta-
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HMCS Nootka bombards an enemy installation along the east coast
of Korea, June 1952.
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tions regarding the suicidal outcome of committing the
Canadian fleet to battle in its dilapidated condition.
Speaking before the Standing Senate Committee on
Foreign Affairs, he equated the fleet’s ability to survive
modern warfare in the North Atlantic with the fate of
our forces sent to Hong Kong in the Second World War.
“Defeat” he said, “would be inevitable.”13 The need for
an enhanced AAW capability had been an obvious
requirement if Maritime Command was to continue with
its traditional ASW role in its usual operating areas.
Now, with this plan to seek out the enemy on its own
ground, the requirement had become an urgent matter
indeed.  Something had to change.  Part of the change
involved a radical adjustment to the role of the main gun
armament of Canadian warships.

PLANNING THE NEW FLEET

he timing of the Maritime Strategy debate was
very useful in many respects.  The rust-out condi-

tion of Canadian warships had been widely reported in
both the domestic and foreign media.  Pressure was
being exerted upon the Canadian Government by other
NATO member nations to provide a more credible con-
tribution to the alliance.  Years of reductions
in Canadian defence budgets had shrunken
total spending as a percentage of Gross
National Product to amongst the lowest in the
alliance.  In 1977, the Government of Canada
went as far as to commit to the concept of a
Ship Replacement Programme (SRP) that was
to be a phased endeavour to replace the entire
fleet of twenty four destroyers and frigates.
The debate over the Maritime Strategy
seemed to spur the government’s decision.

The SRP was to be comprised of four
sub-programmes.  In 1983, SRP I became the
first of three phases in the Canadian Patrol
Frigate (CPF) Project.  SRP I produced the
Halifax-class frigates.  SRP I together with
SRP II, which was announced in 1987 as the
Montreal-Class Frigate Project, were meant
to produce twelve virtually identical ASW frigates.  SRP
III, which was not implemented, was to have produced a
version of the CPF with enhanced AAW capabilites.
The third batch of frigates would fill the inner ASW
screen of a Canadian task group and augment its AAW
defences.  SRP IV was the Tribal Update and
Modernization Project (TRUMP).  It was also
announced in 1983.  The Iroquois-class would become
long-range AAW specialists and the task group’s com-
mand ship.14

This ‘mix’ theory is borne out by the Statement of
Requirement (SOR) for the Montreal-class frigates.  The
unclassified portions of the SOR indicate that they were

to be essentially a carbon copy of the original CPF
ASW specialists with an enhanced self-defence capabil-
ity.  This ability for self protection was especially nec-
essary as their long range towed array sensors would
often require them to operate at a significant distance
from the main body of the task group.  At a final total
cost of nearly one billion dollars each,15 every measure
would have to be taken to preserve these expensive
ASW specialists. 

NFS was listed as a tertiary capability for the
Iroquois-class.   An ability to conduct NFS was not
mentioned anywhere in the Montreal-class SOR.16 In
both cases, the main gun armament was reduced in
importance to providing a second layer in the AAW
defensive system.  The decision to select a 76-mm
gun for the Iroquois-class and a 57-mm gun for the
Halifax and Montreal-classes was based on their
superior performance in meeting the primary require-
ment of the SOR.  

Just as the first units of the new fleet came into
service, the Cold War came to an end, and shortly there-
after, the defence policy of Canada took a radical shift

away from its traditional ground.  Although vastly supe-
rior to their predecessors in most respects, the ships of
Maritime Command are now completely without a NFS
capability.

DOCTRINE

anadian joint doctrine gives no description of the
capabilities Maritime Command is expected to

bring to a joint operation.  Joint Doctrine for Canadian
Forces Joint and Combined Operations makes no refer-
ence to sea power, power projection, or naval fire sup-
port.17 To obtain such doctrinal guidance it is necessary
to refer to American publications.  The Joint Chiefs of
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HMCS Montreal, one of the Navy’s newest anti-submarine patrol frigates.
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Staff Doctrine for Unified and Joint Force Operations
emphasizes the importance of achieving leverage over
the enemy by operational manouevre from the sea.  Sea-
based firepower is a capability that the Joint Force
Commander (JFC) cannot be without.  The very pres-
ence of naval forces that have the capability to deliver
such fire is a threat that an enemy cannot ignore and
which opens manoeuvre options that the JFC needs for
quick and efficient accomplishment of the mission.18

The ability of naval forces to bring fire upon oppo-
sition forces is an important concept in the deterrent
effect of rapid reaction formations.  Almost invariably,
naval forces are the first on the scene of a new crisis.
The lead elements of the land component are usually
light in composition and will be unable to deal with the
aggressor force head-on.  They must be supported and
NFS is the way.  The US Marine Corps manual
Warfighting, has several significant comments on the
advantages of firepower which are relevant to the posi-
tion of a middle power nation in a joint force or coali-
tion operation.  Contrary to the conventional notion of
what fire support is supposed to accomplish, the great-
est value of naval firepower is not physical destruction
but rather the confusion and dislocation it causes.  The
new concept of fire support is not to physically destroy
the enemy, but through the selective application of sup-
pressive firepower to create manoeuvre opportunities
which contribute further to the enemy’s shock and dis-
ruption.19 Recent announcements by the Minister of
National Defence have outlined the creation of a global
rapid reaction force.20 Coincidentally, the Canadian
Army has expressed concerns over its lack of fire-
power.21 Without doubt, the recreation of a Canadian
NFS capability is needed as a joint force asset.

CONCLUSION

oreign and defence policy objectives should dictate
what tasks Maritime Command is required to per-

form.  This, in turn, sets the capabilities that are neces-
sary and the force structure needed to provide that capa-
bility.  Doctrine is the glue that cements tasks, capabil-
ities, and force structure together.  The 1994 Defence
White Paper has emphasized that Canada requires the
ability to conduct joint operations nationally and in
coalition settings.  Despite this decision, Canadian
naval doctrine has been issued by decree eliminating the
NFS capability.  This decision was based on the capa-
bilities designed into Canadian warships during the
Cold War to meet our traditional maritime role as an
ASW force

Fiscal limitations have played a major role in deter-
mining what capabilities the two major capital projects
of the 1980s provided to Maritime Command.
Unfortunately, instead of assuring that the maximum
capability was derived from the limited resources of
both projects, a significant capability was abandoned to
ensure that the traditional role of Maritime Command as
an ASW force could be continued.  While this can be
understood in the context of the military environment
and alliance commitments of the day, it has left
Maritime Command without one of the most significant
capabilities needed to meet the demands of today’s for-
eign and defence policy commitments.
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