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Every day, NORAD monitors the approaches to North America across all domains. Over 
the past two weeks, we have detected, identified, monitored and engaged a PRC high-
altitude surveillance balloon and other objects across North American airspace. These 
activities are well aligned with our mission of aerospace warning and aerospace 
control. 

This balloon and the three following objects were not operating in accordance with 
standard aviation requirements. They were not transmitting their positions and were 
not in communication with air traffic control agencies. Following standard NORAD 
procedures, fighters and air-to-air refuelling aircraft were scrambled to locate, 
investigate, identify and characterize these radar contacts. 

At the direction of national leadership, four objects have been taken down over U.S. 
and Canadian airspace within the respective sovereign airspaces and territorial waters 
in order to protect the population while maximizing the ability to recover the debris. 
These were the PRC high-altitude surveillance balloon taken down on February 4, an 
object over Alaska on February 10, a suspected balloon over the Yukon on February 11 
and another object over Lake Huron on February 12. 

- Lieutenant General Alain Pelletier, Deputy Commander, North American 
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), 17 February 20231 

 
1 House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 17 February 2023, 1. 
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In February 2023, the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) detected, tracked, 
and shot down four high-altitude objects over Canada and the United States. The first, a surveillance 
balloon, was immediately traced back to the People’s Republic of China (PRC), setting off panic and 
speculation, particularly about the perceived inadequacy of aging aerospace early warning and 
defence capabilities. The incursions represented the first time that the binational North American 
Aerospace Defence Command (NORAD) had shot down an aerial object in the defence of the 
continent. These incidents also occurred amidst heightened public awareness about the changing 
nature of the global threat environment, coming less than one year after Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine. The ripple effects from these incidents continue to play out in federal, territorial, and local 
conversations regarding North American security.  

In the case of the first balloon, US President Joseph Biden stated that waiting a few days before 
shooting down the object gave the intelligence community time to assess the balloon’s capabilities 
and for NORAD/USNORTHCOM to find a safe spot to not create a debris field that would put civilians 
in harm way and allow recovery. These explanations did little to abate partisan rhetoric and criticism, 
even after the NORAD Commander, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and 
Hemispheric Affairs, the Pentagon, and the President thoroughly explained their rationale. Reactions 
played out on social media, mocking, “memeing,” and decrying the balloon as a sign of a feckless 
response. On 10 February, another object was shot down over Deadhorse, Alaska, and another the 
following day in the Yukon, and yet another the next day over Lake Huron. These successive incidents 
heightened the misinformation space about what was occurring in the skies of Canada and the United 
States. NORAD radar systems reoriented its legacy radar systems to include “low and slow” objects 
(such as balloons) in addition to its traditional focus on high-altitude, fast objects (such as strategic 
bombers or intercontinental ballistic missiles) in North American airspace. This policy primer offers a 
summary of events as responses unfolded, with the intent of clarifying timelines and correcting 
misconceptions about what occurred. It also highlights lessons from the events of early 2023 about 
the importance of strategic communications, surveillance gaps, and proportionality of responses 
when dealing with non-threatening objects.  

NORAD: A Binational Partnership 
NORAD is the Canada-US binational command responsible for the aerospace warning, aerospace 

control, and maritime warning of Canada and the continental United States. Originally conceived to 
address concerns that the Soviet Union could fly long-range manned strategic bombers over the Arctic 
to strike at vital targets deep inside the heart of North America, NORAD has evolved since 19572 to 

 
2 The North American Air (now Aerospace) Defence Command (NORAD) was agreed to by both governments on 1 
August 1957, operationalized on 12 September 1957 at Ent Air Force base in Colorado Springs, Colorado, and formalized 
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meet changing strategic threats: strategic bombers, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), and 
cruise missiles with conventional or nuclear payloads during the Cold War; drug interdiction in the 
1990s; asymmetric non-state terrorist threats in both air and maritime domains after 9/11; and the 
development of hypersonic weapons, next generation sea-launched cruise missiles (SLCMs), and 
remotely piloted aerial systems (RPAS) in the late 2000s and 2010s. The latter threats have prompted 
Canada and the United States to announce bold projects to modernize NORAD and North American 
defences more generally.3  

The NORAD Commander is an American General who is dual hatted as the Commander of US 
Northern Command (USNORTHCOM), the US geographic Combatant Command responsible for North 
America within the United States Unified Command Plan (USUCP). 4  The NORAD/USNORTHCOM 
Commander is appointed by the President and is typically an Air Force General or US Navy Admiral. 
The Deputy Commander is always a Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) Lieutenant-General. NORAD 
Headquarters is located at Peterson Space Force Base in Colorado Springs, Colorado, with the 
command organized into three regions: Alaska Region (ANR) at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson 
(JBER) in Anchorage, Alaska; Canadian Region (CANR) at 17 Wing in Winnipeg, Manitoba; and 
Continental Region (CONR) at Tyndall Air Force Base in Panama City, Florida.5  

The 11 September 2001 attacks (9/11) in New York, Pennsylvania, and Washington, D.C. 
fundamentally changed NORAD’s mandate and orientation.6 An attack on the US had been launched 
from inside its airspace, requiring a rethinking and reinvention of how to defend the continent. In a 

 
by diplomatic exchange of notes on 12 May 1958 (which is officially recognized as NORAD’s anniversary). See 
Government of Canada, “Agreement Between the Government of Canada and the Government of the United States of 
America Concerning the Organization and Operation of the North American Air Defence Command (NORAD),” E101015 
– CTS 1958 No. 9, 12 May 1958, https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/text-texte.aspx?id=101015; “Factsheet: NORAD 
Agreement,” North American Aerospace Defense Command, 26 April 2013, https://www.norad.mil/Newsroom/Fact-
Sheets/Article-View/Article/578772/norad-agreement/. 
3 Government of Canada, “NORAD modernization project timelines,” Department of National Defence, last modified 22 
November 2024, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/operations/allies-
partners/norad/norad-modernization-project-timelines.html. 
4 Throughout its history, NORAD has always been twinned with an American combatant command serving US national 
interests: Continental Air Defense, Aerospace Defense Command, Strategic Air Command, Space Command (not to be 
mistaken for the new Air Force-subordinate Space Force or second incarnation of the combatant command Space 
Command, also located at Peterson), and now Northern Command. See Joseph T. Jockel, No Boundaries Upstairs, 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1987); Joseph T. Jockel, Canada in NORAD, 1957-2007, (Montreal/Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2007); Richard Goette, Sovereignty and Command in Canada–US Continental Air Defence, 1940–57 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2018); and Matthew Trudgen, Securing the Continental Skies: The Development of North 
American Air Defence Co-operation, 1945–1958 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2025). 
5 NORAD is also supported by Air Defence Sectors (ADS) at Joint Base Lewis-McChord in Tacoma (Western), Washington; 
Rome Air Force Base in New York (Eastern); 22 Wing North Bay in Ontario (Canadian); and JBER. 
6 For the definitive account of NORAD on September 11th, 2001, see: Andrea Charron and James Fergusson, NORAD: In 
Perpetuity and Beyond (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2022): 28-54. 

https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/text-texte.aspx?id=101015
https://www.norad.mil/Newsroom/Fact-Sheets/Article-View/Article/578772/norad-agreement/
https://www.norad.mil/Newsroom/Fact-Sheets/Article-View/Article/578772/norad-agreement/
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/operations/allies-partners/norad/norad-modernization-project-timelines.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/services/operations/allies-partners/norad/norad-modernization-project-timelines.html
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strident example of the binational integration of NORAD, RCAF Lieutenant-General Eric Findley, in his 
capacity as NORAD Director of Operations in Cheyenne Mountain, gave the order to close US airspace, 
forcing hundreds of commercial airliners to divert to Canada.7 To address domain awareness gaps, 
civilian radar feeds (like the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and NAVCanada) are now 
integrated into radar operators’ datasets. 8  Through the Tri-Command Framework, NORAD, 
USNORTHCOM, and Canadian Joint Operations Command (CJOC)  coordinate operations. Canadian 
and US civilian security departments and agencies, including the US Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) and Public Safety Canada (PSC) also play important roles in Whole of Government 
responsibilities to address asymmetric security threats to North America.  

The threat environment began changing as far back as 2007, when US-Russia relations started to 
deteriorate: Russia began long-range patrols around the North American Arctic and Pacific coastlines; 
Moscow developed advanced air and sea-launched cruise missiles (A/SLCMs) in 2011; support for 
Damascus in the Syrian Civil War and invasions of Georgia and Crimea weakened trust; and, 
development of hypersonic cruise missiles and hypersonic glide vehicles (HGVs) by 2017 meant 
advanced delivery systems could penetrate gaps and seams in radar coverage. Furthermore, Chinese 
economic endeavours like the Belt and Road Initiative sought to achieve expanded influence through 
its Polar Silk Road dept trap diplomacy. Beijing’s influence and messaging campaigns and strategies 
attempted to falsely assert itself as a “near-Arctic state””9 meant new narratives in Arctic discourse. 
Additionally, many non-Arctic states have pivoted their attention to the Arctic, with a flurry of defence 
and foreign policies and strategies in the last ten years. These conditions have required rethinking of 
North American defence and security to consider outward and inward across domains and the 
spectrum of conventional and hybrid threats. 

Successive NORAD Commanders have sounded the alarm on how adversaries – China, Russia, 
North Korea, Iran, and non-state actors such as terrorist organizations – can exploit seams and gaps 
in current defence systems. Declaring the homeland is “no longer a sanctuary,” General Terrence J. 
O’Shaughnessy, NORAD Commander from May 2018 to August 2020, noted that “the Arctic is no 
longer a fortress wall, and our oceans are no longer protective moats; they are now avenues of 
approach for advanced conventional weapons and the platforms that carry them.” 10   Since the 

 
7 Ibid., 265. 
8 On 9/11, General Findley quickly initiated air patrols over critical civilian and military targets (initially large cities and 
seats of government) as the threat of additional hijacked civilian aircraft was being assessed. Andrea Charron, James 
Fergusson, and Elizabeth St. John, “NORAD and 9/11: Looking Out, In, and Beyond,” in Andrea Charron, Stéphane 
Roussel, and Alexander Moens (eds.), The Legacy of 9/11: Views from North America (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2023): 266. 
9 P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Adam Lajeunesse, “Selling the ‘Near-Arctic’ State,” Wilson Center, 12 August 2024, 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/selling-near-arctic-state. 
10 “Statement of General Terrence J. O’Shaughnessy, United States Air Force Commander, United States Northern 
Command and North American Aerospace Defense Command,” Senate Armed Services Committee, 3 March 2020, 1-2, 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/selling-near-arctic-state
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development of nuclear weapons, the United States has relied on a strategic posture of “deterrence 
by punishment” which is based on the ability to launch decapitating first and second strikes globally 
to protect the American homeland. Today, North American early-warning radars, systems, and 
sensors cannot keep pace with the most advanced aerospace weapons and below-the-threshold 
hybrid tactics by Russia and China. “Deterrence by denial” posits that one must persuade an adversary 
that prospective costs outweigh the benefits of a first strike, emphasizing the ability to defeat an 
attack rather than relying only on the threat of a second-strike response.11 This is predicated on the 
ability to detect threats passing through North American aerospace. Accordingly, the unidentified 
high-altitude objects detected in January and February 2023 elucidated the need for greater domain 
awareness, communication, and partnership both within and between the North American Allies. 

