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Purpose 

The purpose of this Policy Brief is to reflect on the 
status of the U.S.-Canada Permanent Joint Board on 
Defence (PJBD) in this complex continental threat 
environment on its 81st anniversary. 

Background 

In 1938, as a crisis brewed in the Sudetenland, U.S., 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt made a 
remarkable pledge while receiving an honorary 
degree at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario;  
the United States would “not stand idly by” if 
Canada was to be attacked by a great power 
adversary. 1  Caught off guard, Canadian Prime 
Minister William Lyon Mackenize King responded 
with the following: 

“We, too, have our obligations as a good and 
friendly neighbour, and one of them is to see that, 
at our instance, our country is made as immune 
from attack or possible invasion as we can 
reasonably be expected to make it, and that should 

 
 
* This Policy Primer was adapted from a presentation in the NORAD Modernization and Continental Defence breakout room of the 
2nd NAADSN Student Summer Seminar on 23 July 2021. 

the occasion ever arise, enemy forces should not be 
able to pursue their way, either by land, sea or air to 
the United States across Canadian territory.”2 

These statements, colloquially known as the 
“Kingston Dispensation” and the “Canadian 
Corollary,” led to the more expansive, yet still 
informal, Ogdensburg Agreement, two years later. 
While campaigning for the presidency in Canton, 
New York, and during the height of the Battle of 
Britain, Roosevelt asked King to join him on his train 
to discuss “the matter of mutual defences of our 
coasts on the Atlantic.”3 On 18 August 1940, as a 
result of a joint press release between Roosevelt 
and King, the Permanent Joint Board on Defence (or 
the PJBD) was immediately stood up. 

The joint press release, and Roosevelt’s and King’s 
prior statements, are the underlying foundation of 
the Canada-U.S. defence relationship — with an 
interesting conundrum. Formally, the two heads of 
government are declaring a mutual defence alliance, 
but it is largely informal in the sense that this 
agreement never received Congressional nor 
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Parliamentary approval. Immediately, the PJBD 
began to provide advice on the defence of North 
America — spurred on by the extreme sense of 
urgency given World War II. In its first five years, the 
Board met 42 times and advised on a wide range of 
sensitive issues such as the defence of 
Newfoundland to the construction of the Alaska 
Highway.  

 

First meeting of the PJBD in Ottawa on 26 August 1940.4 

After the war, American civilian security agencies, 
such as the White House National Security Council, 
were created, and the PJBD recommended the 
creation of the Military Cooperation Committee 
(MCC). This reduced the number of PJBD meetings 
in favour of the new military-to-military 
committee.5 Despite the thinning of its agenda, the 
PJBD advised on the implementation of the North 
American Air (later Aerospace) Defense Command, 
the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line, the 
construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway, the Y2K 
bug at the beginning of the 21st century, and 
successive NORAD agreement renewals to name a 
few issues.6   

As a direct line of defence advice to the U.S. 
President and Canadian Prime Minister, the PJBD 

benefits from discussing sensitive and controversial 
political topics in a frank manner, away from the 
media spotlight and public access. The Board brings 
together pertinent civilian, military, and security 
advisers from both sides of the border (including 
Homeland Security and Public Safety officials),7 and 
executive support is provided by the Assistant 
Deputy Minister Politics (ADMPol) and the Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and 
America’s Security Affairs. 8  Notwithstanding the 
multiple actor approach to advice creation, the PJBD 
has long suffered from an identity crisis — mostly 
due to the dominance of the MCC as the technical 
military advice provider.9 
 
Even as NORAD evolved with the Airborne Warning 
and Control System (AWACS) and the DEW line 
transitioned into the North Warning System, which 
were both recommendations of the PJBD, historian 
Christoper Conliffe states thats from 1964 to 1988, 
the Board was in its 6th evolutionary phase, of which 
he called “Limbo.”10 
 
Conliffe’s 6 Phases of the PJBD are as follows: 
 

1) 1940 - 1945: The War Years 
2) 1945 - 1950: Uncertainty 
3) 1950 - 1953: The Last Fling 
4) 1954 - 1959: Decline 
5) 1960 - 1963: Eclipse 
6) 1963 - 1988: Limbo11 

 
Dr. P. Whitney Lackenbauer has written extensively 
on Conliffe’s phases.12 30 years later, in 2018, Dr. 
Andrea Charron told a parliamentary committee 
that the PJBD “seems to need life support.”13 
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Today’s Challenges 

