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Background 
Missile defence represents one of the many 
components involving global weapons management. 
Missile defence is often perceived by arms-control 
authorities as destabilizing because it undermines 
the balance of vulnerability that underpins mutually 
assured destruction – deterrence by punishment – 
that is believed to reduce incentives to use nuclear 
weapons first. Since the Cold War, Canada has been 
a strong proponent of strategic stability through 
arms control, non-proliferation and disarmament. 
However, competing interests and government 
priorities continue to test the extent of Ottawa’s 
commitments. For instance, Canada’s reluctance to 
participate in the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) in 
1985, and ballistic missile defence (BMD) in the 
1990s and 2000s, is not only linked to its concern for 
eroding strategic stability, but also the assumed 
costs of joining the program, skepticism about the 
effectiveness of GMD interceptors, and the impact 
of public opinion – a public reluctance to support 
missile defence participation creating an election 
issue for the leadership.  

 

Context 
However, with the advent of new threats to North 
America through advances in missile technology 
(new hypersonic missiles, advanced cruise missiles, 
and standoff ballistic missiles with unpredictable 
trajectories) designed to evade early warning 
detection, tracking, and interception by current 
systems, the evolving concept of North American 
defence and its requisite architecture requires a re-
evaluation in Canada of its willingness to join missile 
defence; or provide some form of contribution to 
the system in return for receiving protection under 
US Ground Based Interceptors.1 This is particularly 
necessary in light of emerging concepts for 
increasing the integration of defence systems for an 
all-domain awareness capability, as the US develops 
its role as an Arctic nation and pursuit of a military 
footprint in the  North. 

Canada and the US are partners in North American 
defence through the binational NORAD and bilateral 
agreements, related to Canada’s geostrategic 
position at the top of the continent. Considerations 
under study of the evolution of North American 
Defence (EvoNAD) 2  include new deterrence 
concepts with the advent of emerging domains 
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(space and cyber) posing a complex array of threats 
to the US and Canada. Deterrence concepts 
involving responding to new missile threats include 
integrating defensive and offensive measures to 
deter, disrupt, degrade, and destroy threats before 
they reach their targets. The 2019 Missile Defence 
Review outlines four missions: deterrence, passive 
defence, active defence, and attack operations – the 
latter involving targeting the platforms (i.e. the 
archers) rather than the missiles themselves (or 
arrows). 3  This moves beyond BMD towards a 
broader Missile Defence 4  concept, responding to 
the spectrum of threats posed by new systems with 
deterrence-by-denial (part of US nuclear doctrine 
combining deterrence by denial and punishment), 
providing an assortment of offensive and defensive 
options. Layered concepts involving supplementing 
GMD (including the planned new GBIs) with Aegis 
and THAAD for more comprehensive defence of 
North America have been recently proposed.5   

In light of the increasing uncertainty and complexity 
of the global security environment, and particularly 
the threats posed to North American – as the 
continent is no longer a sanctuary according to the 
current NORAD Commander 6  – Canada might 
reconsider how it views requirements for strategic 
stability and to ensure national security. Canada has 
demonstrated a decline in its advocacy for nuclear 
disarmament over the past two decades, and 
particularly since 2014, aligning its national security 
and defence interests more closely with those of the 
US. To that end, Canada should now reverse this 
trend and embrace its role as a key partner in North 
American defence within the new integrated 
system-of-systems concept, through increased 
contribution to missile defence; or consider making 
a deal with the US in order to receive protection. 

 

Framework  
The framework for assessing Canada’s role in 
binational missile defence from a political-strategic 
approach rests on the real and perceived benefits of 
participation; namely a “piece of the action” and a 
“seat at the table.” 7  Participation provides 
opportunities for Canada to be a stronger partner in 
the binational command structure and bilateral 
defence of North America. In a time of increasing 
strategic uncertainty of advances in missile 
technologies by great power and rogue state 
adversaries, Canada’s security may best be 
guaranteed by joining the US missile defence 
program. Indeed, with an observable shift in 
Canada’s approach to nuclear issues8 – a formal role 
that aligns with the defence interests of the United 
States is likely to direct Canadian national interests 
towards participation in missile defence, as part of 
evolving North American Defence. One of the 
greatest obstacles, however, is that the initiative is 
treated by political parties and candidates to as a 
partisan issue, rather than a national security 
priority. This has to change. 

Recommendations  
• Renew the dialogue with US on the requirements 
and benefits of cooperation for Canada in the 
current North American security and defence 
context.9 

• The dialogue should include a public debate on the 
benefits and costs of participation versus non-
participation in the program in light of the increasing 
strategic threats to the West and North America. 