The Chinese Spy Balloon: 4 February 2023 
On 27 January 2023, US INDOPACOM alerted NORAD Headquarters in Colorado Springs to a high-

altitude surveillance balloon flying north of the Aleutian Islands12 that originated from the Hainan 
Islands of China. The balloon transited over Alaska on 29 January before flying southeasterly over 
Yukon and British Columbia. The pilots and crew of an Air Canada Airbus A-320 flying from Vancouver 
to Winnipeg made the first public sighting on 31 January, reporting to Transport Canada “a large 
balloon about 4,000 feet above them with something hanging from it” over Cranbrook.13 Transport 
Canada advised NORAD of this report, and NAV Canada issued a Notice to Air Mission (NOTAM) to 
airports in Calgary, Edmonton, Regina, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Thunder Bay, Toronto, Montreal, and 

 
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/O'Shaughnessy_03-03-20.pdf; Terrence J. O’Shaugnessy and 
Peter M. Fesler, “Hardening the Shield: A Credible Deterrent & Capable Defense for North America,” Wilson Center, 11 
September 2020, 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Hardening%20the%20Shield_A%20Credibl
e%20Deterrent%20%26%20Capable%20Defense%20for%20North%20America_EN.pdf. 
11 Lawrence Freedman, Deterrence (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), 39. A shift to a deterrence by denial for 
NORAD/USNORTHCOM posture is not without challenges. For example, the structure of the Tri-Command Framework of 
NORAD, US Northern Command, and Canadian Joint Operations (N2+C) is viewed as a seam when thinking about the 
merger of denial and punishment capabilities (raising versus imposing costs). For example, NORAD does not have 
punishment capabilities as its mandate is purely defensive (denial) in nature. The decision for the US to impose 
punishment costs lies with US Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM). Additionally, Canada does not have punishment 
capabilities other than its relationship (and reliance in a would-be crisis) with the US and membership in NATO. Charron 
and Fergusson, “North America’s Imperative: Strengthening Deterrence by Denial,” 45-51. 
12 The Canadian Press, “Outgoing Norad commander says Canada, U.S. too slow to adapt to threats,” CTV News, 21 
December 2023, https://guelph.ctvnews.ca/politics/article/outgoing-norad-commander-says-canada-us-too-slow-to-
adapt-to-threats/; Courtney Kube and Carol E. Lee, “The secret U.S. effort to track, hide and surveil the Chinese spy 
balloon,” NBC News, 22 December 2023, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/secret-us-effort-track-hide-
surveil-chinese-spy-balloon-rcna130991. 
13 Transport Canada, “CADORS: Report,” 9 February 2023, https://wwwapps.tc.gc.ca/saf-sec-sur/2/cadors-
screaq/m.aspx?lang=eng. 

https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/O'Shaughnessy_03-03-20.pdf
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Hardening%20the%20Shield_A%20Credible%20Deterrent%20%26%20Capable%20Defense%20for%20North%20America_EN.pdf
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Hardening%20the%20Shield_A%20Credible%20Deterrent%20%26%20Capable%20Defense%20for%20North%20America_EN.pdf
https://guelph.ctvnews.ca/politics/article/outgoing-norad-commander-says-canada-us-too-slow-to-adapt-to-threats/
https://guelph.ctvnews.ca/politics/article/outgoing-norad-commander-says-canada-us-too-slow-to-adapt-to-threats/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/secret-us-effort-track-hide-surveil-chinese-spy-balloon-rcna130991
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/secret-us-effort-track-hide-surveil-chinese-spy-balloon-rcna130991
https://wwwapps.tc.gc.ca/saf-sec-sur/2/cadors-screaq/m.aspx?lang=eng
https://wwwapps.tc.gc.ca/saf-sec-sur/2/cadors-screaq/m.aspx?lang=eng
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Quebec City to exercise “vigilance” when flying near the balloon.14 It re-entered American airspace 
over Idaho and Montana later that day and, on 1 February, the US Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA) issued a ground stop for a fifty-mile radius for all aviation traffic in Billings, Montana, where 
residents reported a “big white circle in the sky.”15  

President Joe Biden, in his role as National Command Authority of the United States, gave the 
order to shoot down the high-altitude surveillance balloon on 1 February, with the caveat that 
NORAD/USNORTHCOM forces wait until the balloon was over water to ensure no civilians or 
infrastructure were harmed when the balloon fell. The next day, Pentagon press secretary Brigadier 
General Pat Ryder issued a short press release: 

The United States Government has detected and is tracking a high-altitude surveillance 
balloon that is over the continental United States right now. The U.S. government, to 
include NORAD, continues to track and monitor it closely. The balloon is currently 
traveling at an altitude well above commercial air traffic and does not present a military 
or physical threat to people on the ground. Instances of this kind of balloon activity have 
been observed previously over the past several years. Once the balloon was detected, 
the U.S. government acted immediately to protect against the collection of sensitive 
information.16 

Another senior US Department of Defense (DoD) official stated the department was “confident that 
this high-altitude surveillance balloon belongs to the PRC,” and that “instances of this activity have 
been observed over the past several years, including prior to this administration.” He added that the 
balloon offered “limited additive value from an intelligence collection perspective,” but that it was 
“taking steps, nevertheless, to protect against foreign intelligence collection of sensitive 
information.”17  

Senior US officials, including the Secretary of Defense, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
and NORAD/USNORTHCOM Commander General Glen D. Van Herck issued a “strong 
recommendation” to President Biden to not take kinetic action to bring the balloon down over 
Montana. Even though that state is sparsely populated, defence analysts noted that a scattered debris 

 
14 Aaron D’Andrea and Sean Boynton, “Canadian pilots were warned of ‘untethered balloon’ amid China surveillance 
concerns,” Global News, 3 February 2023, https://globalnews.ca/news/9457135/chinese-spy-balloon-us-airpsace/. 
15 The Canadian Press, “Canada says NORAD tracking high-altitude surveillance balloon detected over the U.S.,” Toronto 
City News, 3 February 2023, https://toronto.citynews.ca/2023/02/03/norad-canada-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon/. 
16 Government of the United States, “DoD Statement on High-Altitude Surveillance Balloon,” U.S. Department of 
Defense, 2 February 2023, https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3287173/dod-statement-on-high-
altitude-surveillance-balloon/. 
17 Government of the United States, “Senior Defense Official Holds a Background Briefing on High-Altitude Surveillance 
Balloon,” U.S. Department of Defense, 2 February 2023, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3287204/senior-defense-official-holds-a-background-
briefing-on-high-altitude-surveillan/. 

https://globalnews.ca/news/9457135/chinese-spy-balloon-us-airpsace/
https://toronto.citynews.ca/2023/02/03/norad-canada-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3287173/dod-statement-on-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3287173/dod-statement-on-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3287204/senior-defense-official-holds-a-background-briefing-on-high-altitude-surveillan/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3287204/senior-defense-official-holds-a-background-briefing-on-high-altitude-surveillan/
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field could pose a risk to people on the ground.18 The balloon’s size was a particular concern, with 
comparisons to two school buses or two train containers over 200 feet tall and carrying a 1,000-pound 
payload.19 Speaking to the Canadian House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence 
on 17 February 2023, RCAF Lieutenant-General Allain Pelletier, the Deputy Commander of NORAD, 
justified the decision to both wait to shoot down and publicize the balloon’s existence, explaining that:  

when the first high-altitude surveillance balloon crossed into Montana [home to a 
nuclear silo at Malmstrom Air Force Base between Calgary and Billings], its proximity to 
some sensitive American systems probably escalated the decision to make that fact 
public at that point. You need to realize that while it was on its flight path, both countries 
wanted to not only characterize but also understand and attempt to explore it so that 
we could understand the objectives and intent behind the flight path of the surveillance 
balloon.”20 

Accordingly, American and NORAD officials waited until the balloon, which was manoeuvred with a 
propeller system, reached the South Carolinian coastline to shoot it down.  

On 4 February 2023 at 2:39pm, at 58,000 feet and six miles off the coast of South Carolina, a F-22 
Raptor fighter jet with the call sign Frank 0121 destroyed the balloon with an AIM-9X (Air Intercept 
Missile) Sidewinder, which dropped into 47 feet of water and had a 2.25 square kilometre debris 
field.22 In the aftermath of this action, US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin summarized:  

