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The Russian research vessel Severny Polyus (North Pole, left) begins its second two-year expedition in remote Arctic waters in September 
2024. Moscow is aggressively pursuing a dominant presence in the Arctic, and other countries such as Canada must be prepared to defend 
their national interests in the polar region. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police Eastern Arctic Patrol might serve as a model for how to do 
so. (Screenshot from Russian Arctic and Antarctic Research Institute)
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A constabulary is a special purpose military or 
paramilitary force that acts as an instrument 
of civil control; its basic mission of creating 

and maintaining order is carried out via a wide variety 
of activities ranging from investigative and socially 
oriented police work and quasi-military patrolling to 
intelligence collection, psychological operations, and 
civil affairs. Constabulary operations often play an inte-
gral role in the prosecution of a “small war,” made differ-
ent from a “big war” by virtue of ongoing diplomacy, a 
lower scale of combat and tactics, and a limited degree 
of both objectives and means.1 Small wars are often 
referred to as “military operations other than war” 
(MOOTW), a suitable name for constabulary opera-
tions given that such operations serve not only a mili-
tary function but civil control functions as well—rang-
ing from patrolling and the providing of humanitarian 
assistance to intelligence collection and psychological 
operations—and have their own unique characteristics 
and requirements.2 The ultimate objective of con-
stabulary operations is to create stability where none 
previously existed and to encourage social organization 
and order consistent with long-term stability.3

The hybrid nature of modern conflict has also 
blurred the distinction between “warrior” and “orga-
nized criminal,” and a growing “gray zone”—the space 
between the military world and the policing world—
has resulted.4 Under the small-war umbrella, this 
has created the demand for “stability policing,” which 
may serve to bridge the gap between both worlds by 
fostering peace and maintaining order, establishing 
or reestablishing civil administrative functions, and 
encouraging cooperation between civil and military 
organizations.5 As the world continues to move away 
from unipolarity toward a more balanced playing field 
wherein multiple players possess nuclear capabilities, 

the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization 
(NATO) having to 
engage in a large-scale, 
multination conflict is 
far less likely a scenario 
than having to under-
take a constabulary/sta-
bility policing operation, 
a MOOTW, or a peace 
support operation, 

as powerful nations try to avoid outright military 
engagements. 

Moscow’s interests in the Arctic were made clear as 
early as 2007 when a Russian flag was planted on the 
ocean floor near the North Pole, an act even that even 
then was viewed as a preemptive claim on the area’s 
vast natural resources.6 Against the backdrop of devolv-
ing international security, shattered peace frameworks, 
and Russian revanchism, there is a reasonable likeli-
hood that the Arctic is set to face its most challenging 
era, and the emerging gray zone may help prioritize the 
stability policing operation and make it an important 
option in the tool box of NATO strategists.7 

The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) has 
undertaken a long-term constabulary operation on the 
Canadian Prairies and in the Arctic for over a century. 
One hundred and fifty recruits were sent west from 
Ontario in 1873 in response to attacks on indigenous 
peoples by American whisky traders in Cypress Hills, 
Saskatchewan, and double that number a year later 
made the “March West,” setting up posts and detach-
ments and making inroads with indigenous tribes across 
the Prairies.8 In 1896, an increased foreign presence due 
the Klondike gold rush resulted in the RCMP expanding 
operations into the Yukon, and in the early 1900s, opera-
tions were expanded into Hudson’s Bay and the Arctic.9 

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate the 
constabulary operational success of the RCMP in the 
eastern Arctic in the early twentieth century and to 
provide recommendations as to how the Canadian 
security establishment might learn from and adapt this 
constabulary model to twenty-first-century threats.

