
16 Canadian Military Journal  •  Vol. 16, No. 3, Summer 2016

Canadian Armed Forces Reserves – Quo Vadis?

Major-General J.G.E. (Éric) Tremblay, CD, is currently the 
Commander of Military Personnel Generation (MILPERSGEN) 
and the Canadian Defence Academy in Kingston, Ontario.

Dr. Howard G. Coombs, OMM, CD, is an Assistant Professor 
of the Royal Military College of Canada in Kingston, Ontario. 
He is also a member of the Canadian Army Reserve assigned to 
the staff of the Canadian Army Doctrine and Training Centre 
Headquarters, likewise situated in Kingston.

Introduction

A
t the end of the 1990s, in the wake of the Cold 
War, it was apparent to the Canadian defence 
community that the global security environment 
had undergone significant change. Over and 
above this recognition, there were a number 

of unfortunate events involving the Canadian Forces (CF)1 
in Somalia, Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia. In response 
to all this, the Canadian government undertook a directed 
review of the nation’s military. Consequently, the final years 
of that decade produced significant military introspection and 

change. One of the issues examined during this scrutiny of 
the CF was the role and organization of the Reserves. At the 
time, the Reserves were shaped by the defence exigencies of 
the Cold War, as well as the funding available during those 
years. Arguably, the latest examination of the Reserves started 
in the 1990s and has been ongoing since then. It has ebbed 
and flowed, shaped by the escalating threats posed by the first 
two decades of the 21st Century. This is a time when military 
capabilities and forces must be balanced in order to counter 
a broad range of threats and requirements, from conventional 
to asymmetric warfare, in addition to non-combat operations 
such as humanitarian relief and the gamut of peace and stability 
missions. It is evident with growing challenges at home and 
abroad that the Regular component of the Canadian Armed 
Forces (CAF) may be pressed to meet all defence-related 
requirements of this evolving security environment. With the 
recent articulation of an upcoming defence review to be com-
pleted by the end of 2016, the time is at hand to create Reserve 
Forces with the capacity and capability to assist in meeting the 
ongoing challenges posed to Canada by complex domestic and 
international security settings. 

by Éric Tremblay and Howard Coombs
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A Reservist from the North Nova Scotia Highlanders provides cover for troops while they secure a building during the final assault scenario as part of 
Exercise Southbound Trooper XIII, Fort Pickett, Virginia, 22 February 2013.
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Canada’s Use of Military Power  
and the Defence Mandate

The war in Afghanistan was different from previous 
conflicts in one very significant fashion – national 

implementation of an integrated governmental approach to 
military operations. This type of civil-military integration for 
operations had not occurred at the high-
est levels of government since the Second 
World War. This “whole of government” 
(WoG) approach defined Canada’s involve-
ment in Afghanistan, particularly between 
2006 and 2011 in the southern province of 
Kandahar, and will continue to structure 
our engagement in conflict and other crises 
for the foreseeable future.2 This Canadian 
Way of War should be taken into consid-
eration, along with the demands of the 
contemporary security environment, when 
examining possible options for the recently 
mandated defence review, which was intro-
duced by the Governor General of Canada, 
His Excellency the Right Honourable David 
Johnston, on 4 December 2015: “To keep Canadians safe and 
be ready to respond when needed, the government will launch 
an open and transparent process to review existing defence 
capabilities, and will invest in building a leaner, more agile, 
better-equipped military.”3

It is apparent from public statements, such as the Speech 
from the Throne, that the Federal Government intends to ensure 
that the ongoing defence review4 creates capacities capable of 
reacting quickly and comprehensively to many contingencies. 
This not only includes all aspects of national security, but also 
applies to assisting others in need. As part of this evolution, Canada 
will (1) maintain and reinforce alliances, especially with the 

United States, (2) focus developmental assis-
tance to aid struggling members of the global 
community, and (3) aid efforts to establish 
international peace through the UN and sup-
porting worldwide efforts to battle terrorism. 
All this will be attained through an integrated 
WoG governmental approach.5 

“So What?”