 
18 The Canadian Press, “Canada says NORAD tracking high-altitude surveillance balloon detected over the U.S.” 
19 Gen. Van Herck justified the decision to wait by asking the public to “picture large debris weighing hundreds if not 
thousands of pounds falling out of the sky.” Bernd Debusmann Jr., “Suspected Chinese spy balloon was 200ft tall – US 
defence official,” BBC News, 6 February 2023, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64548140. 
20 LGen Alain Pelletier, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 44th 
Parliament, 1st Session, Number 051, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/NDDN/Evidence/EV12250761/NDDNEV51-E.PDF. 
21 The Frank 01 callsign is named in honour of airman Frank Luke, a US Medal of Honor winner in World War I, for 
activities that he conducted against observation balloons. See Gen. VanHerck’s explanation: Government of the United 
States, “Gen. Glen VanHerck, Commander North American Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern 
Command, Holds an Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing on the High-Altitude Surveillance Balloon Recovery Efforts,” 
U.S. Department of Defense, 6 February 2023, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3289888/gen-glen-vanherck-commander-north-
american-aerospace-defense-command-and-united/. 
22 Jim Garmone, “F-22 Safely Shoots Down Chinese Spy Balloon Off South Carolina Coast,” U.S. Department of Defense, 4 
February 2023, https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3288543/f-22-safely-shoots-down-
chinese-spy-balloon-off-south-carolina-coast/.; Randall Hill, Phil Stewart, and Jeff Mason, “U.S. fighter jets shoots down 
suspected Chinese spy balloon, Reuters, 5 Feburary 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/us/biden-says-us-is-going-
take-care-of-chinese-balloon-2023-02-04/.; Ellen Mitchell, “Rough seas complicate US efforts to recover suspected 
China spy balloon,” The Hill, 6 February 2023, https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3846090-rough-seas-complicate-us-
efforts-to-recover-suspected-china-spy-balloon/. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64548140
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/NDDN/Evidence/EV12250761/NDDNEV51-E.PDF
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3289888/gen-glen-vanherck-commander-north-american-aerospace-defense-command-and-united/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3289888/gen-glen-vanherck-commander-north-american-aerospace-defense-command-and-united/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3288543/f-22-safely-shoots-down-chinese-spy-balloon-off-south-carolina-coast/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3288543/f-22-safely-shoots-down-chinese-spy-balloon-off-south-carolina-coast/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/biden-says-us-is-going-take-care-of-chinese-balloon-2023-02-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/biden-says-us-is-going-take-care-of-chinese-balloon-2023-02-04/
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3846090-rough-seas-complicate-us-efforts-to-recover-suspected-china-spy-balloon/
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3846090-rough-seas-complicate-us-efforts-to-recover-suspected-china-spy-balloon/
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This afternoon, at the direction of President Biden, U.S. fighter aircraft assigned to U.S. 
Northern Command successfully brought down the high-altitude surveillance balloon 
launched by and belonging to the People's Republic of China (PRC) over the water off 
the coast of South Carolina in U.S. airspace.  The balloon, which was being used by the 
PRC in an attempt to surveil strategic sites in the continental United States, was 
brought down above U.S. territorial waters.  On Wednesday, President Biden gave his 
authorization to take down the surveillance balloon as soon as the mission could be 
accomplished without undue risk to American lives under the balloon's path.  After 
careful analysis, U.S. military commanders had determined downing the balloon while 
over land posed an undue risk to people across a wide area due to the size and altitude 
of the balloon and its surveillance payload. In accordance with the President's 
direction, the Department of Defense developed options to take down the balloon 
safely over our territorial waters, while closely monitoring its path and intelligence 
collection activities.  This action was taken in coordination, and with the full support, 
of the Canadian government.  And we thank Canada for its contribution to tracking 
and analysis of the balloon through NORAD as it transited North America.  Today's 
deliberate and lawful action demonstrates that President Biden and his national 
security team will always put the safety and security of the American people first while 
responding effectively to the PRC's unacceptable violation of our sovereignty.23 

The response entailed Whole of Government and binational efforts. Canada provided “critical” 
tracking information to NORAD through the Canadian Air Defence Sector (CADS) at 22 Wing North 
Bay, which is responsible for surveillance and identification for North American aerospace warning 
and aerospace control.24 US airframes included an additional F-22 from Langley,25 F-15 Eagles from 
Barnes Air National Guard Base in Massachusetts, and four refueling tankers. US Navy assets included 
the destroyer USS Oscar Austin, the cruiser USS Philippine Sea,26 amphibious landing ship USS Carter 
Hall (under NORTHCOM Navy North command), and US Navy ship Pathfinder (which uses 
oceanographic, hydrographic, and bathymetric surveys to support the recovery efforts and map the 
debris field). US Coast Guard assets included the Cutter Venturous, Cutter Richard Snyder, and Cutter 
Nathan Bruckenthal. The overall “inter-agency effort,” as Van Herck characterized it, also involved the 

 
23 Government of the United States, “Statement From Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III,” U.S. Department of 
Defense, 4 February 2023, https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3288535/statement-from-
secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii/. 
24 Government of Canada, “22 Wing North Bay,” 4 October 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/air-
force/corporate/wings/22-wing.html. 
25 Government of the United States, “Gen. Glen VanHerck, Commander North American Aerospace Defense Command 
and United States Northern Command, Holds an Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing on the High-Altitude Surveillance 
Balloon Recovery Efforts.” 
25 Garmone, “F-22 Safely Shoots Down Chinese Spy Balloon Off South Carolina Coast.” 
26 Ibid. 

https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3288535/statement-from-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3288535/statement-from-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii/
https://www.canada.ca/en/air-force/corporate/wings/22-wing.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/air-force/corporate/wings/22-wing.html
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Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) closing airspace in Wilmington, Myrtle Beach, and Charleston, 
South Carolina, and civilian Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS) and Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI) agents embedded in the salvage operations and debris analysis teams.27  

The PRC admitted that the balloon originated in that country, but later clarified that it was a 
“civilian airship used for research, mainly meteorological, purposes” which had been blown off-course 
by Westerlies.28 At the same time, the Chinese foreign ministry disclosed that another similar balloon 
had “seriously deviated” off course and flew over Costa Rica, Nicaragua, northern Colombia, and 
Venezuela.29 Beijing’s conciliatory tone, however, quickly changed after the US shot down the balloon. 
The state-media China Daily falsely asserted that the balloon could not be tied to China and the Global 
Times declared the US action “provocative.” The Chinese Foreign Ministry characterized the shoot 
down as a “clear overreaction” and “unacceptable and irresponsible.” Prominent Chinese social 
media personality Hu Xijin (formerly editor-in-chief of the Global Times) said that the US had 
politicized the incident by using force,30  dodging the reality that the balloon had transgressed US 
sovereign airspace. The Chinese foreign affairs committee justified the “Wandering Balloon” (as 
Chinese social media platform Weibo described the high-altitude surveillance platform) by resorting 
to “sameism,” insisting that, “in fact, it is the United States that wantonly interferes in other countries' 
internal affairs, violates their sovereignty, and conducts surveillance on other countries."31  

Political and diplomatic fallout ensued. US Secretary of State Antony Blinken cancelled a state visit to 
Beijing over the incident, while Xu Xueyuan, the Chargé d’Affaires at the PRC Embassy in Washington, tried 
to convince US audiences on 1 March 2023 that: 

The recent incident around a wandering Chinese balloon drifted into U.S. airspace 
epitomizes the U.S. misperception about China. The balloon might be an unwelcome 
guest, appearing at a wrong time and a wrong place. But it is an unmanned airship, owned 
by a Chinese company, of civilian nature and for meteorological research. Driven by the 
Westerlies and limited by its self-steering capability, the airship drifted far away from its 

 
27 Government of the United States, “Gen. Glen VanHerck, Commander North American Aerospace Defense Command 
and United States Northern Command, Holds an Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing on the High-Altitude Surveillance 
Balloon Recovery Efforts.” 
28 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson’s Remarks on the 
Unintended Entry of a Chinese Unmanned Airship into US Airspace Due to a Force Majeure,” 3 February 2023, 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2535_665405/202302/t20230203_11019484.html. 
29 USNORTHCOM and US Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) stated in March 2023 that China terminated this balloon. 
Ellen Mitchell, “China brought down its balloon after it crossed Latin America,” The Hill, 8 March 2023, 
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3890750-china-brought-down-balloon-after-it-crossed-latin-america/. 
30 Tessa Wong and Fan Wang, “How has China reacted to the balloon saga?” BBC News, 16 February 2023, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-64633990#. 
31 Ibid.; The Associated Press, “China blasts US’ balloon resolution,” Tapei Times, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/world/archives/2023/02/17/2003794532. 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2535_665405/202302/t20230203_11019484.html
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3890750-china-brought-down-balloon-after-it-crossed-latin-america/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-64633990
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/world/archives/2023/02/17/2003794532
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planned course. It is an accident caused by force majeure. Despite that we made all these 
clear to the U.S. side, it still characterized the airship as a “spy balloon” of the PLA and 
shot it down with missiles. 

This was over reaction that put the U.S. in an awkward position. Is it going to shoot down 
all those meteorological balloons? The World Meteorological Organization recently had 
to issue a statement which says that worldwide, everyday, there are nearly 1,000 weather 
balloons equipped with radio-sondes. They are an important part of the global observing 
system. When they fly in the sky, it is hard to tell where they are from and for what 
purpose.32 

To the chagrin of their American counterparts, Chinese officials refused to engage in any dialogue 
through military-to-military channels with respect to the surveillance balloon.  Blinken and PRC State 
Councilor and Director of the Chines Communist Party (CCP) Central Foreign Affairs Office Wang Yi met 
on the margins of the Munich Security Conference on 18 February, with Blinken conveying ongoing 
concerns about the surveillance balloon’s violation of U.S. airspace, making it clear that the Americans 
“will not stand for any violation of our sovereignty.” He emphasized that such an irresponsible act must 
never occur again, and he also made clear that the PRC’s high-altitude surveillance balloon program has 
now been exposed to the world.” A State Department briefing following the meeting noted that “China 
still has not offered a credible explanation for their intrusion into our airspace and the airspace of over 40 
countries across five continents.  We’ve shared information with countries around the world on China’s 
program.”33  

In North America, opposition politicians criticized the decision to shoot down the “Chinese spy balloon” 
only after it was off the coast of South Carolina. Canadian Opposition defence critic and Vice-Chair of 
the Standing Committee on National Defence James Bezan told reporters on 10 February: “This was 
an outrageous intrusion. If we were tracking this from the time it entered Alaskan airspace, the 
question is, why didn’t NORAD take action sooner?” Why had it not been shot down over the Pacific 
Ocean, before it reached any populated areas? Bezan also raised concern about “what if it had been 
weaponized?”34 In the US, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell stated that “it defies belief to 

 
32 PRC Embassy in Washington, “Keynote Address by Chargé d’Affaires Xu Xueyuan at the Final Conference of the First 
Fudan-Harvard China-U.S. Young Leaders Dialogue,” 1 March 2023, http://us.china-
embassy.gov.cn/eng/sgzc/202303/t20230302_11033843.htm/ 
33 US Department of State, Foreign Press Center Briefing, “U.S.-China Relations,” 22 February 2023, 
https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/us-china-relations.  
34 Daniel Otis, “Why wasn’t the suspected Chinese spy balloon shot down over Canada?” CTV News, 10 February 2023, 
https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/sci-tech/why-wasn-t-the-suspected-chinese-spy-balloon-shot-down-over-canada-
1.6262580. 

