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The Reason Why


The Security & Defence Forum is a government and private university partnership sponsored by the Canadian Department of National Defence. This partnership, which has been in existence for more than 30 years, was created to bring to the Department of National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces the benefits of scholarly research, to enhance informed public debate on security and defence issues, and to build an interest in military and foreign policy matters outside the formal defence establishment. Over the years, the project has accomplished these aims and more. This paper is a description of the Security &Defence Forum as a model for building defence relations between the defence and academic communities to advantage of both.


Although the Security &Defence Forum might seem to many to be simply a mechanical or public relations “outreach” device, its roots sit deeply in well established concepts about civil-military relations in liberal democracies. If the civil control of the military by citizens elected to parliaments is a defining principle of liberal democracies, then society must have the means to effect that control. These means include the provision of specific laws, parliamentary control over defence budgets and the uses of the armed forces, and adequate oversight of military affairs by the government of the day, among other things. However, the most fundamental need is to create an informed citizenry capable of understanding issues of civil-military relations and equipped to question, if not override completely, the opinions, advice, and policy preferences of its expert military advisors. Therefore, a civilian defence and security competency is an essential component of the means by which a liberal democracy society controls its armed forces.


It is important, however, to emphasize that even though the principle of civil control over armed forces in paramount, healthy civil-military relations depend on the wholesome cooperation of the senior officers of the armed forces and political leaders. Building a civilian competency in matters that some officers might believe to be their professional preserve should not be viewed inside or outside the officer corps as a challenge to the profession, but rather as a necessary aid to it. When society in general and opinion makers and political leaders in particular have a good grasp of the main elements and principles of war, international relations, and military concepts and philosophies, then conversations and debates between civilians and the officer corps will be less stressful. Similarly, once officers have opportunities to present their points of view to civilian audiences and to reflect on the reactions they receive, then they will be better situated to offer appropriate advice to governments. Bringing officers of all ranks into close contact with the academic world helps accomplish these important objectives and helps also to bridge gaps between the armed forces and society. Ultimately, building this bridge benefits the armed forces, the officer corps, and national defence.

The Canadian Experience


The Canadian Forces have had a long association with civilian universities. Before and continuing through and after the Second World War many officers of both the regular and reserve components of the armed forces were recruited from and trained in universities across the country. While they studied for typical civilian degrees, they were required to enrol in a few courses which universities labelled as “military studies.” These courses dealt mainly with technical topics appropriate to the duties of junior officers. In the early 1960s many elements of this programme were abandoned for budgetary and administrative reasons and the links between the armed forces, the Department of National Defence and the universities were weakened as a result.


Three factors in the late 1960s and early 1970s help to revive interest in the military/university relationship. First, the continuing development in some universities of courses in “strategic studies” into full programmes and curricula leading to under-graduate and graduate degrees, generated a wider interest in military affairs in universities. This interest brought more academics into contact with members of the armed forces and officials in foreign and defence departments of the government. Second, the realization in the defence department and the armed forces that a so-called traditional and mostly military education was no longer sufficient if officers were to deal with the complexities of the cold war and emerging technologies prompted officers and officials to examine ways to take advantage of the scholarship and expertise that was now evident in Canadian universities.


Finally, the defence department itself was growing in response to the cold war and worldwide alliances and to new demands that the department become more than just an administrative department of government. In 1972 an entirely new and mainly civilian “policy” branch was established and given responsibilities to help ministers formulate defence policy, to manage international arrangements with NATO, the United Nations and allies, and to oversee the development of defence capability plans and budgets. The Department of National Defence began a concerted effort to recruit young civilians skilled in strategic analysis, operational research, and international relations and they looked to the universities to provide a pool from which to draw future senior officials.


Building the connection between the defence establishment and the universities was not as easy as some in 1967 thought it would be. The “strategic studies” departments in most universities were small, if they existed at all, and most were junior sections of traditional political or history departments. Although some scholars were keen to build an association with the armed forces and government, university administrators were not prepared to spend scarce dollars on new infrastructure, professors, and students for what they saw as a small return.


Both the academic community and the government officials were concerned that scholars in a military partnership might be accused by their colleagues of being mere employees of the defence department if they became dependent on government programmes. In the anti-war atmosphere of the late 1960s and with active, so-called, peace movements on many campuses, this was a serious consideration. The problem for defence officials was to find an arrangement for sponsoring defence and security studies at universities without interfering with normal academic methods and freedoms while ensuring that monies spent on such programmes produced the types of outcomes they, their ministers, and government auditors expected.