The CAF needs to have the ability to 
project sustainable and integrated tacti-

cal forces that are imbued with all types of 
enablers to deal with the threat environment. 
These forces are joint, capable of working 
within coalition or alliance operations in 

domestic and international environments, and encompass sea, 
land, air and space. They must also be integrated with part-
ners, such as Global Affairs Canada. Such forces must exist, 
or at least must be able to be created quickly to deal with the 
demands of the 21st Century.6 
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“The CAF needs to have 
the ability to project 

sustainable and 
integrated tactical 

forces that are imbued 
with all types of 

enablers to deal with the 
threat environment.” 
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There will be a need for precise and key skills that will enable 
these unified organizations and national security. These skills are 
cultural and linguistic expertise, intelligence, influence activities 
(IA), including psychological and information operations, along 
with civil-military cooperation. They also include focused military 
capabilities such as special operations, nuclear, chemical and 
biological (NBC) elements, and those of a more general nature, 
such as diplomacy and development. Also, abilities in the realm 
of cyberspace and space need to be expanded. Finally, an aware-
ness of, and the ability to quickly and proficiently acquire, field 
and use developing and developed technology will be critical in 
protecting Canada and its population, along with its interests at 
home and abroad. Throughout all this, producing, obtaining and 
retaining people with special qualifications will underpin suc-
cess. The Reserves, with a culture of service before self, offer 
an opportunity for Canadians who might not otherwise have that 
opportunity to provide their skills to national defence. 

Canada’s Armed Forces Reserves7 

Today’s security environment poses challenges to all involved 
in the security and protection of Canada and her people. 

The “Departmental Performance Report for 2014-2015” views 
the Reserves as integral to the capacity of both the CAF and the 
overall Defence Team.8 The Reserves are currently funded for 
27,0009 citizen sailors, soldiers and air personnel, who are trained 
to a similar level, depending upon the service, as their Regular 
counterparts, but will require broadening and refreshing of 
collective and individual skills prior to full-time military employ-
ment. Regrettably, with constraints upon funding,10 training time 

available to Reservists, particularly at the entry level, and, again 
dependent upon the service, the ongoing restructuring of training 
in an attempt to address the latter two issues, that gap is widen-
ing. One could opine that these issues may in part be due to the 
lack of a strategic employment concept for the Reserve Forces.

There are a number of components to Canada’s Reserves. 
Firstly, the Primary Reserve consists of Navy, Army, Air Force, and 
Health Services, together with Legal and Special Operations that are 
each responsible to a service command. They can conduct or aug-
ment various operations with varying degrees of notice, depending 
upon whether it is domestic or international. Along with the ability 
to respond to these demands, the Reserve Force provides the CAF 
connection to Canadian communities and emphasizes citizenship 
through service to country. Secondly, the Canadian Rangers are 
the only continuous CAF presence in the Arctic, and they provide 
surveillance and patrol services. Thirdly, the Supplementary Reserve 
currently consists of about 15,000 inactive or retired members of 
the CAF, Regular or Reserve, who are willing and could be avail-
able for service until age 60. This will be reduced to approximately 
7500 through enforcing a five-year limit on retention due to “skill 
fade.” Lastly, the Cadet Organizations Administration and Training 
Service (COATS) consists of officers and non-commissioned mem-
bers who conduct training, supervise and administer the Canadian 
Cadet and Junior Canadian Ranger movement. For the purposes 
of this examination of Canada’s Reserve Forces and contributions 
to national security, COATs will not be considered.

While all elements of the Primary Reserve provide qualified 
individual augmentation to the Regular Force, the three largest 
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A Reservist sergeant with the Royal Newfoundland Regiment speaks with an elder in the village of Kalacheh, south of Kandahar City, 28 March 2007.
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Primary Reserve elements - Navy, Army and Air Reserves – have 
other roles. The Naval Reserve is integrated into its parent service 
for generation of forces and has a defined role in the context of 
the “One Navy” concept. It was originally assigned responsibility 
to crew the twelve Maritime Coastal Defence Vessels (MCDV), 
minor war vessels that were to be used primarily for coastal surveil-
lance and patrol. The MCDVs are divided between both coasts.11 
However, for the MCDVs, this role has evolved into a “blended 

crewing” concept, of Regular 
and Reserves. Their role has 
now expanded to include 
international and domes-
tic operations. Moreover, 
reservists are tasked to frig-
ates for deployments, and 
they have extended roles for 
enhanced naval boarding, as 
well as support to deployed 
maritime assets. These inte-
grated Regular-Reserve teams 
deliver an enhanced capabil-
ity and help enable RCN 
global engagement. 

