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Rob Huebert

Th e Canadian Coast Guard (CCG) has traditionally been 
the neglected marine service within Canada.1 It plays an 
essential role for Canada in a vast area of maritime safety 
and security functions, and it is best known as one of the 
Canadian government’s most important means of provid-
ing stewardship over the Arctic – as evidenced by the ap-
pearance of the icebreaker CCGS Amundsen on Canada’s 
$50 bill. However, while the CCG plays such a crucial role 
for Canada, it remains underfunded and ignored by Ca-
nadian governments, forced to operate an aging fl eet.

Th is is about to change with the long-promised fl eet 
recapitalization fi nally occurring under the National 
Shipbuilding Strategy.2 Specifi c to the Arctic, the actual 
construction of two large Polar Class icebreakers began 
at Seaspan Shipyards in Vancouver on 3 April 2025 and 
at Helsinki Shipyard in Finland on 20 August 2025.3 In 
addition, on 8 August 2023, Irving Shipbuilding began 
the construction of one of the two Arctic and Off shore 
Patrol Vessels (AOPVs) that the CCG will receive. Such 
an explosion in the construction of vessels needed for 
operations in the Canadian Arctic would seemingly be 
only good news; however, unfortunately, while the ships 
are all needed, the manner and timing of their construc-
tion will create signifi cant diffi  culties and ineffi  ciencies 
in the future. Th e frustrating element of this is that the 

government of Canada fully understands what it is doing 
but is still proceeding in this manner. 

Th e current urgency to act is based on the recognition of 
two core threats to Canadian Arctic security and sover-
eignty.4 Th e fi rst is the long-term recognition of the im-
pact of climate change. Specifi cally, the warming of the 
polar regions means that waterways that have been previ-
ously frozen and therefore inaccessible are now expected 
to be navigable as the ice melts, leading to increasing ship 
traffi  c. Th ere is disagreement as to when this will occur 
and how the melting will take shape, but the political 
realization that it is occurring is now driving much of 
Canadian policy, as evidenced in both Our North Strong 
and Free and Canada’s Arctic Foreign Policy. Th e second 
major threat comes from the rapidly devolving interna-
tional security environment. While many Arctic scholars 
had seen the Arctic as a region of exceptional peace and 
cooperation, events since the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
in 2014 have now led to circumstances in which the Arctic 
is increasingly recognized as a region of escalating ten-
sion.5 Unlike the Cold War era, when the two belligerents 
were the United States and its North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO) allies against the Soviet Union, the 
growing tension between the NATO alliance and Russia 
is compounded by an increasingly Arctic-oriented China. 

A rendering of the polar icebreaker being built by Seaspan Vancouver Shipyards.
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Th ere is considerable debate as to the actual intentions of 
China and whether it poses a security threat as opposed to 
a political/economic threat, but there is little dispute that 
China’s involvement in the region is growing.

Th e net eff ect of the recognition that the Arctic waterways 
will become more navigable in the future, combined with 
the growing military tension in the region, has fi nally fo-
cused Canadian policy-makers’ attention on the need to 
respond to the requirements of the Canadian Coast Guard.

Th is has resulted in the current building of a new fl eet of 
icebreakers. Once the new ships are constructed, they will 
fi ll a growing defi cit in Canada’s Arctic capabilities, and 
the CCG will make excellent use of the vessels. But the way 
they will have been built underlines the unwillingness and 
inability of Canadian governments to manage the coun-
try’s Arctic assets rationally, and especially those the CCG 
needs. Canadian governments may say they prioritize the 
protection of Canadian Arctic sovereignty and security, but 
the way the CCG Arctic fl eet is being rebuilt demonstrates 
that this is not the case. Governments also say they under-
stand the problems that a boom-and-bust building cycle 
creates,6 but the construction of the two polar icebreakers 
and two AOPVs at the same time and in diff erent shipyards 
demonstrates that they either do not know how to solve the 
problem or really do not care to do so.

Successive Liberal and Conservative governments have 
had a long time to come up with a rational plan to break the 

historical boom-and-bust cycle. Canadian governments 
have known for over 40 years that they needed to begin 
construction on a new large icebreaker. Th e decision only 
now to build all the ships needed will leave the CCG with 
an overly complex and ineff ective means of maintaining 
and crewing them. Th us, despite acknowledging that the 
boom-and-bust cycles have been the core problem facing 
Canadian shipbuilding, the Canadian Coast Guard – af-
ter waiting 40 years – will have two Polar Class icebreak-
ers, two AOPVs and the six smaller program icebreakers 
almost all built at the same time. Th e CCG will need to 
fi gure out how to service and maintain these vessels for 
a long time without any economies of scale. Th ey will all 
have diff erent service requirements, will demand diff er-
ent maintenance regimes, and will have diff erent crewing 
needs. If the CCG had a history of being given an abun-
dance of resources, this might not be a huge problem. But 
it has traditionally been starved of resources and, as such, 
the future will be challenging. 

