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New Zealand’s 2025 Defence Capability Plan:

New Zealand’s 2025 Defence Capability Plan: Inspiration for Canada?
Fabrice Blais-Savoie

Introduction
In April 2025, New Zealand released its 2025 Defence Capability Plan, outlining its defence

policy and spending for the next four years.i_As a small country bordered by a major regional
power, possessing the smallest GDP and military in the Five Eyes, and a target of international

criticism for limited intelligence sharing" and a weak military capabilities,” New Zealand now

»lV

claims to want to “pull its weight internationally and domestically.”= This context, and these

critiques, mirror Canada’s own. The comparison goes further, with the policy echoing the recent

Canadian conclusion that “geographic isolation no longer shelters us from threats.” These

similarities should raise immediate curiosity from Canadians: less than a year before, in April

2024, their country also released a new defence policy, which promised to “do more.”"!

Acknowledging that Canada is considerably larger than New Zealand in landmass, economy, and
population—the two countries are not perfect replicas—this comparative analysis between New
Zealand’s Defence Capability Plan and Canada’s recent Our North Strong and Free (ONSAF)
will identify the key similarities and differences between the two policies. This will allow for the
identification of a few points of interest from the former that could inspire Canada’s approach.
As New Zealand’s policy is divided into two sections—strategic objectives and capacity—this
analysis will follow a similar format, beginning with overarching objectives and following with
planned spending.

Objectives

In their new policy, New Zealand sets forward three principal objectives: protecting the country
and its region; strengthening partnerships with Australia and the Five Eyes; and bolstering global
security.

Protecting the Country and Its Region

The first objective echoes two of Canada’s stated goals in its own policy: “Asserting Canadian

»Vil

Sovereignty” and “Defending North America.”— It includes typical statements for such policies,

such as “protecting sovereignty,” “ensuring resilience,” and “ensuring readiness to respond,” but
also goes beyond the country’s sole sovereignty, specifically emphasizing the security and
resilience of pacific islands. New Zealand’s search and rescue zone covers large swathes of the

Pacific, including three other countries’ territories—namely Australia’s Norfolk Islands,
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Tonga’s, Samoa’s, and the Cook Islands™™ —and it has trade with them valued at more than

USD 1

billion.™ This broader regional aspect is missing from Canada’s approach, with the policy almost
solely considering the security of Canada and the United States within an increasingly integrated
approach to continental defence. Mentions of the Indo-Pacific and other continents are limited to
Canada’s role in “contribut[ing] to stability.” This may be a relic of the pre-Trump era in which
the policy was drafted, but if the United States’ military presence becomes less foundational in

some regions, as suggested by the American president,* bilateral partnerships with Indo-Pacific
or South and Central American countries could enable Canada to maintain a view on its
neighbouring regions without requiring direct deployment. Considering ONSAF was developed

and released before the Trump presidency, the new policy, promised on 9 June 2025.* is likely
to have a broader international outlook, but current stances suggest it may focus on Europe,
simply shifting the Canadian reliance around. Current economic and diplomatic partners such as
Korea and Japan, Chile and Peru, jump to mind as key potential allies for Canada that could
provide first-hand perspective into key regions for the Canadian defence ecosystem. Such
partnerships should be pursued beyond NATO or Five Eyes, as New Zealand has done, to avoid
falling back on American reliance.

Strengthening Partnerships with Australia and the Five Eyes
The second objective is the most different from the Canadian approach. In response to American
pressures, New Zealand has pivoted towards increased self-reliance and domestic capacity

building—with some opening towards Europe.** Conversely, New Zealand’s approach favours
increased interoperability and integration with its partners to build cross-border capacity. Canada
has experience in this: both its defence industry and military have long been closely integrated
with their American counterparts, but the pivot towards Europe is likely to be hindered by