Similarly, the Army 
Reserve is integrated into 
the structure of the Canadian 
Army. Army Reservists are 
distributed across Canada in 
a variety of unit types, com-
prising 123 individual units in 
117 communities, and divided 

into 10 Canadian Brigade Groups (CBG), the latter serving to 
generate forces when needed. The Army Reserve provides a 
capability for Territorial Battalion Groups (TBG) and Arctic 
Response Company Groups (ARCG) that, with some notice, can 
be produced for a variety of domestic operations. Also, the Army 
Reserve has provided up to 20 percent of recent augmentation for 
international deployments. The Army also assigns the Influence 
Activities (IA) role to the Army Reserve.
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A female Reservist boatswain pipes the crew to breakfast aboard HMCS Summerside.
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The Air Reserve is an integrated or “Total Force” organization 
that is fully amalgamated into the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF). 
Air Reservists are almost all former Regulars who have been trained 
in the Regular Force and have completed component transfers to the 
Air Reserve. There are no specific Reserve career paths or Reserve 
training in the RCAF. These Air Reservists are then integrated into 
RCAF units or “Air Reserve” squadrons with operational tasks. There 
are three flying squadrons which are predominantly composed of 
Reservists - two being aviation (rotary wing) squadrons, and one 
air (fixed wing) squadron. There are also four Air Reserve Airfield 
Engineering Flights that are the primary source of personnel for the 
construction of deployed RCAF facilities and airfields. 

In addition to these three components 
of the CAF Reserves, the Canadian Forces 
Health Services Reserve provides field ambu-
lance units and personnel to 1 Canadian 
Field Hospital Detachment Ottawa. This 
allows for support to domestic and interna-
tional deployments through the production of 
trained medical personnel, as well as support-
ing Health Services initiatives and affiliated 
CBGs. Lastly, the Special Osperations and 
Legal Reserves augment those capabilities on 
a full- or part-time basis. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the efforts being made to strengthen 
the CAF Reserves, there has been a consistent downward trend 
in the numbers of personnel in the Reserves, with releases and 
transfers to the Regular Force exceeding the numbers being 
enrolled as Reservists. In November 2015, between the three 

Primary CAF Reserve elements, there were 19,369 members 
actively training, down from an average of 26,142 in 2011-2012. 
The overall number of active Reservists continues to lessen, with 
recruiting and retention not matching attrition and component 
transfers.12 On top of this, there is no strategic or centralized 
concept for employment, leaving the use of Reserve capability 
to the respective services. This creates a service-driven use of 
Reserve capacity that may or may not be aligned with strategic 
needs. Furthermore, there is little-to-no capacity to produce 
organizations that can react to contingencies, except on an ad hoc 
basis. For the most part, Reserve units, unlike Regular units, do 
not have unit level operational tasks and are not resourced to be 

employed in the same fashion. The supporting 
processes that would enable a viable Reserve, 
from recruiting to personnel management, are 
experiencing challenges or do not exist in a 
unified and centralized fashion. Within the cur-
rent framework, each service is experiencing 
its own capability shortfalls. Formerly crewed 
by the Naval Reserve, the MCDVs are now, 
through necessity, no longer solely a Reserve 
task, with the greatest challenge to crewing 
MCDVs being the production of seagoing 
skills at higher rank levels. The training time 
exceeds the capacity of a part-time Reservist 
to achieve qualifications, and employment 

patterns limit short-term availability for employment. This issue 
is applicable to all Reserve elements of the Primary Reserve. The 
Army Reserve currently provides individual augmentation to the 
Army, although there are some ongoing efforts to increase that 
level of augmentation and adopt a philosophy of integration vice 

“The overall number  
of active Reservists 
continues to lessen, 
with recruiting and 

retention not matching 
attrition and component 

transfers.”
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augmentation. Plus, the Army Reserve has the ability to form ad 
hoc units for limited domestic employment. The Air Reserve is 
a Reserve in name only, with most members employed on a full 
time basis augmenting the RCAF. Overall there are deficiencies 
in readiness, training, infrastructure and equipment that can only 
be addressed through a reconceptualization of the CAF Reserves. 