Eastern Arctic Patrol Case Study
The end of the nineteenth and start of the twentieth 

centuries brought geopolitical uncertainty to the halls 
of Canadian parliament. The United Kingdom divested 
its interest in the Arctic islands in 1880, transferring 
title to a John A. MacDonald government that saw 
little initial value in administering the region.10 This 
changed in 1900 when Norwegian explorers planted 
their flag on Axel Heiberg Island and claimed a swath 
of newly discovered Arctic territory for Oslo.11 Threats 
of additional Norwegian expeditions were coupled 
with tensions between Ottawa and Washington over 
the 1903 Alaska Boundary Dispute, and when added 
to threats of Danish incursions into the Arctic in the 
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1920s, demonstrated to the Canadian government 
that theoretical- or paper-based claims to the vast area 
encompassing Canada’s northern territories and Arctic 
region were far less reliable than a force of occupation.12

To that end, starting the 1920s, Ottawa built 
six RCMP detachments in the eastern Arctic 
Archipelago—Pond Inlet, Pangnirtung, and Lake 
Harbour (now Kimmirut) on Baffin Island, Craig 
Harbour and the Bache Peninsula on Ellesmere Island, 
and Dundas Harbour on Devon Island—and sent 
small teams of “Mounties” into these extremely remote 
areas to engage with the indigenous Inuit, stabilize 
the region, and assert Canadian sovereignty.13 Figure 1 
illustrates Canada’s Arctic Archipelago, while figure 2 
illustrates the locations of the RCMP Eastern Arctic 
Patrol (EAP) detachments.14

The RCMP had already accrued a substantial amount 
of experience in cold-weather operations by the turn of 
the twentieth century, having spent the previous thirty 
years working in the Yukon and western Northwest 
Territories, and as a result had established and cultivated 
important relationships with the Inuit.15 Such experience 
would prove invaluable in the eastern Arctic. 

The Pond Inlet detachment at the north end of 
Baffin Island was the first EAP detachment to be stood 
up. The Canadian government was aware trade in 
animal furs and exploitation for mineral wealth in the 
eastern Arctic were already prevalent in 1921; there-
fore, the Pond Inlet detachment was established near a 
Hudson’s Bay Company trading post for “extending the 
administrative jurisdiction of the Dominion to these 
regions.”16 Staff Sgt. A. H. Joy, highly experienced in 
northern travel, was tasked as the government’s first 
representative in the region and was granted consider-
able powers as a result, his authorities as a police officer 
being extended to include those of justice of the peace, 
coroner, special customs officer, and postmaster.17 The 
establishment of postal offices throughout the Arctic 
created infrastructure and a degree of administrative 
political stability and allowed for the Canadian flag to 
be planted.18 Joy’s influence was soon tested, as later 
that year he was tasked with investigating the murder 
of a white trader by Inuit hunters.19 He traveled by 
dogsled for two weeks to Cape Crawford, the site of 
the investigation, exhumed the body and conducted an 
autopsy, finding two bullet wounds and other evidence 

Figure 1. Canada and the Arctic Archipelago
(Figure by Myranda Bower)
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sufficient to lay homicide charges.20 He transported 
the body back to the Pond Inlet detachment, held an 
inquest with a jury appointed by himself, and issued 
warrants for three Inuit.21 He then presided over a trial 
for which he had been responsible for collecting the 
accused and witnesses, and handed down verdicts of 
guilt.22 Joy’s actions and professionalism undoubtedly 
served to impress upon the Inuit the range of authority 
possessed by the RCMP and to create stability amongst 
the population. It is important to note that Joy accom-
plished these feats alone, yet despite this fact, his super-
visors observed that not only were the documents per-
taining to the investigation and trial “complete in every 
detail,” but further that “the proceedings before this 
court were as regular as any taken in the Dominion.”23 
In recognition of his solo efforts, more men were sent 
to Pond Inlet to assist Joy.24

By 1922, the Pond Inlet detachment was operable, 
and materials and men were sent farther north on the 
Canadian Coast Guard vessel Arctic to establish the 
detachment at Craig Harbour—also in 1922—at the 
southern tip of Ellesmere Island, with Inspector C. 
E. Wilcox placed in command.25 Wilcox would go on 

to command all RCMP troops posted in the eastern 
Arctic for several years. 