http://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/sgzc/202303/t20230302_11033843.htm/
http://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/sgzc/202303/t20230302_11033843.htm/
https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/us-china-relations
https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/sci-tech/why-wasn-t-the-suspected-chinese-spy-balloon-shot-down-over-canada-1.6262580
https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/sci-tech/why-wasn-t-the-suspected-chinese-spy-balloon-shot-down-over-canada-1.6262580
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suggest there was nowhere” to shoot the balloon down.35 His formal statement was scathing about 
US efforts: 

As usual when it comes to national defense and foreign policy, the Biden 
Administration reacted at first too indecisively and then too late. We should not have 
let the People’s Republic of China make a mockery of our airspace. It defies belief to 
suggest there was nowhere between the Aleutian Islands of Alaska and the coast of 
Carolina where this balloon could have been shot down right away without 
endangering Americans or Canadians. This was a reminder of the PRC’s brazenness 
and President Biden missed the opportunity to defend our sovereignty, send a 
message of strength, and bolster deterrence. Given reports of additional PRC 
surveillance balloons in Latin America and elsewhere, I hope the Administration will 
engage and assist America’s allies and partners worldwide so they, too, can better 
defend themselves against brazen Chinese espionage. I hope the President’s belated 
decision to finally do the right thing carries over into his soon-to-be-released annual 
budget request. Whether it’s spy balloons or spy satellites, hypersonic weapons or 
stealth aircraft, massive naval construction or nuclear stockpile expansion, China’s 
military modernization effort is no joke. Last year President Biden proposed an absurd 
budget that would have cut defense funding after inflation. Let’s hope his budget 
proposal this year is more decisive, serious, and strong than the embarrassment that 
just played out in our skies.36 

The Chairman of the US House Intelligence Committee, Republican Representative Michael R. Turner, 
called the incident “a crisis,” elaborating that “I believe that they [China] were trying to gain 
information on how to defeat the command and control of our nuclear weapons systems and our 
missile defense systems.” 37  In response, the ranking member of the committee, Democrat 
Representative Jim Himes, rationalized the decision to wait. “When the balloon is in our hands, we 
can look at the technology, we can rebuild the supply chain, find out who helped built it, what 
components were important to it,” Himes reasoned. “Obviously, you can tell its functions and 
specifications. There’s a very high intelligence value in having it.”38 

 
35 Chris Megerian, “Balloon bickering over Biden’s actions, China’s intentions,” Associated Press, 5 February 2023, 
https://apnews.com/article/biden-politics-united-states-government-china-19e1f66a6db19f44548c402d81facc8e. 
36 Office of Mitchell McConnell - Republican Leader, “McConnell Statement on PRC Balloon,” Senate of the United States, 
5 February 2023, https://www.republicanleader.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/mcconnell-statement-on-prc-
balloon-. 
37 Dan Lamothe and Azi Paybarah, “Pentagon reports past Chinese surveillance balloons near Florida, Texas,” The 
Washington Post, 5 February 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/02/05/china-spy-balloon-gop/. 
38 Katie Bo Lillis, Jeremy Herb, Josh Campbell, Zachary Cohen, Kylie Atwood, and Natasha Bertrand, “Spy balloon part of 
a broader Chinese military surveillance operation, US intel sources say,” CNN, 8 February 2023, 
https://www.cnn.com/2023/02/07/politics/spy-balloon/index.html. 

https://apnews.com/article/biden-politics-united-states-government-china-19e1f66a6db19f44548c402d81facc8e
https://www.republicanleader.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/mcconnell-statement-on-prc-balloon-
https://www.republicanleader.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/mcconnell-statement-on-prc-balloon-
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/02/05/china-spy-balloon-gop/
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On 6 February, Van Herck laid out US and Canadian assessments of the balloon’s flight path and 
the decision to wait before shooting it down. As NORAD commander, he had assessed that the balloon 
did not present a “physical military threat to North America” while it transited over the Aleutian 
Islands eastwards to Alaska. At that time there was no indication that the balloon had been deployed 
with hostile intent, thus precluding immediate kinetic action, and USNORTHCOM/NORAD assessed 
from the onset that it was a surveillance balloon. DoD and US Strategic Command (STRATCOM) took 
“precaution[s]” (likely comparable to a digital blackout, similar to satellite coverage prevention tactics) 
to prevent the balloon from collecting any intelligence. Van Herck explained that the balloon did not 
present “a significant collection hazard beyond what already exists in actionable technical means from 
the Chinese,” leading him and decision-makers to balance the risk of malign intelligence gathering 
with the opportunity to further assess the balloon’s transmission capabilities before deciding to 
destroy it.39 

Public disclosures also indicated that this was not a unique scenario. DoD representatives told 
congressional leaders and national security committees that the intelligence community had 
knowledge of four similar high-altitude balloons originating from China that had been spotted near 
Texas, Florida (twice), Hawaii, and Guam between 2016-2020. 40  Van Herck explained that the 
intelligence community made NORAD/USNORTHCOM aware of these transits, not military 
surveillance systems, because of a “domain awareness gap” in early-warning aerospace capabilities.41  

By 16 February 2023, the United States had completed its search and recovery efforts. The FBI’s 
Operational Technology Division in Quantico, Virginia, was tasked with reconstructing and analyzing 
the debris, including sensors and electronic systems.42 There has been no public release of findings 

 
39 Government of the United States, “Gen. Glen VanHerck, Commander North American Aerospace Defense Command 
and United States Northern Command, Holds an Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing on the High-Altitude Surveillance 
Balloon Recovery Efforts.” 
40 Lamothe and Paybarah, “Pentagon reports past Chinese surveillance balloons near Florida, Texas.” 
41 Alex Horton, Dan Lamothe, and Ellen Nakashima, “U.S. military failed to detect prior Chinese incursions, general says,” 
The Washington Post, 6 February 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/06/chinese-
balloons-failed-detection/.; Government of the United States, “Gen. Glen VanHerck, Commander North American 
Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern Command, Holds an Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing on 
the High-Altitude Surveillance Balloon Recovery Efforts.” Blinken said that China’s balloon, which US intelligence officials 
thought to be part of a Chinese military surveillance program, “ha[d] violated the sovereignty of countries across five 
continents” and the US had shared intelligence about the balloon with dozens of partners and allies. “Blinken says U.S. 
shared information on Chinese balloon with dozens of countries,” Reuters, 8 February 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/blinken-says-us-shared-information-chinese-balloon-with-dozens-countries-2023-
02-08/; Lillis, Herb, Campbell, Cohen, Atwood, and Bertrand, “Spy balloon part of a broader Chinese military 
surveillance operation, US intel sources say.” 
42 Government of the United States, “U.S. Northern Command Recovery Operations Update on Airborne Objects,” U.S. 
Northern Command, 17 February 2023, https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/Article/3592254/us-
northern-command-recovery-operations-update-on-airborne-objects/.; Lillis, Herb, Campbell, Cohen, Atwood, and 
Bertrand, “Spy balloon part of a broader Chinese military surveillance operation, US intel sources say.”; Phil Stewart, 
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by either government.43 Unverified reports from NBC News revealed that the balloon was powered 
by solar panels, with multiple antennae to collect and geolocate communications via a US-hosted 
telecommunications provider. The media outlet also suggested that the balloon was remotely 
manoeuvred, sometimes in figure-eights over sensitive sites, sending burst transmissions of data 
requiring high bandwidth.44  

For its part, the Chinese Embassy in Washington insisted that “the facts are clear” that “the airship, 
used for meteorological research, unintentionally drifted into the U.S. because of westerlies and its 
limited self-steering capability.” 45  This completed a cycle of first denying any connection to the 
balloon, then deflecting responsibility, then seeking to frame and exploit the incident as an example 
of US and NORAD constructing a threat that did not exist. Chinese officials suggested that this was 
another example of the Americans wrongfully accusing China, with Beijing preaching restraint and 
diplomacy now that it could no longer credibly deny that the object had Chinese origins.46  

A High-Altitude Object over Deadhorse, Alaska – 10 February 2023 
On 10 February 2023, Admiral (Ret.) John Kirby, the White House National Security 

Communications Advisor,  disclosed that NORAD/USNORTHCOM had tracked a high-altitude object 
over Alaska, first being picked up by ground radar, within the last twenty-four hours. Two F-35s had 
been deployed from Eielson Air Force Base near Fairbanks the previous evening to determine if the 
object was uncrewed. The object, which was the size of a small passenger car, was flying at an altitude 
of 40,000 feet – the same height as commercial and civilian airline traffic. At the recommendation of 
the Pentagon and out of an “abundance of caution,” Biden authorized the shoot-down order of the 

 
“U.S. completes Chinese balloon recovery, object searches called off,” Reuters, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-announce-successful-conclusion-chinese-balloon-recovery-sources-2023-02-17/. 
43 Gen Wayne Eyre, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 44th 
Parliament, 1st session, Number 052, 7 March 2023,  
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/NDDN/Evidence/EV12268684/NDDNEV52-E.PDF. 
44 Courtney Kube and Carol E. Lee, “U.S. intelligence officials determined the Chinese spy balloon used a U.S. internet 
provider to communicate,” NBC News, 28 December 2023, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/us-
intelligence-officials-determined-chinese-spy-balloon-used-us-inter-rcna131150; Courtney Kube and Carol E. Lee, 
“Chinese spy balloon gathered intelligence from sensitive U.S. military sites, despite U.S. efforts to block it,” NBC News, 
3 April 2023, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/china-spy-balloon-collected-intelligence-us-military-
bases-rcna77155.  
45 Kube and Lee, “Chinese spy balloon gathered intelligence from sensitive U.S. military sites, despite U.S. efforts to 
block it.” 
46 Marc Lanteigne, “Explaining Commentary in Chinese and Canadian Media,” in Nicholas Glesby and P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer, “Balloons, NORAD, and the Defence of North America: Reflections on the February 2023 Incidents 
Concerning High-Altitude Objects in North America,” NAADSN Activity Report, 8 February 2024, 
https://www.naadsn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/24feb-naadsn-Feb2023-NA-balloons-report.pdf. 
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object over Deadhorse near Prudhoe Bay.47 An F-22 from JBER shot down the “cylindrical and silverish 
gray” object, which appeared to be floating without any propulsion, with an AIM-9X at 1:45PM ET, 
ten miles north off the coast of Alaska over the sea ice. The path of trans-Pacific airline traffic, as well 
as the limited amount of daylight available for fighter pilots to identify and engage the balloon, 
expedited the decision to shoot it down.48 Alaskan National Guard units, a HC-130 Hercules equipped 
for search and rescue, and HH-60 and CH-47 helicopters assisted with recovery efforts.49 