Past Restructuring and the Reserves

Restructuring is an emotive topic in the Canadian Reserve 
community. This is largely due to the re-organizations that 

took place after the Second World War. There were three key 
factors that contributed to a diminution of Reserve structures 
and capabilities during that time frame. First, the demands 
of the Cold War necessitated “forces in being” that could be 
deployed quickly. It was observed that Reserve Forces had 
lower training standards resulting from less time to acquire 
skills. They were not always equipped in an analogous fashion 
to the full time military, and would require time to mobilize, 
equip, train, and deploy. As a result, the value of their con-
tribution, with the exception of providing a decentralized 
military presence among Canadians, was believed question-
able. Second, the reductions mandated at various points after 
the Second World War forced defence planners to make hard 
choices with regard to reducing capabilities in order to realize 
savings. Lastly, due to a constantly changing strategic secu-
rity environment, there was a consistent lack of coherent and 
enduring defence strategy linked to national goals and aspira-
tions. The combination of all these factors made the Reserves 
an opportune target for reductions and amalgamations. These 

cuts, on top of the strong ties between the Militia and Reserve 
Units that were affected and their communities, created nega-
tive reactions - and emotions ran high. By the end of the Cold 
War, this trend had created what could be charitably labelled 
an “acrimonious” relationship between Canadian Regulars and 
Reservists. However, the conclusion of the Cold War prompted 
a national re-examination of Reserve roles and structures. 
The reports, policies and instructions, including recent CAF 
transformation initiatives that have transpired since then have 
created a combination of Regular and Reserve Forces within 
the framework of Total Force. Alignment of many administra-
tive and financial systems, as well as common core training 
standards, has commenced, although much yet needs to be done 
in aligning personnel management within the CAF Reserve 
and with the Regular Force. The large Reserve contribution to 
international deployments to the Balkans and Afghanistan, as 
well as sudden domestic operations, such as ice storms, floods, 
firefighting and other crises, have demonstrated the capacity 
of the Reserve Forces.13 

Starting in the late-1980s, the gradual disintegration and 
eventual implosion of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact prompted 
national re-examination of Reserve roles and structures. The 1987 
White Paper “Challenge and Commitments” was to produce 
revitalization of the CF, and, as part of that initiative, the Reserve 
Force. Naval Reserve involvement with the MCDV, although it has 
changed over time, dates from this period. At the same time, the 
Air Reserve was urged to play a greater role within what was, at 
that time, Air Command.14 However, it was the part-time soldiers 
of what was then known as the Militia who experienced the great-
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est change. 15 In a move that reflected that of many North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) countries, Canada moved to a “Total 
Force” model for the Land Forces. This meant that Regulars and 
Reservists would serve in the same units, and that the Land Forces 
were restructured into four Land Force Areas: Western, Central, 
Quebec and Atlantic.16 The breakup of the former Yugoslavia in 
the 1990s and the continual need for deployments to that region, 
under UN and later NATO command, resulted in thousands of 
Militia soldiers deploying with their Regular counterparts, and 
the implementation of Total Force. This had a corollary impact of 
forcing a re-evaluation of Militia training to increase standards. 
Attempts were made to ensure like equipment, as issued to the 
Regular Force, was also issued to the Militia to allow more effica-
cious support to deployments.

The 1994 White Paper was written in the wake of the Cold 
War, and was shaped, in part, by a desire to reap the “peace 
dividend” produced by the cessation of superpower tensions. 
Reductions to the Reserves were announced and a “Special 
Commission to Examine the Restructuring of the Reserves” was 
formed to look at the Primary and Supplementary Reserves. The 
foundation for the reorganization of the Army Reserve Districts, 
or regional headquarters, to CBGs was laid during this time. A 
four-stage tiered mobilization model was laid 
out, which commenced at initial force gen-
eration for smaller emergencies, then force 
enhancement by allocation of extra resources, 
then force expansion to much larger commit-
ments requiring significant effort, and lastly, 
to national mobilization. This structure has 
been largely superseded by the need for high 
readiness forces to meet current national secu-
rity needs.

There were a number of reviews throughout this period, from 
that of the Office of the Auditor General (OAG) in 1992, to the 
“Special Commission on the Restructuring of the Reserves” in 
1995. The focus of the recommendations of this commission was 
the part-time soldiers of the Land Force Militia, as other Reserve 
elements were seen to have few challenges. There was subsequent 
appraisal of all this, particularly the last report, by the Special 
Commission of the House of Commons Standing Committee on 
National Defence and Veterans Affairs (SCONDVA). SCONDVA 
affirmed the concept of Total Force and recommended clear defini-
tion of the role the Reserves would have within defence activities, 
mobilization, and a need to increase the efficiency of the Reserves 
with the implicit intent of “doing more with less.” At the same 
time, the requirement for the Supplementary Reserve and the 
Canadian Rangers was continued. However, most importantly, 
there was a call for review of the Militia in the context of Total 
Force. The other Reserve elements were seen to be well on their 
way to meeting the demands of the 1994 White Paper.17 