The problem was overcome, to the surprise of many observers, when officials simply took a leap of faith, believing that “seed money” planted in universities and left in the care of universities and professors would be well managed and produce in time the results for which everyone hoped. This unusual commitment, and the cash to back it up, was the beginning of an association that produced today, in 13 universities spread across Canada, 12 centres for defence and security studies and a chair for defence management studies. These centres in turn support a respected academy of senior scholars and an growing corps of junior academics who together continually interact with the armed forces, the department of defence, government, parliamentary committees and ministers, the media, and society in general.


The members of the Security & Defence Forum routinely offer advice and undertake expert research inside and outside Canada and lecture at every Canadian Forces college. They often travel to theatres were the Canadian Forces are employed on operations, as in Bosnia or Kosovo. Moreover, graduate students from these universities provide a steady, well-educated supply of young people many of whom eventually enter the federal public service to deal with defence and security affairs. But even those students who take only a few courses in strategic and military affairs and then go on to other pursuits and careers tend to take with them into the community a better appreciation of Canada’s place in the world and the complex problems of national defence and security. The programme is not without problems – as we shall see presently – but by any measure it has been an ongoing success and a great benefit to the universities, the Canadian Forces, the Department of National Defence, and to Parliament.

The Security & Defence Forum: Policies And Procedures


The modern Security & Defence Forum has four interdependent components: teaching, research, support to students, and “outreach” to society. The Department of National Defence provides funds to selected universities on the understanding that they will provide infrastructure, access to the usual university facilities, promote the programme to students, produce high quality research in fields related to defence and security, and engage in public debates on the issues, but always in accordance with the personal views of members and not as spokespersons for the armed forces or the government. Typically, the defence department distributes approximately $2,000,000 annually to the Security & Defence Forum and allocates this fund as follows: 67% to university programmes; 23% to student support – i.e. to scholarships; 7% to “special projects”; and 3% to programme administration.


Grants are awarded to universities through a competitive process on a five-year cycle. That is to say, every five years the department of defence initiates a “zero-based” bidding process open to any Canadian university wishing to join the Security & Defence Forum. Universities compete for grants for centres ranging from about $50, 000 to $120,000 annually for each of the next five years and for the special Chair in Defence Management Studies which may be allocated $200,000 per year over the same five-year period. 


Bids are assessed by a panel of experts drawn from inside and outside the government and this impartial panel then presents to the minister of national defence recommendations concerning which bids should be accepted and what level of funding each should receive. The minister of national defence then reviews the recommendations and once the minister has approved them, officials notify the winners and begin the routine process of administering the programme through the next cycle.


Ministers, of course, are not obliged to follow the advice of the assessing panel and may award universities as they see fit. However, obvious partisan interference in the awarding of bids would seriously harm the programme and the open bidding process tends to dampen any minister’s enthusiasm for playing favourites. In the entire history of the Security & Defence Forum there is no evidence that ministers have overtly interfered with the bidding process and some evidence that pleas for special consideration from well-connected universities have been ignored.


University bids are assessed against criteria developed by the Department of National Defence. Each university’s bid must include comments or undertakings concerning the following items: a clear “mission statement” for the individual programme; a list of faculty and staff associated with the programme; a financial plan, including efforts to raise extra funding; plans for multi-university cooperation; plans for an outreach strategy; commitments to interactions with the government and the Canadian Forces; plans for interactions with non-governmental organizations; uses of information technology; planned conferences and seminars; regional representation (a critical issue in a large country with a widely dispersed and partially bilingual population); a detailed description of degree programmes; and a list of faculty publications and planned research projects. The panel considers the applications together and weights their merits against the required criteria and against their own sense of what the leading faculty at the university is capable of accomplishing based on each individual’s academic record.


Grants are paid in annual allotments to the university on condition that the funds will be spend according to the bid submitted to the Department of National Defence. Therefore, officials from the Department of National Defence require each university to submit an annual report on its activities and a record of expenditures and results. These reports, like the initial bids, are assessed each year by a panel of experts which may recommend to the minister changes to annual allocations or the issuing of letters of warning to universities which in the panel’s opinion are not in compliance with the initial contract. Indeed, in the past ministers have made such changes and issued warning letters to some universities. All these efforts of open bidding, audits and assessments, and continuing scrutiny are intended to hold universities accountable for the use of public funds, but they are also aimed at ensuring and enhancing the credibility of the Security & Defence Forum in government and in the eyes of the public.