Canadian and Alaskan politicians supported decisive action. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau posted 
on X (then named Twitter): “This afternoon, an object that violated American airspace was brought 
down. I was briefed on the matter and supported the decision to take action. Our military and 
intelligence services will always work together, including through @NORADComand, [sic] to keep 
people safe.”50 Minister of National Defence Anita Anand, who was meeting with Secretary Austin at 
the Pentagon to discuss NORAD modernization and other topics, also issued a brief statement 
affirming Canada’s support.51 Dan Sullivan, the junior Senator from Alaska, said that the quick action 
helped to “re-establish deterrence” toward China and commended USNORTHCOM shooting the 
object down in a timely manner.52 Lisa Murkowski, the senior Senator from Alaska, also praised Alaska 
NORAD region and cited both the Chinese surveillance balloon and the unmanned object over 
Deadhorse as clear examples of how Alaska represented the first line of homeland defence.53 

 
47 “Press Briefing by Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre and National Security Council Coordinator for Strategic 
Communications John Kirby, February 10, 2023,” The White House of Joe Biden, 10 February 2023, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2023/02/10/press-briefing-by-press-secretary-karine-jean-
pierre-and-national-security-council-coordinator-for-strategic-communications-john-kirby-february-10-2023/. 
48 Ben Gittleson, “US shoots down unknown ‘high-altitude object’ over Alaska, White House says,” ABC News, 11 
February 2023, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-shoots-high-altitude-object-alaska-white-house/story?id=97040022. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Justin Trudeau, “This afternoon, an object that violated American airspace was brought down. I was briefed on the 
matter and supported the decision to take action. Our military and intelligence services will always work together, 
including through @NORADCommand, to keep people safe,” X (Twitter), 10 February 2023, 
https://twitter.com/JustinTrudeau/status/1624166817831739406?s=20. 
51 Government of Canada, “Statement from the Minister of National Defence,” Department of National Defence, 10 
February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-
of-national-defence0.html; Government of Canada, “Defence Minister Anita Anand meets with U.S. Secretary of 
Defense, Lloyd J. Austin III, at the Pentagon,” Department of National Defence, 10 February 2023,  
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/defence-minister-anita-anand-meets-with-us-
secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-at-the-pentagon.html; See: Appendix A. 
52 Gittleson, “US shoots down unknown ‘high-altitude object’ over Alaska, White House says.”; Jim Garmone, “Air Force 
Shoots Down ‘High-Altitude Object’ off Alaskan Coast,” U.S. Department of Defense, 10 February 2023, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3295813/air-force-shoots-down-high-altitude-object-off-
alaskan-coast/. 
53 “Murkowski Responds to Unidentified Object Shot Down in Alaska Territory,” Office of the United States Senator for 
Alaska Lisa Murkowski, 10 February 2023, https://www.murkowski.senate.gov/press/release/murkowski-responds-to-
unidentified-object-shot-down-in-alaska-territory. 
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On 13 February, Kirby said that initial assessments of the object indicated there was no evidence 
tying it to the Chinese government or its military surveillance program. The intelligence community 
considered that private companies, research institutions, and academics all use these objects at the 
40,000-foot altitude for “not nefarious” purposes, including scientific research. 54  Nonetheless, 
recovery efforts proved difficult, especially with it, presumably, having broken into pieces when it fell 
from a high altitude to the frozen sea. An unnamed US defence climate scientist mentioned that 
authorities had contacted first responders to gauge the safety of ice thickness before the shoot down 
was made public. USNORTHCOM’s Alaska Command and Navy component, the Alaska National Guard, 
Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM), the FBI, and local law enforcement collaborated on the 
recovery mission, while wind chill, snow, and limited daylight hampered the search. A USNORTHCOM 
statement on 17 February declared that, after conducting “systematic searches of each area using a 
variety of capabilities, including airborne imagery and sensors, surface sensors and inspections, and 
subsurface scans,” the search and recovery ended with no collection of debris.55  

A High-Altitude Object over the Yukon – 11 February 2023 
On 11 February 2023 at 11:41am local time, an F-22 from Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson (JBER) 

in Alaska downed a high-altitude balloon over the Yukon, about 160 km east of the Alaska border. An 
internal CAF email described it as “a cylindrical object. Top quarter is metallic, remainder white. 20 
foot wire hanging below with a package of some sort suspended from it.”56 Flying at 40,000 feet and 
described by The Wall Street Journal as a “small metallic balloon with a tethered payload,”57 NORAD 
tracked the object through Alaskan airspace “as part of its established procedures.” Brigadier General 
Éric Laforest noted how, “working jointly with our US colleagues,” Canadian military officials had 
“established a joint plan to track, monitor, and if necessary, take the required actions to down it.”58 

 
54 “Press Briefing by Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre and National Security Council Coordinator for Strategic 
Communications John Kirby, February 13, 2023,” The White House of Joe Biden, 13 February 2023, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2023/02/13/press-briefing-by-press-secretary-karine-jean-
pierre-and-national-security-council-coordinator-for-strategic-communications-john-kirby-february-13-2023/. 
55 U.S. Northern Command Public Affairs, “U.S. Northern Command Update on Recovery Operations,” U.S. Northern 
Command, 11 February 2023, https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/Press-Releases/Article/3702057/us-northern-
command-update-on-recovery-operations/; U.S. Northern Command Public Affairs, “U.S. Northern Command Recovery 
Operations Update on Airborne Objects,” U.S. Northern Command, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/Article/3592254/us-northern-command-recovery-operations-
update-on-airborne-objects/. 
56 BGen E. Laforest to Gen W. Eyre, 11 February 2023, ATIP request. See also Daniel Otis, “Image released of mysterious 
object shot down over Yukon in 2023,” CTV News, 24 September 2024. 
57 Gordon Lubold and Paul Vieira, “Flying Object Shot Down Over Canada on Orders of Biden and Trudeau,” Wall Street 
Journal, 11 February 2023, https://www.wsj.com/articles/flying-object-shot-down-over-canada-on-trudeaus-orders-
a9e638e9?mod=hp_lead_pos1. 
58 BGen E. Laforest to Gen W. Eyre, 11 February 2023, ATIP request. See also Daniel Otis, “Image released of mysterious 
object shot down over Yukon in 2023,” CTV News, 24 September 2024. 
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The low altitude made it a flight safety hazard for civilian aircraft, and could have provided an 
adversarial actor with a surveillance capability. In any case, NORAD identified a location to shoot 
down the object which would minimize the risk to the civilian populace in the Yukon. Prime Minister 
Trudeau, in his role as National Command Authority (NCA) of Canada in the NORAD arrangement, 
authorized fighters assigned to NORAD to down the object after discussions with Biden, Austin, and 
having been briefed by Chief of the Defence Staff General Wayne Eyre.59 This represented the first 
instance of NORAD taking physical kinetic action in Canada in defence of the continent.60 

Pursuant to the NORAD agreement, both Canada and the United States made a joint decision to 
shoot down the balloon. Prime Minister Trudeau told the public that he had directed NORAD to 
deploy American and Canadian aircraft. Both countries scrambled fighter aircraft, and whichever 
arrived there first would take it down. In this case, freezing rain delayed the departure of CF-18s from 
Canadian Forces Base (CFB) Cold Lake,61 so a USAF F-22 shot down the object in Canadian airspace62 
using a short-range, system-guided AIM-9X Sidewinder air-interceptor missile63 – more costly (at 
about 400,000 USD per missile) than using guns, but more reliable.64 

On the evening of 11 February, Minister of National Defence Anita Anand told reporters that the 
“small, cylindrical object” that NORAD had tracked over the central Yukon was smaller but “potentially 
similar” to the surveillance balloon that the U.S had intercepted off the east coast the week before. 
Flying at an altitude of approximately 40,000 feet, it “posed a reasonable threat to the safety of 
civilian flight.” She noted that “we have no further details about the object at this time, including any 
description of its capabilities, purpose, or origin.” She emphasized that she had spoken with Yukon 
Premier Ranj Pillai “and conveyed that we’ll continue to work hand in hand with the Territory,” and 

 
59 General Wayne Eyre and Minister Anita Anand, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on 
National Defence, 44th Parliament, 1st session, Number 052, 7 March 2023,  
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/NDDN/Evidence/EV12268684/NDDNEV52-E.PDF. 
60 Government of Canada, “Minister Anand provides an important national security update.” Department of National 
Defence, 14 February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/minister-
anandprovides-an-important-national-security-update.html.  
61 Sean Boynton, “Canadian jets did not take down object over Yukon due to weather delays: military chief,” Global 
News, 7 March 2023,  https://globalnews.ca/news/9534121/chinese-spy-balloon-anand-eyre-committee/. 
62 Evidence presented to House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence (NDDN), 7 March 2023, 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/44-1/NDDN/meeting-52/evidence. 
63 “AIM-9X Sidewinder Air-to-Air Missile, USA,” Airforce Technology, https://www.airforce-
technology.com/projects/aim-9x-sidewinder-air-to-air-missile/. 
64 Colleen Long, Lolita Baldor, and Zeke Miller, “US jets down 4 objects in 8 days, unprecedented in peacetime,” 
Associated Press, 12 February 2023, https://apnews.com/article/biden-politics-charles-schumer-jake-sullivan-china-
acc1a333326c50ee9649760c569c300f. See also Dario Leone, “Here’s why the USAF F-22 used the AIM-9X rather than 
the gun to shoot down the Chinese spy balloon,” Aviation Geek Club, 14 February 2023, 
https://theaviationgeekclub.com/heres-why-the-usaf-f-22-used-the-aim-9x-rather-than-the-gun-to-shoot-down-the-
chinese-spy-balloon-and-why-the-sidewinder-dont-need-to-see-something-hot-in-order-to/  
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that she would “continue reaching out to Indigenous peoples potentially affected by this incident to 
provide information and updates as needed, out of respect for reconciliation.” She also pre-emptively 
addressed questions about why a US fighter shot down the balloon, explaining that “Canada and the 
United States continue to work together through the bi-national command of NORAD to defend our 
two nations, and I will recognize again the importance of this extremely close relationship we have 
with the United States.”65 

The next day, following a briefing from the U.S. National Security Council, Senate Majority 
Leader Chuck Schumer told the press that the Americans believed that both the Yukon and Alaska 
objects were balloons.66 White House spokesperson John Kirby stated that they were considering 
that the balloon, as well as other balloons shot down during the same time period, were “tied to 
commercial or research entities and therefore totally benign” but were shot down “out of an 
abundance of caution.” He emphasized that they did not pose “any direct threat to people on the 
ground”, but were destroyed “to protect our security, our interests and flight safety.”67 