Public reaction to certain events during some CF missions 
in the early 1990s prompted the creation of the “Monitoring 
Committee on Change in the Department of National Defence 
and the Canadian Forces” in 1997. From that initiative, the report, 
“In Service of the Nation: Canada’s Citizen Soldiers for the  
21st Century,” was released in 2000. This document became known 

as the “Fraser Report” after its chair, the Honourable John A. 
Fraser. The report noted a number of continuing challenges with 
the Reserves and provided recommendations, which became the 
starting point for Land Force Reserve Restructure (LFRR), a Chief 
of Defence Staff (CDS) directed project, under Lieutenant-General 
Mike Jeffery, who later became Commander of the Land Force. 
The observations of the Fraser Report had been given further 
impetus by the release of the Department of National Defence 
“Shaping the Future of Canadian Defence: A Strategy for 2020”, (or 
“Strategy 2020”), that called for modernization of the Reserves. In 
general, the Fraser Report noted issues with low training standards, 
burdensome administration, problems with recruiting processes, 
the lack of integration of the Reserves with the mobilization pro-
cess, the need for a review of terms of service to bring in skilled 
applicants from the civilian economy who could fill specialized 
roles (such as psychological operations or civil-military affairs), 
the need for reliable funding that is protected, and a requirement 
for an increase to the strength of the Reserves. In addition to the 
Fraser Report and LFRR, there were a number of other Defence 
programs started at that time designed to grow the Reserves and 
provide better administrative structures to support them. Of note 
was the “International Policy Statement” (IPS) released in 2005, 
which took into account the ongoing CF transformation initia-

tive of then-CDS, General Rick Hillier, and 
reinforced the necessity to increase the size of 
the Reserves. The IPS created the need for a 
mix of civilian and military specialist skills in 
the Reserves to react to domestic emergencies 
and to augment Regular Force units that had 
these abilities, such as chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear response, informa-
tion operations and civil-military response 
capabilities. Furthermore, the requirement to 
augment the Canadian Rangers for security and 

sovereignty in the Arctic was again emphasized. Disappointingly, 
these goals were never fully realized.18 

The “CDS Planning Guidance – Future of CF Reserves” 
promulgated in 2007 continued the trend towards creating “rel-
evant and responsive” Reserve Forces. Simultaneously, Canadian 
participation in the NATO International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) mission in Afghanistan was making great demands on the 
CF. This in turn prompted a need for high quality Reserves that 
could contribute to this ongoing international operation, support 
domestic operations, connect Canada’s military to civilian com-
munities, and assist in the maintenance of sovereignty, especially 
in the North. Reviews from this time re-affirmed the requirement 
for a common recruiting system and similar training standards, 
and called for a review of human resource and pay systems, as 
well as terms of service, to align them between the Regular and 
Reserve Forces. This would assist with the timely activation of 
Reservists to fulfill operational requirements. Throughout, there 
was a conscious movement to closer integrate civilian, Reserve 
and Regular members of the Defence Team and other security 
agencies.19 Hillier notes in his memoir, A Soldier First: Bullets, 
Bureaucrats and the Politics of War, that the outcome of this 
period was a defence policy statement – the “Canada First Defence 
Strategy” - that provided the overarching WoG strategy for the 
use of Canada’s military.20 

“However, most 
importantly, there was  
a call for review of the 
Militia in the context  

of Total Force.”
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Following on from this was the “Report on Transformation,” 
or “Leslie Report,” named after its chair, Lieutenant-General 
Andrew Leslie, released in 2011. The Leslie Report called for 
a repatriation of full-time Reserve positions from headquarters 

and other locations to the  
part-time units and forma-
tions of the Reserve Forces 
to increase field force 
responsiveness. At about 
the same time, the Vice 
Chief of Defence Staff’s 
(VCDS) “Primary Reserve 
Employment Capability 
Study (PRECS) Report” of 
2011 provided baseline fig-
ures for the Reserve Forces 
in the context of the ongo-
ing transformation and other 
review efforts. The review 
included numbers for full- and 
part-time Reservists. PRECS 
also identified the need for 
Defence Administrative 
Orders and Directives 
(DAODs) pertaining to the 
Reserves, a requirement for 
a strategic concept for the 
Reserve Forces, and need to 
ensure correct and guaranteed 
funding levels.21 Since then, a 