The geopolitical landscape has changed since the 
end of the Cold War, and most particularly in the last 
few years given the rise of peer competitors to the 
United States. Climate change, COVID-19, and a 
wariness between Canada and the United States 
during the Trump administration created tension in 
this binational relationship. While the PJBD did not 
meet in 2020, it did celebrate its 80th anniversary in 
Washington DC organized by Dr. Andrea Charron at 
Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International 
Studies on 17 January 2021 with the then cochairs 
US LGen (ret) Chris Miller and the Honourable John 
McKay, practitioners and academics. And more 
recently, on the occasion of its 239th meeting in June 
2021, the new U.S. co-Chair, Dr. Mara Karlin, the 
Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
International Security Affairs, and the Canadian co-
Chair, the Honourable John McKay, a long-time 
Liberal MP, “reviewed a framework to guide NORAD 
modernization efforts to improve capabilities 
necessary for NORAD to conduct its aerospace and 
maritime warning and aerospace control 
missions.”14 

 
(L) MP Hon. John McKay, P.C,. and (R) Dr. Mara Karlin, 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Strategy, Plans and 

Capabilities (former Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
International Security Affairs)15 

This press release is important for four reasons. First, 
this is the first meeting of the Board since June 2019 
and the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Second, 
NORAD modernization was an important topic and 
is a welcome sign that  Canada-U.S. defence 
relations are back on the agenda. Third, it 
isunprecedented for the PJBD to release a public 
statement that it even met. While one press release 
is not an indication of a trend, a statement alone is 
reason enough for optimism that the Board will 
continue to meet.  
 
Finally, the new U.S. co-Chair was quickly appointed 
and with a civil servant with deep knowledge of the 
Western Hempisphere  appointed. 16  The US has 
kept the position vacant (from 2009 – 2011 and 
2016-2017) and has been slow on ocassion to 
appoint a representative. Canada had no 
representative from 1987 – 1989.17 
 
This bucks a recent shift of American co-Chairs 
(Congressmen of the same party, for example) 
having close poltical affiliation to the President. 
Karlin’s appointment also represents that the 
current White House may be considering the Board 
with the seriousness it deserves given the current 
threats to continental defence. It also must be 
mentioned that Dr. Karlin is the first woman to hold 
the position of American co-Chair.18 Canada’s first 
and only female representative was the Honourable 
Judi Longfield, PC (2004 – 2006).  
 
The North Warning System (NWS) renewal is likely 
to have been a topic of conversation on 25 June 
2021. Its reimagining will be expensive to adapt to 
deter and detect technologically advanced high-
speed, high-altitude and low-speed, low-altitude 
weapons. 19  Access to this closed-door North 
American advice body in a climate of hyper 
partisanship is vital for both states.  
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For example, future concern of growing 
international tension, threat of kinetic action, or 
strategic competition in the context of the Canadian 
Arctic, would almost assuredly send the Canadian 
public into a frenzy, much like Paul Martin’s Ballistic 
Missile Defense decision in 2005 did. An opportunity 
to discuss such issues in secret has been a key 
reason for the PJBD’s continued existence.   

A recent joint statement by the Canadian Minister 
of Defence and American Secretary of Defense 
suggests NORAD modernization will continue to be 
a key issue both states. The leaders noted the desire 
to “guide cooperation between Canada and the 
United States to enhance the ability of […] NORAD 
to execute the missions outlined in the NORAD 
Agreeement while facing evolving threats.” 20  This 
statement and the PJBD press release suggest that 
that modernization is set to dominate the attention 
of the MCC and the PJBD. 

Next Steps   

On 18 August 2021, the Board turned 81 years old. 
Just as the PJBD was born of the urgency of 
preparations to defend the continent during World 
War II, its agenda is largely a function of the gravity 
of purpose, given external factors.21 

As politically sensitive initiatives, such as NORAD 
modernization and climate change, receive more 
public attention, a forum such as the PJBD, is best 
suited to handle these frank, private, and sensitive 
discussions. These meetings should resume annual 
meetings although more may be required. 

The PJBD can provide more diverse representation 
by various  government actors and agencies, relative 
to the agenda, than the MCC. With direct access to 
the President and Prime Minister, the PJBD is 
potentially more important than many ever 

consider. Perhaps this latest evolution in the PJBD’s 
life cycle means an addition to Conliffe’s 6 phases: 
perhaps the Board is entering a new 7th phase of  
renewed purpose.  

 
The orginal White House joint press release on 18 August 

1940, known as “The Ogdensburg Agreement.”22 
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