Wasting no time, the RCMP EAP members soon 
set to work establishing links with the Inuit and con-
ducting what can only be described as extreme patrols. 
At Pond Inlet, Joy sent Cpl. McInnes, Constable (Cst.) 
McGregor, and three Inuit guides on a roughly two-
month, 1,000 km round trip to the Hecla and Fury 
Strait.26 During this time, they encountered sporadic 
families of Inuit who were instructed to report to Pond 
Inlet as soon as practicable for census purposes and 
provided basic medical assistance when needed.27 

At Craig Harbour, Wilcox and his small detach-
ment of men were completely isolated from the outside 
world for twelve months, during which time he report-
ed that they experienced 

a period of 109 days of darkness and intense 
cold … and during January the wind blew for 
21 days without a break … during a period of 
304 days the wind blew strongly for 221 days, 
frequently compelling the men to remain in-
doors for days at a time. The coldest tempera-
ture recorded was 51 degrees below zero in 

Figure 2. RCMP Eastern Arctic Patrol Detachment Locations
(Figure by Myranda Bower)
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March, during which month the temperature 
averaged 35 degrees below.28

RCMP reports from this period are replete with 
descriptions of poor weather not much different from 
Wilcox’s above noted, demonstrating that the EAP 
members lived and operated in some of the most 
vicious climatic and environmental conditions the 
planet has to offer. During this severe weather, Wilcox 
nevertheless maintained a patrol regimen of 120 km 
distance from the detachment; however, due to a then 
scarcity of sled dogs throughout the Arctic, these Craig 
Harbour patrols were conducted on foot.29 Despite these 
sufferings, it was noted that “discipline was excellent, 
and the men cheerful throughout.”30

1923 saw a “considerable extension” of RCMP duties 
in the Arctic, with more materials and men being shipped 
north.31 In September of that year, Wilcox departed 
Ellesmere Island on the Arctic and moved south of Pond 
Inlet to the southern coast of Baffin Island where he 
established the Pangnirtung detachment.32 During that 
year, he and his men ran patrols covering more than 
3,000 km by dogsled and more than 800 km by whale-
boat.33 These patrols were conducted for tactical purpos-
es as well as humanitarian—during the winter, Wilcox 
sent men out to supply Inuit clans short on food and to 
provide medical aid and comfort to sick natives.34 

In 1924, the Dundas Harbour detachment was 
stood up on Devon Island, with Cst. E. Anstead placed 
in charge.35 That year, Joy undertook a forty-seven-day, 
1,000 km patrol from Pond Inlet to examine the fea-
sibility of establishing communications between de-
tachments, while Cst. H. P. Friel undertook a patrol of 
approximately 900 km in just over one month.36 While 
no lengthy patrols were undertaken from Pangnirtung or 
Dundas Harbour that year, Wilcox sailed on the Arctic to 
Godhavn, then the administrative center of Greenland, 
where “courtesies were exchanged with the Governor 
and other officials,” demonstrating the importance of 
diplomatic skills in small war/constabulary operations.37 

In 1925, Wilcox took another lengthy boat patrol up 
the Greenland coast from Craig Harbour, stopping at the 
Bache Peninsula to examine the practicality of standing 
up a detachment there and engaging further with Danish 
government officials in Greenland.38 That year’s weath-
er precluded the running of lengthy patrols from Pond 
Inlet; however, local patrols were run to supply Inuit 
low on food.39 So too at Pangnirtung, where the weather 

prevented anything but short patrols by dogsled to out-
lying Inuit villages.40 Detachment commander Sgt. J. E. F. 
Wight did manage to escort Hudson’s Bay Company staff 
in setting up a trading post and visited multiple Inuit 
families.41 At Dundas Harbour, the weather prevented 
anything but patrols of 250 km, and a shortage of game 
and fur clothing kept the detachment members at the 
post for the majority of the year.42 Most patrols saw the 
RCMP members sleeping in igloos while in Inuit villages, 
while the natives cared for their dogs and tended to their 
sleds, demonstrating that by this time, amicable relations 
and a degree of mutual respect had been established 
between the EAP and the target population, no doubt 
enabled by the previous experiences accrued in the 
Yukon and Northwest Territories.43

