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ENGAGE CANADA 

Engage Canada is a broad-based, non-partisan group of Canadians focused on national renewal, youth 
opportunity, workforce readiness and whole-of-society resilience. 

Building Canada strong requires more than investments in physical infrastructure, defence capability and trade 
diversification. It calls for investments in young people, civic capacity and practical resilience that can also drive 
fundamental and generational dividends. 

We are championing a voluntary, selective modern Canadian National Youth Service programme to build 
resilient young people, strengthen civilian readiness, improve workforce preparedness, deepen social cohesion 
and help Canada address urgent national priorities. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1: That the Government of Canada allocate $18.75 million over 24 months in Budget 2026 to support a 
Programme Definition Phase for a voluntary, selective modern Canadian National Youth Service programme 
for young Canadians, primarily aged 18 to 25. 
2: That this funding support programme design, decision-quality costing, governance, legal, policy and 
jurisdictional work, and Indigenous, provincial, territorial, municipal, youth and partner engagement before 
any implementation decision is made. 
3: That this funding supports the design and documentation of the operational and digital backbone 
required for future implementation, including intake, registration, matching, communications, participant 
management, data collection, measurement, privacy-by-design and transparent reporting, subject to staged 
approvals before any build. 
4: That this funding supports an implementation-ready model, including service pathways, delivery 
partnerships, participant supports, youth protection standards, regional delivery options, risk management, 
evaluation design and a staged rollout plan. 
5: That the Definition Phase produce a Cabinet- and Treasury Board-quality decision package before the 
Government of Canada is asked to consider funding a national programme rollout, including clear decision 
gates, design options, cost ranges, governance structures and measurable public-value outcomes. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Canada faces converging pressures requiring greater resilience, civic capacity, workforce readiness and better 
pathways for youth into meaningful work, leadership, belonging and contribution. 

Climate emergencies are increasing. Domestic institutions are under strain. Productivity growth remains 
challenged. Social cohesion and public trust are under pressure. Many young Canadians face uncertainty about 
employment, housing, technological disruption, community, mental well-being and their future place in the 
country. The Canadian Armed Forces are increasingly called upon to respond to domestic emergencies. Canada 
requires stronger civilian surge capacity and a whole-of-society approach to preparedness, resilience and 
service. 

Engage Canada is seeking support to build the implementation-ready architecture for a voluntary, selective 
modern Canadian National Youth Service Programme. This is not conscription, mandatory service, military 
recruitment, a takeover of youth programming or a request to launch a programme immediately. It is a 
disciplined proposal to undertake the design, costing, engagement and implementation work required before 
any larger commitment. 

The prudent next step is a 24-month Programme Definition Phase of $18.75 million. This low-risk, high-
information investment would define the programme architecture, delivery model, governance, digital 
requirements, partner readiness, decision-quality costing and implementation roadmap required. 

This approach would also allow government to examine whether future full-scale funding could come from 
better alignment or repurposing of existing youth, workforce, resilience and community-service streams, 
delivering stronger outcomes and public value. 

Many countries take pride in their national service programmes and are now revisiting and reinvigorating those 
capacities. Canada’s time has come to make this investment in youth, alongside infrastructure, defence and 
trade. 
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THE CHALLENGE 

Canada has entered a more dangerous and demanding period. Strategic competition is intensifying. Traditional 
alliances are under strain. Climate emergencies are becoming more frequent and costly. Geography and past 
assumptions are no longer sufficient protection. Canada cannot assume that the systems, habits and social trust 
that carried the last generation will be enough for this one. 

The pressure is visible. The Canadian Armed Forces are increasingly first-call responders for floods, wildfires and 
other domestic emergencies. Canada needs stronger civilian readiness, so the CAF is not treated as the default 
response to every domestic crisis. A future national service model should complement the CAF and strengthen 
the broader defence and national security ecosystem, including emergency-management, public-safety, Arctic, 
reserve and resilience pathways. 

Additionally, many young Canadians are seeking purpose, confidence, practical experience and clearer routes 
into meaningful work. More pathways are needed to build leadership, teamwork, discipline, resilience, technical 
confidence and employment readiness. 