X111

integration challenges. Furthermore, New Zealand’s approach is particularly notable, as they

aim for not only interoperability of military equipment, but also strategic and policy alignment.
This goal is in line with the 2024 New Zealand-Australia Joint Statement™ and the previously

signed Plan ANZAC ™ These noted the embedding of each other’s units, air force coordination
and interchangeability, as well as their integrated defence industries to promise continued and
increased cooperation. This echoes a partnership closer to the one Canada has with NORAD. As
New Zealand’s plan alludes, equipment interoperability is useful, but, in conflict, partners must
be fully aligned in their processes to be effective. This factor should be considered if Canada
continues its rapprochement with Europe.
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The New Zealand policy also puts forward the importance of increasing engagement and
cooperation with Pacific nations. In almost any military engagement, the Canadian Armed
Forces will be operating naval or aerial supply chains. Canada’s multinational brigade in Latvia

has highlighted the supply chain challenges associated with such distant operations;x—Vi the idea

of partnering with smaller countries, dotted between Canada and its theatres of operations, may
be an interesting approach for alleviating such challenges.

Bolstering Global Security

The third objective reads as a perfect mirror of the last point of Canada’s vision, as stated in
ONSAF: “Advancing Canada’s Global Interests and Values.” In content, the two approaches
mostly resemble each other, emphasizing the global rules-based order and the importance and
instability of the Indo-Pacific region. Purpose is where they differ. Canada sees its international
military presence as an opportunity to build ally capacity, further Canadian diplomacy and
presence, and push Canadian values. The New Zealand government sees its military’s role to be
in alignment with the country’s economic interests, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, stating “this
is where our economic and strategic interests converge.” While maintaining the rules-based order
is assuredly in the interest of the Canadian economy, this more explicit approach may be
interesting for Canada, especially as it attempts to expand its commercial interests in Latin
America and Africa, with the latter being the most important recipient of peacekeeping and
stabilization missions, and the former being key for Canada’s food security. >

Capacity and Actions

On the capacity side, New Zealand’s policy remains relatively surface level, promising 12 billion
New Zealand dollars (9.9 billion CAD) over the next four years, separated into seven segments

(see Table 1). It offers a few indicative investments, accounting for between 9 billion (7.38
billion CAD) and over 13 billion NZD (10,6 billion CAD).

Table 1. Distribution of New Zealand’s Promised Defence Spending

Area Share of Amount
Spending
(estimated)
% Billion,
NZD (CAD)
Maritime 27 3.22.7)
Aerospace 18 2.2 (1.8)
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Land 16 1.9 (1.6)
Logistics
Information 16 1.9 (1.6)
Estate 14 1.7 (1.4)
Logistics 7 0.8 (0.7)
Information Aerospace
Other 2 0.3 (0.2)

Graphic Source: New Zealand Government, 2025 Defence Capability Plan, p. 7. Note: The
share of spending is estimated based on the graphic.

As well as being very cursory, this spending plan is also extremely ambitious. Achieving a 12B
NZD budget increase by 2029 would mean an average increase in spending of 3B NZD per year.
Considering the 2024-25 defence budget was 3.2B NZD (2.6 billion CAD) dollars, this would
require the government to almost double its spending within a year, to 6.2B NZD (5.12 billion

CAD). It would also represent a jump in defence spending from 0.8% of GDP* {5 1.5% of

GDP XX For reference, Canada’s previous plan to go from 1.37% to 2% over 7 years was called
“a challenge” and criticized for “[being] based on an erroneous GDP forecast” by the

Parliamentary Budget Office.** The most recent promise to reach the 2% mark by the end of the
2025 budget year™" is helped partially by the inclusion of the coast guard into the defence

budget, but the supplementary budget—while approved— remains subject to the same

spending barriers highlighted by the Parliamentary Budget Office. Similarly, the Hague summit

commitment to spending 3.5% of GDP on defence and an additional 1.5% on “defence-related”

XX111

expenditures by 2035, remains vague,~— with—at the time of writing—no clear plan beyond

the creation of the Defense Investment Agency.=— xxiv

To support the feasibility of the New Zealand figures, analysts have argued that the bulk of the

spending would be capital expenditure: planes, tanks, and buildings.*** However, as argued in

the Canadian case, there are limits to fixing a capacity gap by throwing money at the