Canadian governments have understood the need to 
build icebreakers for a long time. Following the voyage of 
the American icebreaker USCGC Polar Sea through the 
Northwest Passage in 1985, the Brian Mulroney govern-
ment undertook an extensive review, under the leadership 
of Joe Clark, of what Canada needed to defend its Arctic 
sovereignty.7 One of its more important fi ndings was that 
it needed to build a Polar 8-class icebreaker.8 Th is was an-
nounced to great fanfare in Parliament on 10 September 

A close-up of the prototype block built by Seaspan in early 2024 using the 60 mm-thick steel that will be on the polar icebreaker. Th e offi  cial fi rst steel-cutting for the 

ship was in April 2025.
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1985. Th is decision was cancelled by 1988 but successive 
governments have re-asserted the need to build the re-
placement for CCGS Louis S. St-Laurent, which was built 
in 1969 and is still being operated in 2025. Likewise, the 
existing fl eet of medium icebreakers – built or acquired 
between 1978 and 1987, with the purchase of an addi-
tional vessel in 1991 – also need replacement.9 In eff ect, 
Canada last built an icebreaker specifi cally designed for 
the Canadian Coast Guard 38 years ago. Both Liberal and 
Conservative governments have stated their intentions 
to build new vessels but seemed more interested in de-
termining the names of the vessels than building them 
(e.g., Diefenbaker vs. Arpatuuq and Imnaryuaq). Both 
the Harper and Trudeau governments announced names 
well in advance of building them. Th ere have also been 
numerous reports recognizing this problem, beginning 
with the 1990 Osbaldeston Report, which focused on bet-
ter managing Canada’s various fl eets.10 Th e Harper gov-
ernment promised to build three armed icebreakers when 
it was elected in 2005, but it later changed these to the six 
AOPVs built for the navy that have just been completed, 
and two to be built for the CCG. 

Successive Canadian governments have also understood 
the problem that historically has plagued Canadian 
shipbuilding. Canada tends to build its ships in short 

time-frames. Th is boom-and-bust practice means that it 
has not been able to sustain the shipyards that build these 
vessels. When the government decides to build new ves-
sels, there is inevitably the need to build a large number 
and to rebuild the shipbuilding capacity – oft en from 
scratch. Recognizing this problem in 2008, the Harper 
government decided to act and undertook an examina-
tion of the problems that Canada has faced in building 
vessels for its navy and coast guard.11 Th is study resulted 
in the creation and release of the National Shipbuilding 
Procurement Strategy (later renamed by the Trudeau gov-
ernment as the National Shipbuilding Strategy). It is based 
on three pillars: (1) the construction of large vessels (more 
than 1,000 tonnes of displacement); (2) the construction 
of small vessels (less than 1,000 tonnes of displacement); 
and (3) vessel repair, refi t and maintenance projects.12 To 
implement this strategy, the government of Canada se-
lected two shipyards to build the large vessels: Seaspan in 
Vancouver; and Irving Shipbuilding in Halifax. Th e gov-
ernment later decided that Halifax would be responsible 
for building warships, while Vancouver would build the 
large non-combatant vessels. 

As an aside, the reluctance of Canadian governments to 
assess this problem publicly is demonstrated by the fact 
that once the strategy was created, it was never actually 

Canadian government and Davie Shipbuilding offi  cials at the 20 August 2025 steel-cutting ceremony for the ‘Polar Max’ polar icebreaker being built by Davie in its 

Helsinki and Quebec yards.
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EEZs and Territorial Claims: Source: Flanders Marine 

Institute, World EEZ, v. 12; and World Extended Conti-

nental Shelves, v. 2. 

Oil and Gas Facilities: Current oil and gas production 

areas and probability of the presence of at least one un-

discovered oil and/or gas fi eld with recoverable resourc-

es greater than 50 million barrels of oil equivalent map. 

Source: “Marine Conservation in the Norwegian Arctic.” 

Nicole Wienrich, 2022/08/31.

Oil Reserves and Pipelines: Source: “Resources in the Arc-

tic,” Nordregio.