The most significant event of the year, and argu-
ably of the entire life of the EAP, was a Craig Harbour 
patrol undertaken by Cpl. T. R. Michelson. Michelson, 
who had been placed in charge when Wilcox departed, 
undertook a series of patrols to Fram, Grise, Havn, and 
Starnes fiords that covered more than 11,000 km in to-
tality.44 Accompanied by four Inuit guides and fifty-four 
dogs on five sleds, Michelson’s role was primarily med-
ical as he stopped at whatever Inuit hamlets he could, 
checking and reporting on their general state of health.45 
Michelson was on one occasion required to provide med-
ical assistance to a pregnant Inuit woman suffering from 
haemorrhaging, and throughout his journeys, part of his 
general duties included instructing Inuit in maintaining 
standards of cleanliness.46 The medical component of 
the EAP cannot be overlooked. At nearly every village 
they visited on their patrols, RCMP members were faced 
with pregnancies, dog bites, rotten teeth, and gunshot 
wounds.47 The necessity for RCMP members to provide 
and perform medical assistance was such that incoming 
members were required to attend an Edmonton hospital 
prior to a northern posting where they were given a two-
week course in not only basic first aid but also childbirth-
ing and dentistry.48 

One of the most important RCMP roles in the 
eastern Arctic was the monitoring and reporting of 
game conditions. Caribou and fox populations were 
closely monitored, licenses were issued to trappers as 
were bounties for wolf hunters, and in their capacity 
as police, the RCMP enforced the Migratory Birds 
Convention Act and the Northwest Game Act, illus-
trating that the RCMP recognized the importance of 
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northern game to the Inuit.49 Michelson 
saw as much on his patrols. He comments 
on the abundance of game in his reports, 
and demonstrating the regard with which 
the Inuit held the RCMP, he notes also 
that the Mounties were always made wel-
come, and the respect engendered by their 
patrols was tangible.50 The care demon-
strated by the RCMP as an organization 
and by the EAP members individually 
to ensure the Inuit were cared for un-
doubtedly did serve as a superior tool for 
winning their “hearts and minds.” Tactical 
considerations were also addressed on 
Michelson’s patrols as he established 
caches of bear meat throughout Ellesmere 
Island for future patrols.51

In 1926, the detachment at Bache Peninsula was 
stood up with Joy in command.52 It was observed that 
the native population there was “in need of supervision 
and assistance,” and here too the RCMP noted that the 
Bache Peninsula teemed with game including seal, wal-
rus, and duck.53 Wilcox wintered at Pond Inlet, where 
local dogsled patrols were run from the detachment 
totalling 3,000 km to deliver rations to destitute Inuit.54 
Wilcox himself made a 1,400 km patrol to the Hudson’s 
Bay Company post at Clyde River on the eastern edge 
of Baffin Island—on the way, he provided medical 
assistance where he could to several natives, including 
the administering of laxatives and Dover powder (a 
medicine used to treat cold and fever) and the ap-
plication of poultices to wounds, as well as checking 
for game.55 While Wilcox was at Pond Inlet, Joy was 
transferred to Craig Harbour, where he too noted the 
severity of the winter.56 Conditions were so bad that 
hunting excursions needed to be sent out to kill caribou 
for the RCMP members and to search for dog food.57 
Joy made a forty-day, 1,500 km patrol across Ellesmere 
Island, establishing caches of supplies for future patrols 
and noting the movements of muskox herds.58 