XXV1

problem. Equipment requires trained personnel to operate, inefficient and politicized

procurement can delay spending indefinitely while depreciated equipment becomes

XXVll
unserviceable (e.g. New Zealand’s Manawanui crash;=—— Canada’s F-35 procurementxxvm) In
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sum, the effectiveness of some of this spending remains questionable, if it is not matched with
policy changes and budget reprioritisation, as seen in Canada. The 2025-26 budget only allocated
an additional 155 NZD (128 million CAD) to defence spending, with an additional 1.044B NZD

(862 million CAD) promised in investment. XX This represents less than 40% of the increase

required to meet their goals. Similarly, the forecasted spending for the 2026-27 year would
amount to a spending increase of only 3.03 billion, missing the mark by almost 50%
Nevertheless, the targets of this spending may provide some inspiration for Canada.

For example, a major emphasis of the New Zealand policy is the integration of emerging
technologies into military operations. It dedicates an entire section—one seventh—of the chapter
on investment to technology as a “critical enabler” and a second to the “information domain.” It

explicitly mentions “the innovative use of new technologies” as a pillar of its strategy. To
leverage these technologies the policy proposes a more flexible approach, shortening the review

cycle to two years (instead of the previous six years).”** In a more practical sense, the plan
promises the creation of a “technology accelerator” and the digitalization of their systems. In
describing the plan for digitalization, the value of reliable, timely data for strategic decisions is
central, but also the growing importance of resilient supply chains in procuring the equipment
required to obtain this data. To this point, the accelerator is specifically designed to increase the
industry’s understanding of the force’s needs, facilitating technology transfers and ensuring the
ability of the force to procure domestically or through “new ways of delivering.”

This approach is echoed in the aerospace section, mentioning the importance of domestic access
to allied satellites, and in the land section, emphasizing the role of a “Network Enabled Army” in
leveraging existing allied infrastructure while amplifying within-force capabilities. In sum, the
Capability Plan proposes technology as a tool for increased force and alliance effectiveness
while acknowledging the risk of the global interconnection in both supply chains and networks.
To leverage its advantages and minimize the risks, it sees domestic production capacity as
complimentary to global procurement and as an agility multiplier, enabling the force to adapt
more quickly.

This perspective clashes with the 2018 policy statement, in which technology appeared as a
threat and risk multiplier: “[NZDF deployments] are becoming more complex, with more

capable threat actors that are increasingly using a range of technologies in novel and challenging

ways.”***! That policy repeatedly reiterates the increased threat posed by non-state actors having

enhanced capabilities and the “changing nature of conflict,” notably as it pertained to
cybersecurity. It described “complex disruptors,” including technological changes, as “forces for
disorder.” It gave few solutions for the New Zealand Defence Force, beyond insisting that it

New Zeland’s 2025 Defece Capability Plan: Inspiration for Canada? Page 7 by Frbrice Blais-Savoie
March 2026



New Zealand’s 2025 Defence Capability Plan:

needed to “keep pace.” This shift in rhetoric may indicate a changing perspective on the potential
of the technological transition for the armed forces and the ways the country and its economy can
both contribute and benefit from such a transition.

More specifically, a particularly interesting area of technology investment for Canada discussed
in New Zealand’s plan is uncrewed and remotely controlled vehicles. While the current Canadian
policy acknowledges these innovations as threats to national security, it makes no mention of
their role for Canada’s capacity rebuilding or even for operational effectiveness and readiness.
Constrained by similar population and recruitment challenges, these tools could greatly amplify
Canada’s abilities. This technology is also particularly relevant as Canada is home to some of the

dxxxii

most cutting-edge aerospace companies in the worl and benefits from the expertise of

leading Al scholars 211 Using these strengths, as well as opportunity created by the

reinvigorated military spending, Canada is well positioned to serve as a reference for its allies’

. . . e1e, XXX1
uncrewed aerial vehicle strategies and capabilities.***™

Finally, an interesting criterion set in the procurement process by the New Zealand policy is the

“durability” of assets. Neither Our North Strong and Free, nor the 2014 Defence Procurement
XXXV

Strategy, seem to consider this factor in deciding, respectively, what to procure or how to

procure. While hastening procurement is key, especially for Canada, the reality of waning and
waxing military funding and the long production times mean it is very likely that Canada, despite
its best efforts, will continue to operate outdated equipment in the future. Therefore, including a
similar criterion into defence procurement may be a wise, forward looking, move.

