
Northern Dimension of Canada’s Foreign Policy

Canada is recognized internationally as a Northern nation, and has been a pioneer on northern 
circumpolar relations dating back to 1989. During a visit of Canada’s Prime Minister to 
Leningrad, U.S.S.R., he proposed “a council of Arctic Countries eventually coming into 
existence to coordinate and promote cooperation among them.”   

In 1996, the Arctic Council was established by the eight circumpolar countries in Ottawa, 
including the formal membership of the Indigenous Peoples from all nations as Permanent 
Participants to the Council.  

Today, the Arctic Council remains the key mechanism for Canada’s international circumpolar 
work and Canada continues to work with its northern partners including the territories and 
indigenous peoples, and Arctic neighbours to address many issues and opportunities we face in 
the North. 

The government has identified a number of priority items for the Canadian North with a strong 
emphasis on social and economic development, including: 

• advancing the socio-economic goals of the North;
• reinforcing and asserting Canadian Sovereignty;
• developing together with Northerners a northern vision to guide economic, social and 

environmental progress in the region;
• balancing environmental protection with economic prosperity.

The objectives of Canada’s northern foreign policy framework include: asserting and ensuring 
the preservation of Canada’s sovereignty in the North; enhancing the security and prosperity of 
Canadians, especially northerners and Aboriginal peoples; and, establishing the circumpolar 
region as a vibrant geopolitical entity integrated into a rules-based international system

The key activities for the northern foreign policy are playing a leadership role in the Arctic 
Council to further Canadian priorities, engaging circumpolar countries on Canada’s Northern 
policy priorities, strengthening the capacity of Northern organizations to participate in 
Circumpolar policy dialogue and cooperative activities, and increasing public support for 
Canada’s role in building a vibrant circumpolar community.

In order to meet these objectives, Canada must be able to respond to new ideas, trends and 
initiatives, as well as be able to refocus activities to meet emerging government priorities. This 
flexibility is built into the northern foreign policy framework, and provides an ongoing basis for 
Canada to take a leadership role in the circumpolar world.
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