The scholarship programme is an important part of the Security & Defence Forum because it provides the incentive and funds to encourage young people to dedicate their studies to the strategic and defence fields. Many of the professors now working in Canadian universities and abroad and scores of young officials in government owe their success, at least in part, to the scholarship programme of the Security & Defence Forum. For instance, a study in 1993 found that of the 90 recipients of awards who had completed their degrees, 44 found work in universities, 17 in government, 14 with various non-governmental organizations, and 11 in the Canadian Forces. A similar study today would likely arrive at comparable conclusions. Approximately, $360,000 are available each year to support the Security & Defence Forum student scholarship awards programme. Here, as with the university programme, the Department of National Defence solicits bids for awards from individuals.  Scholars may request support for graduate studies (masters level - each $8,000), doctoral studies ($16,000), or post-doctoral research ($27,000). 


Under the “intern programme” up to $24,000 are available annually to non-governmental organizations, industries, and international organizations to offset part of the cost of employing a graduate student as an “intern” in a research or managerial position related to defence security. These types of positions not only support the wider defence community, but also provide many students with their first work experiences in the field. The range of employments and opportunities that have been available in the past are impressive – students graduating from the Security & Defence Forum have worked across Canada, at the United Nations, in Brussels at NATO headquarters, and several young men and women have been employed in eastern and central European ministries of defence helping officers and officials there adapt to the western way of civil-military relations.


Finally, the Security & Defence Forum supports “special projects” defined as activities outside the parameters of originally forecasted bids. Universities may, for instance, seize an opportunity to examine an emerging issue or to invite scholars to join a short-term project. The special fund is not large, about $75,000 annually, but it does provide some flexibility to the officials who manage the Security & Defence Forum and it encourages universities and scholars to be on the watch for ways to attract more funds to their programmes. The competition and the high quality of the bids for these funds testify to their importance to the defence and security community.

Measuring Results and Outcomes


Although the Security & Defence Forum has accomplished what the founders in 1967 intended, it is not without problems. Ask any university president and most scholars what they most need and the reply will be, “more money”. Governments, however, are always reluctant to provide more just for the asking. The expectation in the early days was that universities and directors of study centres would grow their own funds from the seed money planted by the government. It was assumed that after a few years university programmes would be self-funded and self-sustaining without much government assistance. Unfortunately, increasing costs of university programmes and a lack of outside benefactors have required governments to continue, and at times, to expand its support to the Security & Defence Forum. Generally, most experienced observers take this as the price of doing business.


It is a mistake, however, to assume that the various centres operate solely on the grants provided by the Department of National Defence. In every case, universities provide some level of direct or indirect contribution to study centres. This support has never been adequately estimated, but it includes teaching relief for professors who direct centres, office and administrative support, infrastructure, and scholarship support for students enrolled in strategic or military studies programmes at the centres. Many centres manage to find other support from other agencies that match or exceed the grants provided by the Department of National Defence. However, the relationship between these other means and the initial establishment and ongoing support of the centres from the defence department should not be discounted, for without the latter, the additional funds would not likely be forthcoming.


The independence of scholars in receipt of government funding is a concern for some observers. They imply that individuals in this circumstance may find it worthwhile to hold their criticisms of government policies for fear of losing their grants. It is a concern in the Security & Defence Forum and because of this fact, scholars tend to be on guard against any hint that members are acting unethically. There is no evidence that this apprehended problem is an actual problem. Interestingly, one of the most effective guards against the corruption of the Security & Defence Forum comes from the Department of National Defence officials who have acted promptly to protect members from other officials and from politicians and their aides.


A third, and somewhat contradictory, criticism of the Security & Defence Forum is that it is too intellectual. Critics remark that the work produced by some centres and some individuals is simply irrelevant to the everyday needs of senior officers and officials. One departmental report on the Security & Defence Forum noted that “benefits [from the Security & Defence Forum] are likely to be delivered over a long period of time, and in indirect and unexpected ways, rather than as timely planned assistance to the solution of problems arising from current crises.” It is the indirectness and distance from the day-to-day world that usually elicits the most criticism of the impracticality of the programme or parts of it from officers and officials. The criticism, fair or not, needs to be addressed forthrightly with careful explanations and examples of how in the longer run or in certain circumstances the Security & Defence Forum has been relevant and, maybe, even decisively important to the Department of National Defence, the Canadian Forces, and even the country.