There is also a national-unity challenge. Public trust in institutions is under pressure. Regional alienation remains 
real. Social cohesion cannot be taken for granted in a country as large, diverse and decentralized as Canada. A 
modern national service framework could bring young Canadians together across regions, languages, 
backgrounds, income levels and communities to work alongside one another in shared service to the country. 

Approximately three million Canadians are between 18 and 25. This is a major source of talent and contribution. 
Canada has important youth programs, but they are fragmented and not organized around a shared service 
framework tied to readiness, workforce capability, civic cohesion and measurable public value. We can fix that. 

A PRACTICAL RESPONSE: MODERN NATIONAL YOUTH SERVICE 

Engage Canada is developing a voluntary, selective model, with participants compensated and credited for their 
time and service. The programme would be meaningful, demanding, inclusive, safe and valuable to both 
participants and the country. 

Every participant would begin with a shared basic training experience. This would not be military enlistment or 
conscription, but rather a common foundation in leadership, teamwork, discipline, physical readiness, safety, 
civic responsibility, emergency preparedness and service. Where appropriate, elements could be delivered in 
partnership with the Canadian Armed Forces, emergency-management organizations, educational institutions or 
other qualified partners. 

After completing this shared foundation, participants would pursue pathways aligned with national priorities, 
including emergency preparedness, disaster response, climate and environmental resilience, Indigenous-led 
northern service, innovation economy acceleration, public-interest infrastructure and housing, public health and 
community care, eldercare, workforce and skilled-trades pathways, supply-chain resiliency and defence and 
national security pathways for those who choose them. 

Participants would gain practical skills, recognized credentials, confidence, networks and pathways into 
employment, education, public service, emergency response, the reserves or other service options. 
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WHY THE PROGRAMME DEFINITION PHASE IS THE RIGHT FIRST STEP 

A national service model of this kind should not be launched at scale before the underlying architecture is 
rigorously defined. A rollout without clear governance, costing, partners, jurisdictional alignment, Indigenous 
engagement, digital design, safety standards, and evaluation criteria would create avoidable fiscal, operational, 
and reputational risks. 

The Definition Phase is the disciplined bridge between concept and implementation, producing an 
implementation-ready proposal that the government can assess with confidence. Skipping this phase would 
increase the risk of cost overruns, duplication, weak partnerships and avoidable federal-provincial-territorial or 
Indigenous friction. 

This phase would answer practical questions: What demand exists among young Canadians? What intake and 
selection model is fair and credible? What participant offer can attract and reward high-quality candidates? 
Which service pathways create the greatest public value? Which institutions can deliver safely and at scale? 
What are the real costs? What risks must be managed? Which existing programmes, funding streams or delivery 
assets could be aligned or repurposed later? 

PROPOSED PROGRAMME DEFINITION PHASE 

Engage Canada proposes a 24-month Programme Definition Phase with the following core components: 

Programme design and validation: eligibility, intake, selection, participant supports, compensation, service 
duration, training assumptions, standards, credentials, completion benefits and service pathways. 

Legal, policy and jurisdictional work: analysis of federal authority, provincial and territorial alignment, privacy, 
accessibility, labour-market implications, liability, insurance, procurement, accountability and delivery 
authorities. 

International benchmarking: comparative study of national service models in allied countries, including design, 
delivery, financing, governance, participant outcomes and scale assumptions relevant to Canada. 

Economic analysis and social return on investment: independent modelling of fiscal, economic and social 
returns, including productivity contributions, avoided public costs, civilian emergency-response capacity and 
labour-market outcomes. 

Indigenous, provincial, territorial, municipal, youth and public engagement: structured early engagement to 
build legitimacy and reduce jurisdictional friction before any rollout decision. 

Digital and data architecture: reference architecture and solution design for future intake, registration, 
matching, communications, participant management, bilingual accessibility, privacy-by-design, measurement 
and reporting, with staged approvals before any major technology build. 

Delivery partnership development: identification and validation of trusted delivery partners across government, 
Indigenous, non-profit, municipal, academic, emergency-response and private-sector organizations. 