host of high-level directives from both the CDS and VCDS have 
provided direction for implementation of initiatives focused upon 
creating a capable and quick-to-respond part-time Reserve that 
can support domestic and international operations.22 However, 
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Reservist soldiers from the Lake Superior Scottish Regiment begin to advance after exiting their CH-146 Griffon while on exercise.
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one can argue that the changes detailed in these orders are not 
revolutionary, but evolutionary, building upon reports and reviews 
that have been put forward over the last two decades. 

After one examines all this material,  
common themes emerge. First, there is a lack 
of strategic clarity regarding the employment 
of Reserve Forces. Second, there has been a 
perceived need for Reserve Forces that are 
distributed across the country to provide a link 
between those Reserve units and the regions 
where they are based. Third, there is an expec-
tation that Reserve Forces will be able to react 
to contingencies, not always immediately, 
but within a short time – and more than in an 
individual augmentation fashion. This ability 
to provide an emergency collective response is 
in addition to giving ongoing operational support to the Regular 
Force. Fourth, there is an expectation that these forces be orga-
nized, trained and equipped individually and collectively, to 
operate in an efficient and capable fashion within an integrated 
governmental construct. Fifth, with enabling terms of service, 
specialized capabilities can reside in the Reserves. Finally, and 
importantly, a unifying and underlying theme throughout this 
period is that the CAF Reserves offer an opportunity to utilize 
the personal and professional skills that Canadians can and want 
to offer to national security.

Reserves for the 21st Century

The options for the Reserves laid out in this article are 
not revolutionary but evolutionary, and they are a neces-

sity. They are more than “old wine in new 
bottles.” For the CAF to meet the exigen-
cies and the expectations of Canadians and 
Government for national security, the way 
ahead must include viable organizations 
and roles for the Reserve to allow them 
to successfully and quickly integrate with 
the Regular Force for domestic and inter-
national operations. The successes of the 
recent past in these areas need to be solidi-
fied and further developed in a manner that 
assists in dealing with the current security 
environment. The Reserve also needs to be 

able to provide those capacities currently not imbued within 
or residing in an effective manner in the Regular Force, and 
which are necessary for the successful prosecution of domestic 
and international operations. A successful reconceptualization 
of the Reserves will provide for the ways and means in which 
the Reserves can meet these requirements. 
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Some of the 350 Army Reservists from 35 Canadian Brigade Group taking part in Infantry Primary Training Audience 2 in and around the  
Berthier-sur-Mer marina in October, 2010.

“The options for the 
Reserves laid out in  
this article are not 
revolutionary but 

evolutionary, and they 
are a necessity.”
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Threats are no longer thought of as being clearly delineated, 
reasonably predictable, and able to be dealt with by the appro-
priately mandated security or defence organizations. Instead, the 
current security environment demands integrated forces that can 
meet the requirements of the diffused and opaque dangers imbued 
within a continuum of hazards. This setting demands integrated 
groupings with a variety of specialized skills which can address 
public safety, national security, and international responsibilities. 
The Reserve Forces can be used to provide for and augment these 
capabilities. This idea of using the Reserves to provide such spe-
cialized skills has been brought forward before but has not been 
actualized. This also highlights the need to re-examine terms of 
service to provide for more fluid movement between the Regular 
and Reserve Forces, as well as to assure the availability of these 
Reserve skills when they are needed.

Individuals with the requisite and specialized skills, which 
cannot be feasibly created in the Regular Force, or can supple-
ment limited Regular Force capability, can be enrolled in the 
Reserves. This can be done on a case-by-case basis using abbrevi-
ated military training to provide appropriate rank and sufficient 
military expertise to allow these individuals to contribute as part 
of the defence team in their area of expertise. One can argue that 
Reserve padres, medical and legal personnel fulfill these criteria. 
However, this could be expanded to include all manner of niche 
capabilities, such as military research, diplomatic initiatives, 
and development capacity. These specialists need to be held and 
managed outside the unit structure. On top of this, a “skills bank” 
or database of civilian skills should be established that would 
allow the CAF access to the currently unknown repository of 
non-military expertise available in the Reserve population and 
would help enable the WoG construct. 