Attempts to measure the success of programmes centred on teaching and research in universities and the import and influence of “outreach strategies” are fraught with dangers. Some officials and others try to make such assessments from a utilitarian perspective – how much money, how many degrees, how many students, how many interactions with the public and so on. There is some use in “bean counting” and accountants’ scribbling to be sure, but these statistics fail to account for the intellectual capital that accrues to Canada from the accumulated years of study, research, and teaching that are at the heart of the Security & Defence Forum.


Objective analysis also fails to acknowledge the strong and growing interaction between the Canadian Forces, especially at senior levels, and the university community. During the cold war when many issues were more or less frozen in time and space this interaction was important, but usually confined to those few officers assigned to policy branches in Ottawa. After the cold war when every once dependable policy beacon seemed to dim or vanish, Canadian foreign and defence policies planners and the senior officers of the Canadian Forces looked for fresh thinking and new assessments and found ready hands and dependable advice within the Security & Defence Forum. Scholars across the country entered the 1993-94 defence policy fora and opened a lively debate about the “new world order”, “the clash of civilizations”, the “crisis in civil-military relations” future force development, and how Canada might assist emerging democracies in Europe, Latin American and elsewhere in the world.


It is probable that even without a Security & Defence Forum an academic community of sorts would have developed capable of helping governments and the Canadian Forces frame a defence and security policy for the 21st century, but it certainly would have been small and scattered. The foresight of officers and officials in 1967 and the continuing support of their successors since then made certain that a credible, remarkably diverse, independent, and self-renewing  intellectual defence and security community appropriately linked to the Canadian Armed Forces developed and flourished in Canadian universities.


One remarkable but, perhaps, unintended consequence of this initiative is that governments, the Department of National Defence and the Canadian Forces now have many friends in ivory towers. These are not uncritical friends, but colleagues convinced of the need for armed forces in society and inclined to make arguments for strong, reliable defence policies. This effect might not seem too important, but in a “peaceable kingdom” like Canada where few citizens are distraught by matters of national defence, the support of a credible community outside the defence department and the armed forces is of immeasurable importance in the ever ongoing battle for public attention and government dollars.


The “seed money” provided to Canadian universities and communities serves another significant social purpose – it enhances civil control of the Canadian Armed Forces and the associated defence establishment. No year passes without some interaction between the members of the Security & Defence Forum and members of Parliament. Scholars linked to the Forum meet with politicians from all parties from time to time to discuss defence and foreign policy matters at conferences and at their universities. Less directly, the research papers and public commentary, whether in print or other media, certainly reaches and influences to some degree political and public attitudes and ideas on national defence and security.


Whenever the defence or foreign policy committees of the Senate or House of Commons review national issues they invariably call as witnesses members of the Security & Defence Forum. It is at these sessions that the independence of the members of the Forum and their importance to the civil authority are most obvious. There is no one outside government with the exception of a few individuals working in non-governmental organizations who can counter or call into question information and advice given to these committees by senior officers and officials as effective as members of the Forum. Whether the witnesses agree or disagree with the official policy or official explanations, the fact that they are readily available to assist parliament’s committees give politicians with a high degree of comfort in front of the government’s dutiful, official experts.


If society has no recourse to expert advice other than from the military, then the civil authority will be trapped in the “expert problem” of civil-military relations –  in a position in which they must rely solely on the very individuals they are seeking to control. The “expert problem” can be redressed in several related ways, but one of the most important devises is an active, independent, and credible academic community dedicated to the study and teaching of warfare, civil-military relations, and armed forces in society. 


The influence of the Security & Defence Forum and similar programmes in other states may vary from time-to-time, but the Canadian experience suggests that they are unlikely to develop and grow without assistance and encouragement from governments. The Canadian experience might not suit every state’s needs and resources, but it suggests also that if universities and academics are to benefit the nation, governments, and the armed forces at all, then university-based institutions dedicated to the study of national defence and security, civil-military relations, and the armed forces in society must be nurtured by society itself. 