Canadian messaging was less certain. An anonymous Canadian official told The Globe and 
Mail that the object was believed to be a surveillance balloon of Chinese or Russian origin.68 Before 
leaving on a pre-scheduled trip to Whitehorse on 11 February, Trudeau “declined to speculate about 
its nature or purpose” but noted that a Canadian recovery team had headed into the central Yukon 
to find the third flying object. “There is still much to know about it,” Trudeau acknowledged in his 
brief comments to reporters. “That is why the analysis of this object is going to be very important.”69 
Two days later, Trudeau told reporters that the four mysterious flying objects brought down over 
North America over the preceding week “may be somehow related to one another,” and that his 
meetings with CAF and RCMP personnel in the Yukon left him with “reason to believe it's not a 
coincidence that the four objects have been spotted over such a short time period.” He suggested 
that, “obviously, there is some sort of pattern in there. The fact we are seeing this in significant degree 

 
65 Minister of National Defence, “Minister Anand provides an important national security update,” 14 February 2023, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/minister-anandprovides-an-important-
national-security-update.html. On Canada and the US as “premier partners” in the Arctic, see P. Whitney Lackenbauer 
and Rob Huebert, “Premier Partners: Canada, the United States and Arctic Security.” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal 
20/3 (2014): 320-33. 
66 Colleen Long, Lolita Baldor, and Zeke Miller, “Sen. Schumer says 2 downed objects believed to be balloons,” 
Associated Press, 12 February 2023, https://apnews.com/article/biden-politics-charles-schumer-jake-sullivan-china-
acc1a333326c50ee9649760c569c300f.  
67 Max Matza, “Chinese balloon sensors recovered from ocean, says US,” BBC News, 14 February 2023,  
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64633705. 
68 Erin Anderssen and Steven Chase, “U.S. shoots down flying object over Lake Huron as Canada works to recover 
wreckage in Yukon,” Globe and Mail, 13 February 2023, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20230213034412/https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-canadian-team-
working-to-retrieve-and-analyze-object-shot-down-over/.  
69 Anderssen and Chase, “U.S. shoots down flying object.” 
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over the past week is a cause for interest and close attention, which is exactly what we’re doing.”70 
Canadian officials never corrected this assertion during the search in the Yukon.71 

Minister Anand was more cautious in her statements. During a meeting with NATO defence 
ministers in Brussels on 14 February, she responded to a reporter’s question about Prime Minister 
Trudeau’s statement, cautioning that, “I, personally, am reluctant to make a statement along those 
lines at this point.”72 In a national security update that same day, Anand stated that the Department 
of National Defence (DND) had “no further details about the object at this time, including any 
descriptions of its capabilities, purposes, or origin.”73 She committed her department to work hand-
in-glove with the Yukon Government and to “continue reaching out to Indigenous peoples potentially 
affected by this incident to provide information and updates as needed, out of respect for 
reconciliation.” Anand also emphasized the importance of the binational and fully integrated nature 
of the NORAD arrangement, which reaffirmed the indivisibility of North American “air sovereignty.” 
Through that command, Canada would “continue to work hand in hand with our closest ally to ensure 
the protection of our continent.”74 For its part, the Prime Minister’s Office issued a short statement 
thanking NORAD and vowed to recover and analyze the wreckage.75 

Despite Minister Anand’s caution about unwarranted speculation, some commentators and 
pundits rushed to link the Yukon balloon to China or Russia. 76  These unsubstantiated claims 
contributed to a politically-charged social media discourse filled with misinformation over how the 

 
70 John Paul Tasker, “Trudeau says flying objects brought down over the past week may be linked,” CBC News, 13 
February 2023, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-unidentified-objects-1.6746708; Kanishka Singh and Steve 
Scherer, “Canada’s Trudeau sees ‘some sort of pattern’ in downed aerial objects,” Reuters, 13 February 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/trudeau-says-there-is-some-sort-pattern-aerial-objects-shot-down-recently-
2023-02-13/. 
71 There were no public statements from a National Defence spokesperson, the RCAF Commander, or the National 
Security Advisor to the Prime Minister while the search was ongoing, although Deputy Minister Bill Matthews, NORAD 
Deputy Commander Lieutenant-General Alain Pelletier, and the Director of the Strategic Joint Staff Paul Prévost all 
urging caution in parliamentary testimony after the crisis. 
72 Dana Hatherly, “Canadian officials looking for correlation in recent pattern of aerial objects – including 1 shot down in 
the Yukon,” Yukon News, 14 February 2023, https://www.yukon-news.com/local-news/canadian-officials-looking-for-
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73 “Minister Anand provides an important national security update.” In later parliamentary committee testimony, she 
also cautioned commentators to be “very careful about making assumptions at this point.” Anand, Evidence provided to 
the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 7 March 2023. 
74 “Minister Anand provides an important national security update.” 
75 Prime Minister of Canada, “Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks with President of the United States of America Joe 
Biden,” 11 February 2023, https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-
president-united-states-america-joe. 
76 Nicholas Glesby, “Explaining Commentary in Chinese and Canadian Media,” in Balloons, NORAD, and the Defence of 
North America: Reflections on the February 2023 Incidents Concerning High-Altitude Objects in North America, ed. 
Nicholas Glesby and P. Whitney Lackenbauer (NAADSN, 8 February 2024), 13-15, https://www.naadsn.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2024/07/24feb-naadsn-Feb2023-NA-balloons-report.pdf.  
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USAF F-22 Raptors “violated” Canadian sovereignty. 77 Conservative foreign affairs critic Michael 
Chong tweeted that the episode showed how Canada did not “have the capacity to defend ourselves 
and our sovereignty”78 – a betrayal of his ignorance of the NORAD relationship or simply partisan 
mud-slinging. Social media platforms and websites propagated speculation and misinformation, with 
scant details from official circles in Ottawa creating an information vacuum. Without real-time 
updates from Canadian leadership, the Canadian public had to turn to the US DoD for official 
information.79  

For its part, Joint Task Force North (JTFN) headquarters in Yellowknife had been tracking the object 
since 10 February but was limited in what information it could share – even internally with its 
detachment in Whitehorse – because of intense secrecy. Initially, the Detachment Commander in 
Whitehorse was simply told to watch the news if he wanted information. As the first CAF elements 
flew the Yukon capital, however, the local officer reached out to “M” Division of the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police (RCMP) in Whitehorse and learned that they were not tracking the situation. The 
RCMP had the lead responsibility to prevent, detect, and respond to national security criminal threats, 
including terrorism, foreign interference, and espionage, but it was beyond the resources of the small 
federal policing team based in Whitehorse to manage this scenario. Instead, the RCMP’s first 
overtures to JTFN involved a request for beds at the Whitehorse Cadet Camp to accommodate 
members of the  Integrated National Security Enforcement Team (INSET), a specialized multi-agency 

 
77 A few analysts urged caution about over-speculating and explained that NORAD worked exactly as it was designed. 
See, for example, Andrea Charron, “NORAD’s value is on full display as flying objects shot down over North America,” 
The Conversation, 13 February 2023, https://theconversation.com/norads-value-is-on-full-display-as-flying-objects-shot-
down-over-north-america-199829; Nicholas Glesby, “NORAD’s Aerospace Warning Mission: Reflections on Recent 
Incursions,” NAADSN, 17 February 2023, https://www.naadsn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/23-feb-17-Glesby-
NORADs-Aerospace-Warning-Mission-Reflections-on-Recent-Incursions.pdf; Shachi Kurl, “The spy-balloon saga carries a 
down-to-earth message about Canada’s defence,” Ottawa Citizen, 17 February 2023, 
https://ottawacitizen.com/opinion/kurl-the-spy-balloon-saga-carries-a-down-to-earth-message-about-canadas-defence; 
Scott Clancy, “Spy Balloons and NORAD Decision-Making,” Canadian Global Affairs Institute, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.cgai.ca/spy_balloons_and_norad_decision_making. 
78 Michael Chong, “So it’s just confirmed that this ‘object’ over Canadian airspace was taken out by a U.S. F-22 jet. We 
do not have the capacity to defend ourselves and our sovereignty. Hard questions need to be asked about the state of 
the Canadian armed forces. #cdnpoli,” X (Twitter), 11 February 2023, 
https://x.com/michaelchongmp/status/1624531793071247361?s=46&t=X4QYrDkPyLfLPgOy19hbww. 
79 See: Melissa Dalton Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs and Gen. Glen 
VanHerck, Commander, North American Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern Command, Hold an 
Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing,” 12 February 2023, U.S. Department of Defense, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3296177/melissa-dalton-assistant-secretary-of-defense-
for-homeland-defense-and-hemisphe/; House of Commons of Canada, “Standing Committee on National Defence: 
Evidence Number 051,” 44th Parliament, 1st Session, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/NDDN/Evidence/EV12250761/NDDNEV51-E.PDF; House of 
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unit that investigates criminal activities, flying north from Edmonton to lead the recovery 
efforts. 80  JTFN also received notification from Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
(CANSOFCOM) that it sought accommodations for personnel being deployed to Whitehorse to 
support the operation.  

The RCMP officially led subsequent search efforts to find the debris and any payload from the 
balloon, with support from Public Safety Canada, CANSOFCOM, Yukon-based Rangers from 1st 
Canadian Rangers Patrol Group (1CRPG), RCAF, and US military, FBI, and US Coast Guard. Police 
statements explained that the search area encompassed 3,000 sq km (1,870 sq miles) of 
"treacherous, … rugged mountain terrain with a very high level of snowpack.”81 The two nearest 
towns, Dawson and Mayo, are 230 kilometres apart and lie within the traditional territories of the 
Na-Cho Nyäk Dun and Trʼondëk Hwëchʼin First Nations. This meant that federal responses would play 
out in geographical areas of territorial and First Nations jurisdiction, which should have centred the 
need for a collaborative, Whole-of-Governments approach. 