At Pangnirtung, Wight made boat patrols to 
deliver supplies to iced-in Inuit families and noted 
that “many minor ailments and accidents have been 
attended to by members of the detachment.”59 Wight 
and Cst. T. H. Tredgold undertook a 2,000 km patrol 
to Lake Harbour through country unknown to their 
Inuit guides to investigate the murder of a native.60 The 

gravity of this patrol is evidenced by the fact that little 
meat could be found for the dog teams, resulting in 
the RCMP members feeding their clothing to the dogs 
and killing and skinning several animals to replace the 
lost items.61 At Dundas Harbour, Anstead described 
the winter as having been extremely poor, and when 
the winter passed and tides began affecting ice floes, 
two members were nearly carried away into the open 
ocean as they ran their sled teams over ocean ice in an 
attempt to find a short cut.62 

1927 saw the closing of the Craig Harbour de-
tachment because the newly opened detachment at 
the Bache Peninsula was more conveniently located 
for reaching Axel Heiberg Island west of Ellesmere.63 
This was replaced by the opening of the detachment at 
Lake Harbour on southern Baffin Island, which it was 
anticipated would “bring us into touch with a consid-
erable (Inuit) population, and with fur trading opera-
tions.”64 Wilcox wintered at Pond Inlet once again, from 
which newly promoted Cpl. Friel undertook a patrol 
of over 1,400 km “made for the purpose of inquiring as 
to the health and condition of the natives, investigat-
ing reports of insanity … collect expired game animal 
licenses, take census, and do vital statistics, encourage 
the extermination of wolves and the conservation of 
caribou,” again truly demonstrating the value of the 

Northwest Mounted Police and a woman with a dogsled team in 
Dawson, Yukon Territory, circa 1898. (Photo by Eric A. Hegg, Uni-
versity of Washington Collection, courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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EAP Mounties to the Inuit population.65 Wilcox made 
diplomatic trips to Greenland once more, where he 
made arrangements for Danish authorities to provide 
several Inuit for services at the EAP detachments.66 The 
Arctic had been decommissioned by this point, replaced 
by the Canadian Coast Guard vessel Beothic. After the 
meeting with the Danish, Wilcox reported that “the 
usual courtesies were exchanged … Governor and Mrs. 
Rosendahl and Dr. and Miss Porslid dined on the ship,” 
illustrating the warming diplomatic relations.67

Friel was soon given command of the Pangnirtung 
detachment subsequent to Wight being transferred 
to the new detachment at Lake Harbour, where an 
outbreak of chickenpox caused significant suffering 
amongst the Inuit.68 Friel and several constables under-
took a census of the Inuit population on Baffin Island, 
conducted several “local” patrols totalling over 1,400 
km by boat and just shy of 6,000 km by dogsled, and 
established multiple caches of dog food and other sup-
plies.69 The longest patrol of the year was undertaken 
by Friel, who, accompanied by a doctor, covered 2,000 
km in fifty-one days over “new ground,” conducting 
status checks of wildlife and game, holding complaint 
tribunals, collecting expired game licenses, and moni-
toring both the wolf and caribou populations while the 
doctor attended to medical issues.70

At Dundas Harbour, the weath-
er kept anything but short local 
patrols from being run, although 
members took great pains to mon-
itor the game conditions to busy 
their time, fill caches of walrus meat 
for the dog teams, and accompany 
the Inuit on whale and narwhal 
hunts.71 At the Bache Peninsula, 
Joy conducted a 3,400 km patrol 
to Axel Heiberg, Sverdup, King 
Christian, Cornwall, and Graham 
Islands, monitoring muskox and 
caribou populations, checking the 
health of the natives, and establish-
ing caches of bear meat.72

The increasing strategic value 
of the North was recognized by Ottawa during this 
time frame, and a series of wireless stations were built 
throughout the eastern Arctic.73 The importance of the 
EAP members to this initiative was evidenced by the 
fact that RCMP officers were selected to serve as advi-
sors to these wireless stations, adding to their already 
fulsome duties.74