Youth protection and safety: safeguarding standards, screening protocols, supervision requirements, complaint 
mechanisms, duty-of-care obligations and risk-management practices. 
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Costing and implementation planning: bottom-up costing, rollout options, phased scale scenarios, governance 
model, risk register, evaluation framework, project-management discipline and a Cabinet/Treasury Board-
quality decision package. 

COST AND FISCAL APPROACH 

The proposed funding request is $18.75 million over 24 months. Funding would allow Engage Canada to test 
assumptions, build the delivery architecture, develop partnerships, and produce a costed implementation 
pathway before any rollout decision is made. It is designed to provide cost estimates and staged options before 
government decides whether to proceed. 

 

Category Estimated Cost 
Definition Phase Office: FTE personnel, benefits and retention $6.70M 
Contractors and professional services $3.12M 
National stakeholder engagement: public, youth, Indigenous, FPT, municipal and partners $2.64M 
International due diligence $0.47M 
Digital, data, technology and communications requirements $1.05M 
Governance, Board, Chair and advisory support $0.83M 
Government readiness package $1.28M 
Base budget subtotal $16.09M 
Contingency and identified risk reserves $2.66M 
Total Definition Phase funding request $18.75M 

 

These figures reflect a bottom-up calculation of a 24-month initial phase. The highest cost is the lean Definition 
Phase Office required to lead the work credibly. Other investments support national engagement, professional 
services, digital requirements and government-readiness deliverables. 

Engage Canada’s voluntary working group includes Canadians with experience in public service, defence, 
Indigenous affairs, national security, academia, governance, philanthropy, entrepreneurship, communications, 
legal affairs, sport, national events, veterans’ initiatives and large-scale civic projects. This experience provides 
the capacity to manage a disciplined Definition Phase while drawing on external experts when specialized 
costing, legal, digital, engagement, or evaluation work is required. 

ALIGNMENT WITH FEDERAL PRIORITIES 

A modern Canadian National Youth Service programme would support multiple federal objectives: public safety 
and emergency preparedness; defence and national security readiness; reduced operational strain; youth 
mental well-being, employment and skills development; productivity and workforce readiness; climate 
resilience; Indigenous and northern partnership; social cohesion; and unity. 

The initiative also aligns with whole-of-society resilience approaches seen among allied countries. Canada can 
learn from those models while designing a distinctly Canadian approach that reflects our geography, federal 
system, bilingual obligations, Indigenous realities, communities, institutions and values. 
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DELIVERY MODEL 

The hybrid model is the most prudent approach: the federal government would provide policy ownership, 
funding, standards and accountability; an independent national delivery entity or project office would manage 
the Definition Phase, coordinate partners and produce the implementation-ready decision package. Regional, 
community and institutional partners would be engaged early to ground any future rollout in real delivery 
capacity. 

Similar to Build Canada Homes and the Defence Investment Agency, this hybrid approach maintains public 
accountability while drawing on the execution discipline, partnership-building capacity and operational flexibility 
of a purpose-built organization. It also avoids creating a large new bureaucracy before there is evidence that the 
model is ready to roll out. 

A key deliverable would be to determine the appropriate long-term governance and delivery structure, including 
federal roles, provincial and territorial roles, Indigenous partnership mechanisms, delivery standards, 
transparent reporting, evaluation, risk management and potential alignment or repurposing of existing funding 
for greater impact. 

CONCLUSION 

Canada is at an inflection point. Global pressures are rising. Domestic systems are under strain. Young Canadians 
are looking for purpose, capability and opportunity. Canada needs stronger readiness, social cohesion and 
pathways from education into applied contribution. 

Engage Canada is requesting $18.75 million over 24 months to complete the Programme Definition Phase, 
required to fully architect a modern national youth service framework before any rollout decision is made. 

Approving this request would allow Canada to move forward with ambition while maintaining discipline, 
evidence, partnership, fiscal prudence and policy rigour. At the end of the Definition Phase, government would 
have a clear, implementation-ready proposal for a modern, distinctly Canadian National Youth Service 
programme, including the evidence required to decide whether to proceed with a phased rollout. 

We welcome the opportunity to appear before the Committee to discuss this proposal further. 
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