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Issues Identified:

o Increasing population growth and changing demographics will place an ever-greater 
strain on energy and resource supplies.1

o Resources, water in particular, are unevenly distributed, especially in relation to 
economic activity and population concentrations.2

Potential Foreign Policy Concerns 
 

o Extreme resource scarcity will lead to conflict.3
o Areas with greater scarcity—namely developing countries and net resource 

importers—are more likely to experience conflict.4

Our Response: 
 
As states attempt to meet their ever increasing energy and resource needs, there will be 
increasing instability in the international system. However, this does not have to lead to 
violent conflict. If methods are found to decrease the rate of resource depletion, whether 
through increased efficiency of use or mechanisms for cooperation such as treaties, 
conflict can be avoided.5 In the case of water, for example, studies have found that the 
existence of institutions, particularly water-specific institutions, reduces the risk of 
militarized conflict and increases the effectiveness of attempts to settle water disputes 
through peaceful means.6 The International Joint Commission between the US and 
Canada is a good example.7 In fact, the shared realization that all countries may 
ultimately lose from resource-inspired conflicts may encourage greater cooperation. 
Canada is currently in a strong position to assist the rest of the international community 
in modeling cooperative best practices and can play a significant leadership/mediation 
role in resource disagreements. 
 
Policy Recommendations 
 
Since Canada has some of the largest supplies of fresh water and oil, it will find itself at 
the forefront of the energy/resources debate.  Policies need to address the growing 
need for energy and resources in all countries and not simply in areas of strategic 



interest. Canada’s approach needs to be proactive; we can play a useful role both as 
mediators and as originators of cooperative policy initiatives in: 

• Multilateral agreements,  
• Consumption regulations, and 
• Research and development initiatives.8

Specific Proposed Initiatives

Perhaps the best avenue for preventing conflict is to increase the efficiency of resource 
use.  Canada can play an important role in negotiating multilateral agreements dealing 
with the management of resources, including both the use/consumption and the 
conservation of resources. Since such agreements would be of little use without an 
appropriate enforcement mechanism, Canada should seek cooperation within the UN to 
establish the use of binding international arbitration procedures. 
 
Moreover, Canada should promote the creation of specific institutions, perhaps under 
the UN umbrella, that would deal with important resource treaties.  Such institutions 
could serve both as enforcement bodies and as educational bodies to help countries 
implement more efficient methods of use.  Further, these organizations should include 
input from non-governmental organizations, local indigenous groups and transnational 
corporations.    
 
Our relations with the US are a particular area of concern.  The relations are 
characterized by cooperation and an equitable sharing arrangement.  Due to the level of 
water usage in the US, however, Canada must strongly enforce the idea that water use 
management needs to be more efficient since over usage overburdens the Canadian 
watersheds.9 Moreover, the Agreement on Environmental Cooperation (NAAEC)10 
currently has no binding powers.11 Canada should seek agreement with the other 
signatories of NAFTA to strengthen this agreement in line with other enforceable 
mechanisms within the broader trading regime.  
 
Regarding oil, Canada should strive to abide by the conditions of the Kyoto Agreement.  
Agreements could also be sought with transnational corporations (TNCs); for example, 
agreements could be signed with individual companies based on the products they 
produce—namely, the Canadian government should ration access to oil, based on the 
nature of the products produced through the use of oil. Such efforts could stimulate 
research in all sectors and create greater market competition and decrease extreme 
scarcity in states that are dependent on Canada for resources, thus decreasing 
potential for confrontation.12 

Finally, Canada must invest in its own research and development initiatives, while 
encouraging the sharing of efficiency advances among all countries.13 Canada should 
aggressively pursue research and development in the areas of oil and water in a way 
that leverages our resource abundance to create more efficient use of technology 
globally. Research into energy and water efficiency would decrease current 
consumption, thus increasing the amount of resources available for export. In the long 



term, however, this would not decrease global confrontation due to scarcity.  
Consequently, Canada should mobilize the efforts of partner nations with stronger 
research capabilities to develop new methods for increasing efficiency of use, thus 
decreasing the level of global demand for resources.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Given our vast supply of oil and water resources, Canada is, and in the future will 
continue to be, in a position to play a leadership role in dealing with resource scarcity. 
Understanding that resources such as oil and water will become increasingly scarce in 
other regions, and understanding that the need to secure energy supplies will become 
competitive as a result, Canada has a role and a responsibility through our commitment 
to multilateral and peace-oriented resolutions to provide mechanisms for cooperation. 
Learning from already implemented agreements such as the Joint Water Commission 
between the US and Canada, we should advocate for efficient use of these resources 
and for the creation of new institutions to deal with these resources, while proactively 
resolving potential crises through institutions that are already in place. 
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