Also, Reserve Units could be designated or paired with 
Regular Force Units to specialize in the various enablers that 
are needed to provide depth and breadth to CAF response to 
preventing and dealing with security challenges. IA, cyber, space, 
special operations, unmanned aerial vehicle operation, to name 
a few of them, could be considered as roles of Reserve entities. 
Also, along with these specific needs one also needs to continue 
to address the requirements for conventional operations. The 
Air Reserve, in particular, should be re-examined to consider 
the formation of Air Reserve units that can lend themselves to 
tasks that can be conducted by an Air Reserve outside of current 
RCAF augmentation.

In order to do this, Reserve Units need to be examined to see 
how they can be structured to match the recruiting demograph-
ics of their host area in order to ensure that they are sustainable. 
That may mean lifting recruiting quotas for a number of years to 
determine what is feasible in a region. This will require another 
look at the rationale and processes of Reserve recruiting, which 
needs to surpass attrition and component transfers in order to 
enable the Reserves to increase. 

Permanent groupings should be formed of consistently under-
strength Reserve Units that can together form a single unit that can 
provide significant response capability. This would not involve 
closing or moving units, but simply admitting that a region can only 
produce a sub-unit or sub-sub-unit, not something larger. These 

smaller parts, in a fashion that maintains their rich histories, can be 
then combined to form a single unit under a commanding officer. 

However, one could also ensure that senior Reserve positions 
are dedicated to those communities to maintain the historical con-
tinuity of senior CAF engagement within those areas. Building on 
this idea, experienced and capable senior Reservists who would 
currently be released due to a lack of Reserve positions at their 
rank level could be kept on strength in order to maintain the 
CAF connection to communities, as well as to establish and act 
as military liaison for public safety and security. This capability 
would need to be carefully managed to ensure that it does not 
become a sinecure. 

The Reserve Units, particularly those of the Army Reserve, 
could be further grouped under Reserve formation headquarters, 
with all resourced sufficiently so that together they could be 
deployed for domestic operations in their geographic regions. 
It can be argued that the Army already provides this capability, 
however, that is not the case. CBGs are not equipped or resourced 
to provide a deployable formation headquarters, and TBGs are 
similarly poorly equipped. Also TBGs are raised and structured 
as needed from those personnel whom are available and wish to 
volunteer. The Primary Reserve needs to be organized and to have 
viable terms of service in order to respond to domestic needs within 
regional frameworks provided by their services. This requirement 
demands strategic vision and direction.

All this would allow for greater flexibility of employment 
for response for domestic or international purposes. As part of 
any Defence Team response to national security requirements the 
immediate provision of individuals or even groupings of Reservists 
would be facilitated by skills banks and unit specialization. The 
time that would normally be needed to prepare Reservists for 
employment would be counter-balanced by already-developed 
civilian skills or military expertise in necessary enablers. Within 
a short time, Reserve Units that had already organized, manned, 
and trained as units, and having trained collectively with their 
Regular Force counterparts, could generate larger groupings. 

Despite this, the need for greater agility with regard to  
generating Reserve Forces remains in order to pre-empt asym-
metric threats, rather than just react to them. This concept lends 
itself to a re-examination of ideas of Reserve utilization, and 
reaffirms the idea of much more fluid terms of service for both 
Regulars and Reservists to enrich both elements. Along with this, 
the Supplementary Reserve needs to be used to provide some of 
the experience needed to augment both the Primary Reserve and 
Regular Force. At this time, the Supplementary Reserve is sadly 
underutilized and processes do not exist to easily activate its 
members, or to recruit them into the Primary Reserve.

While extensive dialogue acknowledges that Reserve Forces 
need to be capable of providing augmentation to international 
operations and responding to domestic needs, that requirement 
should be clearly outlined by the CAF as part of a larger security 
strategy. These obligations need to be tangible, marked by identi-
fied outputs and supported by measurable training and employment 
benchmarks. The Naval Reserve has the MCDVs, while the Army 
Reserve requirement for TBGs and Arctic Response Company 
Groups, along with readiness and preparatory standards, should be 
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clearly defined. Furthermore, the Air Reserve should be re-examined 
to see if a linkage could be clearly established for the Air Reserve 
as an entity for tasks that may lend themselves to Air Reservists 
or formed Reserve Units beyond augmenting the RCAF on a  
day-to-day or periodic basis. Although the requirement to strengthen 
the Canadian Rangers through various programs has been con-
sistently articulated, particularly over the last decade, that need 
demands clear definition and objects. The vision articulated by the 
CDS in his 2007 Planning Guidance for an integrated and effec-
tive Reserve Force has never been operationalized or resourced.23 
Accordingly, in the absence of unified strategic direction, the ser-
vices have provided Reserve employment concepts that have varied 
over time. This lack of consistency and centralization has created 
a situation in which it is difficult, if not impossible, to analyze and 
improve Reserve operations and to allocate resources accordingly.