In 1928, Wilcox again wintered at Pond Inlet, 
undertaking another 1,400 km patrol over a forty-
five-day period, this time to the Hecla and Fury Strait, 
Foxe Basin, Melville Island, and Igloolik Island.75 By 
this point in the EAP, relations were clearly excellent 
between the Inuit and RCMP. When Wilcox arrived 
at a native hamlet, Inuit men insisted on erecting his 
igloo, and their wives and daughters prepared lamps 
with whale oil.76 At Pangnirtung, newly arrived Sgt. 
O. G. Petty was placed in command, and he immedi-
ately set up two hunting camps close to the detach-
ment “with the dual purpose of obtaining (dog) feed, 
and keeping the men occupied during the dark days,” 
noting that “the exercise hardens the men for the 
long patrols in the later part of winter.”77 Although 
the detachment members spent most of their time 
providing assistance to other government depart-
ments, Petty observed that the “preventative work 
done by the patrols cannot be exaggerated.”78 These 
patrols succeeded in strengthening relations between 
the natives and RCMP. Petty noted that the small gifts 
of tea, flour, biscuits, sugar, and tobacco made by the 
policemen “seems to put a new heart into the people,” 

The RCMP detachment building at Pangnirtung, Nunavut, 25 July 
1924. (Photo by Joseph Dewey Soper, Canadian Museum of Histo-
ry, courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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and that “the natives look forward to the arrival of the 
patrol[s] with pleasure.”79

That same year, Joy was commissioned to the rank 
of inspector and given overall command of the EAP, 
with Wilcox rotating out to Ottawa.80 Consequently, 
Anstead was promoted to corporal and given com-
mand of the Bache Peninsula, while Cst. W. Urquhart 
was placed in command of the Dundas Harbour 
detachment.81 At Dundas Harbour, Urquhart re-
ported a quiet year, largely because of the inability 
to conduct lengthy patrols due to the breaking off of 
bergs from the ice shelf.82 In spite of this impediment, 
the detachment still managed to undertake 1,000 
km of patrolling.83 At the Bache Peninsula detach-
ment, Anstead had Cst. G. T. Makinson and an Inuit 
guide conducted a six-week patrol covering 1,100 km 
through areas “not marked on the maps” to the now 
unused detachment at Craig Harbour.84 Anstead had 
intended for this patrol to continue over Jones Sound 
to Dundas Harbour on Devon Island; however, due 
to a break suffered by the guide from a sled falling on 
his legs, they remained at Craig until healthy and then 
returned to the Bache detachment.85

At Lake Harbour, Wight also reported a quiet year, 
with patrols totaling no more than 800 km, due pri-
marily to the detachment members engagement in the 
construction of the detachment’s buildings, although 
several local patrols were undertaken, Inuit villages 
were visited, and several Inuit families visited the de-
tachment itself.86

Much more could be gleaned from RCMP reports 
from this period. The above summaries, however, serve 
to illustrate the early stages of the EAP’s life cycle at the 
six eastern Arctic detachments and the lengths to which 
capable operators could go when pushed. The EAP 
would survive as an RCMP entity until 1968, as would 
warm relations with the Inuit. As much as the EAP was 
established to ensure Ottawa that Canadians had not 
only set foot but successfully operated in the Arctic, 
this relational aspect cannot be overlooked.87 Indeed, 
memoirs from this time period show a clear admiration 
by the RCMP for the Inuit, something quite uncommon 
in RCMP-aboriginal relations.88 The EAP members were 
key in establishing this relationship. Not only did many 
EAP members learn to communicate in the Inuit native 
language, Inuktitut, but after 1936, many Inuit also be-
gan employment with the EAP as special constables.89 

After World War II, however, and with the start of 
the Cold War, a militarization of the Arctic began in 
conjunction with North American Aerospace Defense 
Command growth, which resulted in joint Arctic 
weather stations being built as well as U.S. military 
posts being constructed as part of the Distant Early 
Warning Line.90 This in turn resulted in the “urban-
ization” of many Inuit as they began to drift and settle 
near the newly constructed facilities, and as the intro-
duction of family allowances took root and the fox fur 
market crashed, the Inuit’s relationship with the state 
would eventually become more dependent.91 Their tra-
ditional economy would soon be at risk of collapse, and 
many Inuit had to be sent to southern hospitals from 
the mere sociocultural shock of losing their old way of 
life.92 All of this, it should be noted—from the resettle-
ment of natives close to U.S. facilities through the lost 
culture, to state dependence of their former wards—
was decried and resisted by the RCMP.93 