• Consideration of Canadian niche capabilities and 
geographical advantages in how it can best 
contribute to missile defence. This includes 
exploring kinetic and non-kinetic options: 
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• A non-kinetic role can involve offensive cyber 
operations to detect, disrupt, or deter 
adversaries’ launch capabilities – these can be 
can be tantamount to kinetic effects. 
• Binational cooperation with the US on cruise 
missile defence by providing interceptors by air, 
ground, and sea-based platforms. There is an 
established framework in NATO for this (Art. V) 
and consistency with BMD in Europe.10 
• A dedicated co-located radar enhancing 
Canada’s early warning role in both NORAD and a 
formal participation in missile defence. One 
proposal in 2005 suggested and X-band radar site 
in Goose Bay – this would be a timely option for 
consideration with developments in Iran’s long-
range ballistic missile capabilities.11 
• Enhanced space situational awareness directly 
linking US-Canada space cooperation with missile 
defence.12 
 

• Consideration of incremental steps in the level of 
Canadian participation from an enhanced early 
warning/detection role (such as hosting a radar on 
the East Coast), to cruise missile defence and 
potentially hosting ground-based interceptors in the 
future.  

Benefits to Canada  
• Access to new emerging technology and claiming 
a niche (such as space sensor or imagery capability). 

• Having a seat at the table and being a part of the 
action involving decisions on how to respond to the 
range of threats to North America. 

• Economic and commercial: Canadian industry 
would be involved in developing the capabilities 
comprising Canada initial and ongoing contribution 
to missile defence.  

• Participation could provide a way to offset US 
criticism for not paying the minimum 2% of GDP on 
defence. 

• Participation would increase the credibility of 
Canada’s military contribution to North American 
defence, in light of delayed procurements and aging 
systems. This addresses the Strong Secure Engaged 
second pillar and commitment to be “secure in 
North America.” 

Trade-Offs  
Participation and non-participation each have trade-
offs. The associated risks of participation and non-
participation described below are not equal in value 
in terms of the costs/benefits analysis of 
involvement in missile defence; rather, some costs 
will be acceptable in light of the greater value 
provided by benefits of participation. The reality is 
that there is always a cost for any defence program 
to enhance national security and commitment to 
partners and allies – these involve political, security, 
economic, and social costs. Timing, however, 
creates constraints on moving forward on this issue, 
potentially pushing it further into the future, 
particularly as the COVID-19 pandemic has created 
an urgency that redirects defence and security 
resources towards emergency responses.  

Risks of Participation  
• Being seen as abandoning commitment to 
strategic stability associated with deployed strategic 
systems, including strategic missile defence. The risk 
to Canada’s international reputation as a broker for 
arms control, non-proliferation and disarmament 
can be debated.  

• Canada could become an intended target of an 
adversary’s missiles, rather than an unintended 
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target by missile off course (often feared by North 
Korea’s ICBM developments). 

• Financial costs could increase initially or 
incrementally depending on how Canada 
participates and which systems it deploys, including 
contributions to mutual systems operated by the US 
(radars and ground-based interceptors). 

• Increasing financial costs and mission creep 
associated with the incremental expansion of 
participation in multiple domains.  

Risks of Non-Participation   
• Opportunity costs include the loss of benefits to 
Canada for access to technology and a greater role 
in decisionmaking processes.  

• (unlikely) US encroachments on Canadian 
sovereignty to ensure continental defence (the so-
called “defence against help”). 

• Impact on the NORAD agreement: Canada’s 
decline to participate in missile defence may herald 
the end of the binational agreement through the US 
relying on alternative means provided through new 
radars and sensors operated through NORTHCOM 

Other Considerations 
Canada is a member of NATO, which is a nuclear 
alliance providing umbrella protection for allies. 
NATO deploys Aegis missile defence in the European 
theatre by land and by sea; Canada supports and 
participations in NATO deployments in Europe. 
Canada’s support for missile defence in Europe (in 

addition to the Asia Pacific and Middle East) but not 
in North America poses a disconnect between 
Canada’s support for missile defence in some 
theatres, but not for its most important theatre that 
would ensure the security of its homeland. 

There will be concerns about how to sell missile 
defence to a Canadian public that is uninformed 
about nuclear issues, deterrence, and the potential 
benefits of a limited missile defence architecture 
that minimally affects strategic stability. As per the 
recommendations, the hope is that a public debate 
informing the public of a viable Canadian role would 
mitigate this challenge. 

It might not be possible for Canada to opt out of 
missile defence if the program evolves to integrate 
all systems, as part of the system-of-systems 
initiative to network all domains for enhanced ISR, 
connecting the sea, land, air, space, and cyber 
domains. The Joint All Domain Awareness and 
Command and Control (JADC2) is a rapidly evolving 
concept in US doctrine,13  and the Commander of 
NORAD and USNORTHCOM General Terrence 
O’Shaughnessy has been advocating for All Domain 
Awareness to defend the homeland. 14  These 
concepts require an expanded ISR coverage of the 
entire North American and Arctic territories. This 
system enhances early warning and detection of 
incoming missiles required for an interception or 
some other disabling capability. With the evolution 
of North American defence and moves to modernize 
NORAD, Canada will modernize with it (including 
upgrade/new sensors by land, air, and space, as part 
of gap-filling/replacement of the North Warning 
System).   
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