Military Sites: Source: “Arctic Competition Part Two: 

Military Buildup and Great Power Competition,” Foreign 

Policy Magazine, 14 December 2020.

Arctic Sea Routes: Arctic Sea Routes with main ports and 

EEZ map. Source: Arctic Portal. Updated August 2023.

Inuit Settlement Area Boundaries and Inuit Owned 

Lands: Source: Aboriginal Aff airs and Northern Develop-

ment Canada, Open Government Licence – Canada.

Th e Arctic: People,
Resources and Capabilities
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released to the public. Th e government released a summa-
ry of the strategy’s fi ndings,13 and there have been annual 
reports,14 but the actual strategy has never been released. 

Th e strategy was based on the premise that such an ap-
proach would allow companies both to build up the nec-
essary expertise and have an ongoing fl ow of contracts to 
ensure that they remain sustainable over time. Th is would 
also mean that both the Canadian Coast Guard and the 
Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) would receive new vessels 
on an ongoing basis, allowing for a more easily managed 
acceptance process. Not unexpectedly, eff orts to imple-
ment the shipbuilding strategy ran into several chal-
lenges, and some of the contracts developed delays. Th e 
Auditor General noted that these delays meant that many 
of the necessary vessels were not going to reach either the 
CCG or the RCN within the time-frame in which they 
were needed.15 

Responding to these challenges, the Trudeau government 
made the decision to add a third shipyard to the Nation-
al Shipbuilding Strategy in order to speed up the con-
struction of the vessels. In August 2019, Public Services 
and Procurement Canada (PSPC) announced that there 
would be a competitive process to select a third shipyard 
to build icebreakers for the CCG. In December 2019, the 
government announced that Chantier Davie Canada Inc. 
in Levis, Quebec, was to become the third shipyard.16 

Th e recognition that the aging fl eet cannot meet the 
growing threats of climate change and a deteriorating 
geopolitical environment has compelled the Canadian 
government to act. Both the Conservative Harper gov-
ernment and the Liberal Trudeau governments acted on 
rebuilding the CCG’s Arctic capability, as is the Carney 
government. But they have done so in a manner that guar-
antees the continuation of the boom-and-bust cycle. All 
the new icebreakers are now being built at the same time. 
Th is is despite knowing, since 1985, that there was a need 
to build new large icebreakers. Furthermore, because re-
cent governments came to feel such an urgency, they are 
building the icebreakers in four separate yards. ‘Polar 
Max’ – the icebreaker that Davie is building – is itself be-
ing constructed in two diff erent yards. Th e hull will be 
constructed in Finland and will then be brought over to 
the shipyard in Quebec for completion.17

Future scholars now have the exact dates of when the cur-
rent boom-and-bust cycle for Canadian icebreakers com-
menced: 8 August 2023 to 20 August 2025. It is within 
this time period that Canada began building two polar 
icebreakers and the fi rst of two AOPVs for the CCG. 
Th ese will soon be followed by the six program icebreak-
ers that Davie will build. Th is procurement timeline has 
also provided the answer as to whether Canada can solve 
the boom-and-bust cycle that it has historically faced. 

Evidently, the answer is no – when it comes to icebreak-
ers. All these vessels will come into operation in the early 
2030s. Per tradition, Canada will use these vessels for a 
long time, so it is not unreasonable to assume that all of 
them will require replacement at the same time – prob-
ably between 2070 and 2080. During that time period, the 
future Canadian government will again face this problem. 

But coming back to the current time, what are the rami-
fi cations for the Canadian Coast Guard as these vessels 
come into operation in the early 2030s? First, it must be 
assumed that the challenges Canada will face will not 
diminish. In other words, we must assume that the in-
stability and danger posed by Russia, China, and increas-
ingly the United States, will remain below the threshold 
of armed confl ict. Should war break out with Russia or 
China, all such concerns about icebreakers will be funda-
mentally altered. Likewise, a Donald Trump administra-
tion that makes good on its threat to assimilate part or 
all of Canada would render the concern over icebreakers 
meaningless. But assuming these dire predictions do not 
occur, what are the issues that the Canadian Coast Guard 
will face as it accepts all these vessels in a relatively con-
densed time-frame? 

First, the CCG will welcome the addition of two Polar 
Class icebreakers, two AOPVs and, subsequently, the six 
program icebreakers. Maintaining the aging fl eet has 
always been demanding. Th e existing vessels require a 
tremendous amount of repair and upkeep to meet the 
rigours of operating in the Arctic. Th e new vessels will 
not face such issues, while also providing the coast guard 

Th is August 2025 photo shows painted blocks for the fi rst Canadian Coast Guard 

Arctic and Off shore Patrol Vessel at Irving Shipbuilding’s Halifax Shipyard.