Relevance to the Current Security 
Environment

Since planting a flag in the Arctic seabed in 2007, 
Russia’s interests in the Arctic have only increased. In 
2015, Moscow attempted to claim 1.2 million square ki-
lometers of ice shelf as its own, recognizing the untapped 
natural resource wealth the Arctic is believed to contain, 
and since then, it has significantly militarized its northern 
sea route and Arctic maritime zone.94 In terms of eco-
nomic development and maintaining access to the North 
Atlantic and European Arctic waterways, but most 
importantly ensuring second-strike capabilities for its bal-
listic missile submarines against U.S. and NATO threats, 
the Arctic is of vital importance to the Kremlin.95 Any 
strategist debating Russian intentions need only consider 
that Moscow now controls more than half the Arctic 
coastline and has built more than fifty bases throughout 
that space.96 Canada has none, and Ottawa is unprepared 
to face any military challenge to its sovereignty in the 
Arctic; it will have to rely on the auspices and goodwill of 
Washington to prevent any aggression or incursions into 
its Arctic territories. Concerningly, however, the United 
States has only six bases throughout its Arctic space, and 
five are outside the Arctic Circle.97 

Having recognized the Russian threat to the 
Arctic as formidable, the Canadian government’s re-
sponse thus far has been to recommend that Canada 
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continue to rely on the United States for adequate air 
space defense, as well as earmarking $6.7 billion for 
Arctic security—but with only a meager $420 mil-
lion of that being allocated to the Canadian Armed 
Forces and the lion’s share of $6 billion going toward 
Arctic radar installations.98 A similar announce-
ment of $2.67 billion to build a network of northern 
military hubs—which would cover only locations in 
Iqaluit in Nunavut, and Yellowknife and Inuvik in the 
Northwest Territories, far from any coastline—ap-
pears equally insufficient to deal with modern Russian 
hybrid threats, as these bases will serve as forward 
operating bases capable only of supporting air opera-
tions and for storing equipment.99 

No doubt attributable to the potential risks of involv-
ing or triggering retaliatory action by the United States, 
experts hold that the risk of an outright Russian invasion 
of Canada’s Arctic regions is far less likely than a small-
er, unconventional, or hybrid approach, practiced by 
Moscow to reasonable degrees of success in Ukraine to 
date, and that any Russian activities in the Arctic would 
be intended to distract NATO war planners from a 
larger general conflict.100 Such tactics are likely to include 
gray-zone actions including cyber and misinformation 
campaigns, dual-use marine scientific research, and 

critical infrastructure interference, as well 
as low-level military activities conducted in 
an unprofessional manner that disregards 
international law or custom and the jam-
ming of global positioning systems; it is in 
these areas that a new EAP might provide 
some benefit to war planners.101

The RCMP was ideally suited to the 
eastern Arctic stability mission given the 
force’s paramilitary structure and decades 
of experience with indigenous peoples and 
traders.102 Their structure as a paramili-
tary organization was based on the Royal 
Irish Constabulary, an organization that 
combined military and policing functions 
to stabilize and maintain order among a 
hostile population, and that paramilitary 