Initial responses from the Yukon Government were supportive and reassuring. On 11 February  
2023, Premier Pillai issued a statement confirming he had been briefed by Minister of Public Safety 
Marco Mendocino and Minister of Northern Affairs Dan Vandal, and that he had spoken with Minister 
Anand, about the high-altitude airborne object shot down over the Yukon. “We recognize events like 
these can generate concern, but I want to assure Yukoners that at no time was the safety of Yukoners 
at risk,” Pillai noted before commending “the Prime Minister for taking decisive action to protect 
Yukoners and all Canadians.” He also applauded “the federal government’s cooperative approach to 
information sharing is helpful as we work together to ensure Yukoners are kept informed and up to 
date about events as they transpire.” 82  Behind the scenes, however, the federal government’s 
overtures inspired less confidence, revealing gaps in knowledge about Yukon First Nations governance 
and leadership. When territorial officials reached out to contacts in DND for more details on 13 
February, they did not receive any information beyond the limited snippets that had already been 
given to the public. Furthermore, it took days before the Yukon Government was provided the name 
of the incident commander at Public Safety.83  

 
80 Royal Canadian Mounted Police, "Integrated National Security Enforcement Teams (Details)," Public Safety Canada, 
August 1, 2013, https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-crm/plcng/cnmcs-plcng/ndx/dtls-en.aspx?n=131 
81 RCMP spokesman Sean McGillis quoted in Sam Cambral, “White House defends decision to shoot down flying 
objects,” BBC, 13 February 2023, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-64632378.  
82 Yukon Government, “Statement from Premier Pillai regarding high altitude object shot down over the Yukon,” 11 
February 2023, https://yukon.ca/en/news/statement-premier-pillai-regarding-high-altitude-object-shot-down-
over-yukon.  
83 AFN Yukon virtual open house session on the balloon incident, 25 March 2025. 
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The 2023 incident also highlighted serious communication failures between federal and territorial 
agencies and Yukon First Nations.84 Despite land claim provisions related to military notification and 
access to Indigenous lands for operations pursuant to the National Defence Act,85 Chief Donna Hope 
of the Na-Cho Nyäk Dun First Nation in Mayo (who was lands manager at the time of the incident) 
recalled how there “were no big alerts to chief and council at the time,” and they “heard about it on 
the news like everyone else.”86 DND officials in Ottawa were confused about which First Nations to 
contact (and particularly those upon whose lands the military would be operating), which delayed 
communications as they sought out the information from territorial sources. These obstructions fed 
a sense of uncertainty amongst Yukoners. Roberta Hager, deputy chief of the Na-Cho Nyäk Dun, 
explained how hearing about the object being shot down was “quite concerning” as people sought, 
first and foremost, to receive reassurances that they were safe. “What can you do when things come 
out of the sky, right? You don't have anything to protect you ... And we really never got any kind of 
alert or, you know, like saying to be aware of anything,” she said. Given that community members are 
often out on the land, she noted that it was “a potential safety concern.”87  

On 14 February, the Na-Cho Nyäk Dun along with the Dawson City-based Tr'ondëk Hwëch'in First 
Nation and the Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation in Old Crow, Yukon, issued a statement, based on 
discussions with federal and territorial officials about the incident, calling for a “collaborative 
process to be formalized for any matters of Arctic sovereignty and security.” The emphasized that “it 
is imperative the North Yukon First Nations are consulted in all matters that affect our people, lands, 
waters and skies.”88 These statements echoed calls by Yukon First Nation leadership in November 
2022, when Assembly of First Nations (AFN) Regional Chief Kluane Adamek and Tr'ondëk Hwëch'in 
Chief Roberta Joseph both testified before the Senate Committee on National Defence and Security 
and lamented how their people had been left out of national security discussion involving the North. 
“Our lack of inclusion to date has been an oversight, and we ask for this to be rectified,” Chief Joseph 
testified. “It is not acceptable that we may face military and/or other security forces coming into our 
communities without input from us as First Nation governments. We have seen in the past what can 
occur when there is military intervention and a security presence on our lands and in our community 

 
84 Arturo Calvo, Hannah Geiser, Peter Kikkert, and P. Whitney Lackenbauer, Yukon First Nations Defence and Security: 
Prioritizing Sovereignty, Preparedness, and Partnership (Whitehorse: AFN Yukon Region and NAADSN, August 2025), 19, 
https://afnyukon.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/YAF2140-FN-Defence-and-Security-Report-02C-Final-Digital.pdf. 
85 See appendices in P. Whitney Lackenbauer, Situating the Yukon in Canadian Defence and Security (Peterborough: 
NAADSN, April 2024), https://www.naadsn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/2024apr-Lackenbauer-Yukon-defence-
security.pdf.  
86 Chief Donna Hope, AFN Yukon virtual open house session on the balloon incident, 25 March 2025. 
87 CBC News, “Search for ‘suspected balloon’ has people talking in nearby Mayo, Yukon,” 15 February 2023, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/mayo-yukon-suspected-balloon-search-1.6750138. 
88 CBC News, “Search for ‘suspected balloon.’” 
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without our implicit permission.”89  For her part, Chief Adamek insisted that the principles of the 
United Nations Declarations on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) “must apply as Canada 
moves forward on NORAD modernization,” and “Canada needs to bring direct outreach to First 
Nations to safely address their security and safety concerns for both the land and people that come 
with an increased military presence.”90 The balloon incident exposed significant gaps in outreach and 
information sharing with First Nations rightsholders, leading to missed opportunities for nation-to-
nation relationship and awareness building. 

The CAF formally assisted the RCMP with the search and recovery efforts in an aid-to-the-civil-
power capacity through a formal request for assistance, but military resources represented the bulk 
of practical capability on the ground. Military support included elements from CANSOFCOM (the 
details of which are understandably classified) as well as personnel from JTFN (including its small 
detachment in Whitehorse), Ranger Instructors from 1st Canadian Ranger Patrol Group (1CRPG 
headquarters) in Yellowknife, and Canadian Rangers from the Yukon – and the Dawson patrol in 
particular. The RCAF Air Task Force consisted of a CC-130H Hercules transport aircraft, two CC-138 
Twin Otter transport aircraft, a C-17 transport aircraft, a CH-148 Cyclone helicopter, and a CH-149 
Cormorant search and rescue helicopter.91 

Internally, lines of responsibility within the Government of Canada confused communication and 
engagement efforts. Limited communications and a lack of proactive information sharing between 
the federal government and community members, including Canadian Rangers, in Whitehorse, 
Dawson City, Mayo, and Old Crow – including the Na-Cho Nyäk Dun, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, and Vuntut 
Gwitchin First Nations – also created problems on local and regional levels.92 “The lack of timely, 
accurate information flowing to First Nations during the event fueled public confusion and eroded 
trust,” an AFN Yukon Region report observed. “Initial statements from officials were later contradicted, 
which created further confusion and chaos about the threat that the object posed to Yukon First 
Nations.93 Local residents were aware there was an unfolding situation when unfamiliar planes and 

 
89 Chief Robert Joseph testimony to Standing Senate Committee on National Security, Defence and Veterans Affairs 
(SECD), 28 November 2022, 20:25, https://sencanada.ca/en/Content/Sen/Committee/441/SECD/20EV-55858-E.  
90 Chief Kluane Adamek testimony to SECD, 28 November 2022, 20:27, 
https://sencanada.ca/en/Content/Sen/Committee/441/SECD/20EV-55858-E.  
91 Anita Anand, X (Twitter), 13 February 2023, https://x.com/AnitaAnandOE/status/1625229362843754501; and Daniel 
Otis, “What we know about the search for two flying objects shot down over Yukon and near Ontario,” CTV News, 13 
February 2023, https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/what-we-know-about-the-search-for-two-flying-objects-shot-down-
over-yukon-and-near-ontario-1.6272475. See also MGen Paul Prévost to NDDN, 17 February 2023, 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/44-1/NDDN/meeting-51/evidence. 
92 Lackenbauer, “The Yukon Balloon Incident: Putting the Response in Context,” 4-10. 
93 Arturo Calvo, Hannah Geiser, Peter Kikkert, and P. Whitney Lackenbauer, Yukon First Nations Defence and Security: 
Prioritizing Sovereignty, Preparedness, and Partnership (Whitehorse: AFN Yukon Region and NAADSN, August 2025), 19, 
https://afnyukon.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/YAF2140-FN-Defence-and-Security-Report-02C-Final-Digital.pdf. 
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people began arriving, hotels and rental cars suddenly were all  booked, or when NAVCanada order 
the closure of local airspace. In the information space, Whitehorse residents recounted how they 
were also aware of new members in their community when “Tinder lit up like a Christmas tree.” 
Rangers in Dawson explained that, with more information, they could have better prepared for their 
vital roles as guides and enablers on the land. Ranger patrols possess local knowledge of the land 
they live on and in their communities, representing a vast wealth of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
knowledge that can assist with on the ground situational awareness (which contributes to continental 
defence domain awareness through a layered system approach).94 A case in point was when Rangers 
advised the search group of the significant risk of snowmobile travel into the vast areas where debris 
likely fell.95 

The balloon had been shot down over a remote location to minimize the risk to people, but this 
austere environment made the search both difficult and hazardous. The USAF could not provide a 
precise location, and Minister Anand told the news media that the debris was “in a remote location 
northeast of Dawson City, in complex alpine terrain that is prone to challenging northern weather 
conditions.”96 Almost immediately, officials cautioned that, due to the vastness and harsh conditions 
of the central Yukon, it was possible that search crews might not be able to locate the debris. With 
no indications suggesting that the object constituted a national security threat, Public Safety Canada 
called off the search six days after the shootdown. The RCMP issued a press release noting on 17 
February notifying the public that it had decided to discontinue the search efforts in the Yukon. A 
search of the “highest probability area” had not located any debris. “Given the snowfall that has 
occurred,” the police explained, “the decreasing probability the object will be found and the current 
belief the object is not tied to a scenario that justifies extraordinary search efforts.” The RCMP 
thanked “the Canadian Armed Forces, RCMP members, the Yukon community and Indigenous 
Communities that have supported this effort.”97 

No debris has been located since that time, but the most compelling theory is that the balloon 
belonged to the Northern Illinois Bottlecap Balloon Brigade, a hobby club that launches inexpensive 
hydrogen-filled balloons, typically inflated to about three feet in diameter and sent to float at high 
latitude with a GPS tracker and antenna. One of its 32-inch pico balloons (call sign K9YO), made from 