C
re

d
it

: I
rv

in
g 

Sh
ip

b
u

il
d

in
g



VOLUME 21, NUMBER 2 (2025)       CANADIAN NAVAL REVIEW      25

with much-needed technical advancements, as all of them 
will be built with state-of-the-art equipment. 

However, several problems will arise that the CCG will 
need to manage. First, as noted earlier, is that the timing 
of the build means that the boom-and-bust shipbuilding 
cycle will be repeated. Th is will not be a problem at fi rst, 
but in time, it will require the same eff ort that is now being 
made to maintain the existing fl eet. As the years advance, 
the CCG will need to fi gure out how to deal with the aging 
of the entire fl eet. If it is well funded, such problems could 
be manageable, but the Canadian government’s historical 
record is not promising on this point.

Second, the choice to build the two polar icebreakers and 
the AOPVs in four diff erent shipyards will exacerbate 
what the Auditor General calls “the fi rst-in-class prob-
lem.”18 Th is is a problem all countries face when they build 
a new warship or specialized government vessel such as 
an icebreaker. Building these vessels is very challenging, 
and there are oft en lessons learned from such eff orts. 
For example, the Americans are facing very signifi cant 
problems with their new Ford-class aircraft  carriers and 
Columbia-class ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs).19 As 
time progresses, the shipyards building these ships will 
learn how to address these problems, but they will need 
to learn how to do this. By having the polar icebreak-
ers built in three yards, instead of the one yard that the 
National Shipbuilding Strategy originally called for, the 
government ensures that the fi rst-in-class problem will be 
experienced twice. Presumably, most of the fi rst-in-class 
problems that the AOPVs faced have been resolved, so at 
least the construction of those two vessels should proceed 
with fewer problems.20 

Th ird, there will be extended problems with maintenance 

and upkeep. Th e greater the variety that exists among any 

fl eet, the more challenging it is to maintain each diff erent 

ship. For the same class of vessels, there can be a com-

monality in spare parts, and the training of the crew who 

repair and maintain the vessels can be better organized. 

Diff erent ships will require diff erent repair capabilities. 

Th is is one of the main reasons why the Royal Canadi-

an Air Force (RCAF) opposes operating a mixed fl eet of 

fi ghters and prefers to have one class of aircraft .21

Fourth, there will be additional pressures with respect 

to training CCG personnel to operate the vessels. While 

there will be commonalities between the various classes 

of vessels that can provide for some overlap, there will also 

be specifi c elements that require specialized training on 

each vessel. 

Th ere is no question that Canada needs new icebreak-

ers. Its current fl eet is aging and has a limited time left  

before most ships need to be retired. Th e twin threats of 

climate change and a deteriorating geopolitical Arctic en-

vironment do not allow Canada to be without icebreakers. 

Th us, the decision to rebuild the fl eet is welcome. But the 

government’s determination to build the new vessels in 

diff erent shipyards and at the same time ensures that the 

problems associated with boom-and-bust building cycles 

will remain. In 2070, when the next fl eet will be needed, 

these problems that the CCG now faces will return. 

Undoubtedly, the current government will contend that it 

had no choice, since it needs to have the new icebreakers 

now, and that the fault lies in the inaction of previous gov-

ernments. It is right in this regard. Th e sense of urgency 

A 2022 graphic shows a program icebreaker being built at Davie Shipbuilding.
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is understood and real. Canada does need an icebreaker 

fl eet to meet the new Arctic demands and threats. But this 

is a problem that has been understood to exist for almost 

40 years. Furthermore, the determination to break the 
boom-and-bust shipbuilding cycle was part of the moti-
vation behind the formulation of the National Shipbuild-
ing Strategy. 

Two questions therefore remain. First, why, despite hav-
ing time to act and knowledge of the problem, have suc-
cessive Canadian governments been unable to break the 
boom-and-bust cycle when it comes to building icebreak-
ers? Why is Canada repeating the decisions that lock itself 
into this system? Second, how can the Canadian Coast 
Guard best prepare to respond to the problems that this 
will create for itself? How can it ensure that it is able to 
take the best advantage of what will be a very powerful 
new presence in the Canadian Arctic, while best remedy-
ing the challenges that come from receiving all of these 
diff erent ships at once? Th ese questions are not easy to an-
swer but will require careful consideration.
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required extensive troubleshooting as they utilize new technology and are emblematic of the fi rst-of-class issues with the Ford-class.
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