All this will generate the structures necessary for the 
Reserve Forces. These organizations need not be uniform but 
can be, like the threat environment, asymmetric, and orga-
nized regionally to provide capability. They should be put 
together in a fashion that will allow them to take advantage 
of the recruiting demographics of the areas in which they are 
located in order to generate and sustain personnel levels. In  
addition, there will be individuals who are enrolled as specialists, 
in units and formation headquarters, all of whom will be capable 
of being integrated into domestic and international operations. 
These institutional transitions, in response to security exigencies, 
will be enabled by centralized and common Regular/Reserve 
management processes, including recruitment, education, training 
and terms of service, as well as protected funding.

Conclusion

Reservists’ contributions to operations and connections 
with the communities in which they serve are critical 
to Canada. The CAF must continue to recruit, develop, 
support and retain a ready, capable, motivated and 
relevant Primary Reserve force as both a strategic and 
operational resource for Canada and the CAF well into 
the future. The Primary Reserve will provide continued 
support to deployed operations and have demonstrated 
leadership and professionalism by making important 
contributions to CAF capability and response when 
called upon for operations and exercises at home and 
around the world.24

“Department of National Defence and the Canadian 
Armed Forces – Report on Plans and Priorities 2015-
16” (2015)

This aspirational statement clearly outlines the desired effects 
that need to be produced by the CAF to counter the asymmetric 
and conventional security threats posed by the 21st Century. These 
activities require teams of people that are familiar with each 
other and their capabilities, and they suggest the establishment 
of integrated professional development systems and the wider use 
of inter-department assignments to increase operating familiar-
ity between the various agencies and others. Additionally, the 
Canadian Government needs to increase its pool of deployable 
capabilities on top of developing whole of government structures 
that contain a necessary cross-spectrum of skills and attributes 
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Central Region reserve divers from across Ontario conduct training dives at Collingwood, Ontario, 14 June 2015.
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which can be mobilized and dispatched quickly to deal with a 
spectrum of issues, domestically or internationally. The CAF 
Reserves can contribute significantly to this effort, providing 
part-time, skilled personnel with a culture of service before self.

The ideas highlighted in this article have been articulated  
in various forms and forums for several decades and have been 
implemented to various degrees. The underpinning tenet is to 

make optimal use of the skills 
Canadians can contribute 
through the Reserve Forces to 
assist with the creation of the 
integrated intra-government 
teams that can overcome all 
security challenges, from pub-
lic safety, to the imperatives of 
conflict. This means continu-
ing to improve administrative, 
financial, recruiting and other 
supporting processes; main-
taining training standards that 
would provide for a level of 
interoperability between 
Regular and Reserve Forces; 
bringing civilian specialists 
into the Reserves under spe-
cial arrangements; structuring 
existing units and formations, 
while preserving their lineage, 
into viable regional entities 
with domestic deployment 
capacity; establishing wide-
spread community liaisons; 
imbuing specific enabling 

capabilities in Reserve units; making use of the latent capacity 
of the Supplementary Reserve; and assigning concrete and mea-
surable goals and objectives for the Reserve Forces and Canadian 
Rangers within a strategic and centrally managed security concept. 
This strategic plan will provide direction on the organization and 
capabilities to be provided by the CAF Reserves, understanding 
that the generation of forces by Reserve Forces needs to able 
to have immediate and long-term aspects. In the final analysis, 
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Members of the Arctic Response Recovery Group formed of Reservists from 32 Canadian Brigade Group transit the 
beachhead during Operation Nanook 09.

Simulated opposing forces attack a defensive position occupied by members of the Canadian Army Reserve, 4th Canadian Division, during Exercise 
Stalwart Guardian, 26 August 2015, at Petawawa, Ontario.
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it is only in this fashion that one can create the Reserve Forces 
that Canada truly needs in the complicated and complex security 
environments posed by the 21st Century.
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