Conclusion

While New Zealand’s new policy is cursory and appears mostly as a wish list, it provides a
useful perspective on the approach of a country which, while considerably smaller, greatly
resembles Canada and faces similar challenges. It also notes the importance of agility,
emphasizing that the capability plan will be reviewed every two years. Particularly interesting for
Canada is:

1. The scope of who New Zealand considers potential defence partners, and its approach
to partnerships:

a. While NATO and the United States will certainly remain Canada’s most
important allies, establishing partnerships with smaller or neutral countries
would help Canada increase its awareness of strategic regions and reduce
dependence on the United States’ network;
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b. Consequently, Canada should also reconsider the scope and aims of its
defence partnerships, considering what each ally may bring. Full strategic and
policy alignment with close partners, such as France or the United Kingdom,
may be required, while ad hoc information sharing or logistic agreements with
regional partners may be more appropriate.

2. New Zealand’s perspective on the role of the military in foreign policy, beyond
security.

a. Canada’s policy clearly states the awareness of the Department of National
Defence that it exists as part of a broader Canadian foreign policy, but it may
be interesting to formalize this approach, especially as it goes both ways. How
can Global Affairs Canada utilize military capacity to reinforce aid missions
or strengthen trade partnerships? How could the deployment of the Canadian

b. Armed Forces to support a country affect its interest in trade negotiations?
Canada may not currently have a comprehensive foreign policy strategy, but it
has regional strategies in the Indo-Pacific and Africa. Both mention regional

security but fail to link this security with other national and economic

interests 2

3. The spending plan’s emphasis on uncrewed and autonomous weapons (UAW):

a. Canada should continue its current initiative to bolster recruitment, but its
population, and the per-person cost of its personnel, will inevitably act as a
barrier to capacity growth. As previously mentioned, technology and spending
aren’t a panacea for capability, especially considering the turnaround required

by technology development, procurement, and training, but technology can act

XXXVil

as a medium- to long-term multiplier. Furthermore, in the Canadian

context, UAWs can shrink distances and enable deployment in difficult
XXXViii

conditions, such as the Arctic.

b. Canada, considering its existing aerospace expertise, should position its
industry to benefit from New Zealand’s and other allies’ interest in this
capacity.

Note: 1 CAD =1.21 NZD
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Canadian Global Affairs Institute

The Canadian Global Affairs Institute focuses on the entire range of Canada’s international
relations in all its forms including (in partnership with the University of Calgary’s School of
Public Policy), trade investment and international capacity building. Successor to the Canadian
Defence and Foreign Affairs Institute (CDFAI which was established in 2001), the Institute
works to inform Canadians about the importance of having a respected and influential voice in
those parts of the globe where Canada has significant interests due to trade and investment,
origins of Canada’s population, geographic security (and especially security of North America
in conjunction with the United States), social development, or the peace and freedom of allied
nations. The Institute aims to demonstrate to Canadians the importance of comprehensive
foreign, defence and trade policies which both express our values and represent our interests.

The Institute was created to bridge the gap between what Canadians need to know about
Canadian international activities and what they do know. Historically Canadians have tended to
look abroad out of a search for markets because Canada depends heavily on foreign trade. In
the modern postCold War world, however, global security and stability have become the
bedrocks of global commerce and the free movement of people, goods and ideas across
international boundaries. Canada has striven to open the world since the 1930s and was a
driving factor behind the adoption of the main structures which underpin globalization such as
the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization and emerging
free trade networks connecting dozens of international economies. The Canadian Global
Affairs Institute recognizes Canada’s contribution to a globalized world and aims to inform
Canadians about Canada’s role in that process and the connection between globalization and
security.

In all its activities the Institute is a charitable, non-partisan, non-advocacy organization that
provides a platform for a variety of viewpoints. It is supported financially by the contributions
of individuals, foundations, and corporations. Conclusions or opinions expressed in Institute
publications and programs are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of
Institute staff, fellows, directors, advisors or any individuals or organizations that provide
financial support to, or collaborate with, the Institute.
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