tradition persists, with the force engaged in all levels of 
local, provincial, and federal policing, including nation-
al security, and with members posted in every province 
and territory including the Arctic.103 Admittedly, small 
teams of police officers on dogsleds will not be able 
to prevent Russian aggression in the Arctic, but given 
the dearth of military presence there, reestablishing 
a mobile, cross-land constabulary operation might 
yield benefits disproportionate to the costs of standing 
up a much larger operation. In the hybrid gray zone, 
employing a paramilitary force such as the RCMP 
addresses the overlap between the military and policing 
worlds. Given that the RCMP maintains a perma-
nent presence at thirteen detachments in the Yukon, 
eighteen in the Northwest Territories, and twenty-five 
in Nunavut, including Pond Inlet, Pangnirtung, and 
Kimmirut (formerly Lake Harbour), the RCMP is 
integrated into Arctic communities to a degree that 
greatly surpasses that of any other North American 
government, nonprofit, or private entity.104 Being close-
ly integrated into those communities, interacting with 
Inuit on a daily basis, enforcing Canadian law, estab-
lishing order, and creating stability affords the RCMP 
with an ability to potentially counter any cyber-driven 
disinformation campaigns, and reestablishing a new 
EAP would serve as a link between communities in the 
event of a cyber-related shutdown of communications. 

Given that Canada’s Arctic encompasses mountain 
ranges and vast sweeps of tundra, glaciers and ice fields, 
as well as grasslands, forests, and swamps, an intimate 

Special Constable Ilavenek (center) poses holding a 30 lb. lake trout 
with his wife, MaMayuk (left), their daughter, Nagosak, and their dogs 
outside their home at Dease Bay, Northwest Territories, in winter 
1915–1916.  (Photo courtesy of Library and Archives Canada)
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knowledge of such vast terrain extremes is imperative 
to deal with or counter Russian dual-purpose research 
or critical infrastructure interference.105 A modernized 
EAP might provide a discreet, eyes-on surveillance 
capability, and an ability to move overland for long 
distance, alone or in small teams, would in turn provide 
leverageable information or data to Canadian Armed 
Forces war planners. Low-level military activities such 
as unplanned flights and the like would be outside the 
scope of a new EAP, but the true strength of the model 
lies in its ability to influence interpersonal relationships 
with the indigenous Inuit. 

Conclusion
Although the RCMP patrols described above were 

not conducted under the confines of a war per se—
whether a large one or a small one—they nonetheless 
show how long-range patrolling and building close 
working and personal relationships with indigenous 
populations can achieve what any other constabulary 
operation might hope to achieve, namely stability, which 
in turn galvanizes support for the constabulary forces. If 
the metric for success in a constabulary operation is the 
development of social order and earning the respect of 
the target population, and if fair treatment and compe-
tent patrolling are added into the mix, then this article 
has shown that the RCMP constabulary operation in the 
eastern Arctic must be viewed as a victory.106

Russia is unmistakably pivoting to the Arctic, and 
as climate change spurs the melting of sea ice and 

new shipping lanes are opened, the likely outcome 
will be more people, more vessels, and a heightened 
interest in Canada’s far-northern mineral and en-
ergy deposits.107 Canada is unprepared to defend 
its Arctic sovereignty, and in the absence of direct 
U.S. military assistance, it will have to come up with 
innovative ideas for defending its northern territories. 
Norwegian researchers have stated that the RCMP 
Eastern Arctic Patrol might serve as a model for how 
to do so.108 

Admittedly, reinstituting the EAP, with its lengthy 
and arduous distances, would be no easy task. The 
last RCMP dogsled patrol was conducted in 1969, 
and since then, the requisite skills have nearly died 
out.109 Willing RCMP officers would need to be 
identified and retrained in the use of the long-dis-
tance sled, as would many Inuit should they desire 
to be utilized as guides once more; however, a large 
lost opportunity will occur if relations with the 
indigenous people of the region are not harnessed in 
a national security capacity, particularly given the 
era of strategic competition in which the world now 
exists. RCMP officers, living and working in the same 
communities as the Inuit, would be far better placed 
and suited to exploiting this relationship. Standing up 
dogsled patrols in the Arctic will not prevent Russian 
incursions, but an ability to cover ground, remain 
concealed, and act as “eyes and ears” would provide a 
level and degree of intelligence that might otherwise 
have gone overlooked.   
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