 
94 For more, see: Master Corporal John Mitchell, “The Yukon Balloon Incident: A Local Perspective,” in Glesby and 
Lackenbauer, “Balloons, NORAD, and the Defence of North America: Reflections on the February 2023 Incidents 
Concerning High-Altitude Objects in North America,” 10-11. 
95 Lackenbauer, “The Yukon Balloon Incident: Putting the Response in Context,” 8. 
96 Dana Hatherly, “Canadian officials looking for correlation in recent pattern of aerial objects — including 1 shot down 
over the Yukon,” Yukon News, 14 February 2023, https://www.yukon-news.com/local-news/canadian-officials-looking-
for-correlation-in-recent-pattern-of-aerial-objects-including-1-shot-down-over-the-yukon-7004208. 
97 RCMP, “Yukon Search for Debris Suspended,” 17 February 2023, https://rcmp.ca/en/news/2023/02/yukon-search-
debris-suspended. The RCMP, as the lead on media communication, sent out the statement without any coordination 
through or with DND. 
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similar material to mylar party balloons and costing less than 100 USD to purchase, had been in the 
air for 124 days and was making its seventh circumnavigation of the globe when it sent its last 
transmission from close to Hagemeister Island, off the southwest corner of Alaska, before it was 
projected to float over the Yukon. “They may have been able to set a new distance record if it hadn't 
been shot down by a missile,” Steve Trimble of Aviation Week reported. “Nobody really knew this 
hobby was out there,” he said. “I don't think NORAD understood it.” He also noted that the remains 
of a pico balloon would be nearly impossible to recover. “I mean, the winds are going to take the little 
fragments who knows where, and it's not big to begin with,” Trimble explained. “So you're never 
going to see this stuff again.”98   

A High-Altitude Object over Lake Huron – 12 February 2023 
At 4:45PM ET on 11 February, NORAD radar detected an unidentified object in Canadian airspace 

approximately 112 kilometres north of the Canada-US border in southern Alberta.99 The FAA could 
not identify it and General Van Herck, wearing both his NORAD and USNORTHCOM commander hats, 
dispatched F-15 fighters from Portland, Oregon, and a refueling tanker from Fairchild Air Force Base, 
Washington, to identify the pinged object that crossed into US airspace by 6:00 pm ET. Efforts to 
identify and locate the object were unsuccessful by the time the sun set, and radar operators lost 
track of the object. The FAA never made contact nor was it tracking the object, and these ground 
stations did not have data link for cueing: the sharing of information to airborne fighter sensor 
systems. Accordingly, NORAD and USNORTHCOM ruled the object an anomaly and called off their 
identification efforts. 

Overnight, however, NORAD radar began intermittently tracking an object in eastern Montana, 
leading the FAA to temporarily close airspace over Havre, Montana (just south of Saskatchewan).100 
Shortly thereafter, a radar blip appeared over Wisconsin and Michigan’s Upper Peninsula – 

 
98 Steven Trimble, “Hobby Club's Missing Balloon Feared Shot Down By USAF,” Aviation Week Network, 16 February 
2023. See also Andrew Jeong and Ellen Francis, “Hobbyists Are Missing a ‘Pico’ Balloon: Did a U.S. Fighter Jet Shoot it 
Down?,” Washington Post, 17 February 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/17/illinois-
hobbyist-balloon-missing-yukon/. Given its small size and lack of perceived risk to aircraft, the hobby club had 
registered the pico balloon with the Federal Communications Commission but not the Federal Aviation Administration. 
Bill Chappell and Becky Sullivan, “"Did an F-22 shoot down an Illinois hobby group's small radio balloon?,” NPR, 18 
February 2023.  
99 John Paul Tasker, “Trudeau says flying objects brought down over the past week may be linked,” CBC News, 13 
February 2023, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-unidentified-objects-1.6746708. 
100 David Shepardson, “Montana airspace briefly closed, FAA blames radar anomaly,” Reuters, 11 February 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-faa-closes-some-airspace-montana-defense-department-activities-2023-02-12/; 
Colleen Long, Lolita Baldor, and Zeke Miller, “‘Unidentified Object Downed Over Lake Huron 1st Detected Above 
Montana,” Helena Independent Record, 13 February 2023, https://helenair.com/news/local/unidentified-object-
downed-over-lake-huron-1st-detected-above-montana/article_4a949209-7724-5668-9e6b-1ce260ce7b53.html.  
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presumably tracking the same object.101 Van Herck assessed that the object, described as octagonal 
with strings attached, no discernible payload, and travelling at about 20,000 feet, did not pose a 
threat to civilian or military infrastructure.102 The next morning, based on “an abundance of caution 
and at the recommendation of military leaders,” President Biden gave his authorization to shoot down 
the object owing to the threat that it posed to commercial airline traffic. A pair of Madison, Wisconsin-
based Minnesota National Guard 148th Fighter Wing F-16 Vipers shot the object down using an AIM-
9X Sidewinder missile over Lake Huron, fifteen nautical miles north of the Michigan coast, at 3:42pm 
ET.103 Support assets included two CF-18s and Canadian tankers, a KC-1835T Stratotanker from 171st 
Air Refueling Wing at Pittsburgh Air National Guard , and an E-3B Sentry AWACS from Tinker Air Base 
Oklahoma.104 General Mark Milley, the US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, later revealed that 
the F-16 Viper actually fired two missiles (the first of which missed its mark)105 and the object “slowly 
descended” into the Canadian side of Lake Huron.106 

 
101 “Melissa Dalton Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs and Gen. Glen 
VanHerck, Commander, North American Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern Command, Hold an 
Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing,” 12 February 2023, U.S. Department of Defense, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3296177/melissa-dalton-assistant-secretary-of-defense-
for-homeland-defense-and-hemisphe/. 
102 Dalton and VanHerck, “Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing.”; Luis Martinez, Justin Fishel, Josh Margolin, Martha 
Raddatz, Molly Nagle, and Tal Axelrod, “Military shoots down another high-altitude object, over Lake Huron, officials 
say,” ABC News, 12 February 2023, https://abcnews.go.com/US/military-shoots-high-altitude-object-lake-huron-
officials/story?id=97068247. 
103  “Martinez et al, “Military shoots down another high-altitude object”; Phil Stewart and Idrees Ali, “U.S. shoots down 
mysterious object near Canadian border,” Reuters, 13 February 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-officials-
believe-flying-objects-over-alaska-canada-were-balloons-schumer-2023-02-12/; Melissa Nann Burke and Riley Beggin, 
“White House: Shot-down object likely in deep waters of Lake Huron,” The Detroit News, 13 February 2023, 
https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2023/02/13/recovery-of-shot-down-object-ufo-in-lake-
huron-hampered-by-choppy-waters-elissa-slotkin/69898750007/. 
104 “Melissa Dalton Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs and Gen. Glen 
VanHerck, Commander, North American Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern Command, Hold an 
Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing.”; Beck Andrew Salgado and Hannah Kirby, “Madison-based jets take down object 
over Lake Huron hours after airspace was closed over Lake Michigan,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 13 February 2023, 
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/2023/02/12/airspace-over-lake-michigan-closed-for-national-defense-
purposes/69896917007/; Howard Altman and Tyler Rogoway, “F-16 Shoots Down “Octagonal Object” Over Lake Huron 
(Updated),” The War Zone, 12 February 2023, https://www.twz.com/fighters-shoot-down-object-over-lake-huron. 
105 Melissa Quinn, “First missile fired at unidentified object over Lake Huron missed target, top U.S. general says,” CBS 
News, 14 February 2023, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/unidentified-object-shot-down-lake-huron-missile-missed-
general-mark-milley/. 
106 Aditi Sangal, Elise Hammond, Maureen Chowdhury, and Mike Hayes, “Latest on the unidentified objects shot down 
over North America,” CNN Politics, 13 February 2023, https://www.cnn.com/politics/live-news/unidentified-objects-us-
airspace-white-house-02-13-2023/index.html.  
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The Canadian Coast Guard (CCG),107 the RCMP, and the US Coast Guard District 9 suspended their 
efforts to recover debris from the object on 16 February owing to deteriorating weather and low 
chances of finding the object.108 The weather forecast on Lake Huron proved especially difficult with 
55 kilometre per hour winds, nine- to twelve-foot waves, and the deep water in the middle of the 
lake.109  Documents released in late 2024 revealed that “wreckage” was recovered from the Lake 
Huron shoreline in March 2023. Analysis of the debris indicated that the module recovered likely 
originated with a commercial company selling weather monitoring equipment and posed no national 
security threat. An RCAF document obtained by CTV News indicated that the Lake Huron object could 
have been a “weather balloon” launched from a U.S. National Weather Service radar station in 
Michigan.110 

Explaining the High-Altitude Objects 
While the attribution of the first balloon to the PRC was confirmed officially, the origins of the 

other three high-altitude objects (initially assumed by some commentators and senior politicians to 
be related to the first one) were opaquer. When General Van Herck and Melissa Dalton, the US 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs, held a press briefing 
after the Lake Huron shoot down on 12 February, they explained that up to 98% of raw radar data 
was not routinely analyzed by NORAD, because analysts filtered out signals emanating from flocks of 
birds or weather balloons. After the Chinese balloon intrusion, however, NORAD adjusted the fidelity 
on its radar to identify smaller objects that might be conducting surveillance and passing over military 
or sensitive sites. Not all the objects were nefarious, Dalton explained, as “a range of entities, 
including countries, companies, [and] research organizations operate at these altitudes.” 111  This 

 
107 The CCG deployed CCGS Griffon, two helicopters, and drones to assist with the search. John Paul Tasker, “Trudeau 
says flying objects brought down over the past week may be linked,” CBC News, 13 February 2023, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-unidentified-objects-1.6746708. 
108 Government of Canada, “Lake Huron search for debris suspended, search efforts continue in Yukon,” Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police, 16 February 2023, https://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/en/news/2023/lake-huron-search-debris-suspended-
search-efforts-continue-yukon.; “U.S. Northern Command Recovery Operations Update on Airborne Objects,” US 
Northern Command, 17 February 2023, https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/Article/3592254/us-
northern-command-recovery-operations-update-on-airborne-objects/; 
Nann Burke and Beggin, “White House: Shot-down object likely in deep waters of Lake Huron.”. 
110 Daniel Otis, “Police in Canada collected wreckage after object shot down over Lake Huron,” CTV News, 15 November 
2024, https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/article/police-in-canada-collected-wreckage-after-object-shot-down-over-lake-
huron/.  
111 Dalton and VanHerck, “Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing”; “Press Briefing by Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre 
and National Security Council Coordinator for Strategic Communications John Kirby, February 13, 2023,” The White 
House of Joe Biden, 13 February 2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2023/02/13/press-
briefing-by-press-secretary-karine-jean-pierre-and-national-security-council-coordinator-for-strategic-communications-
john-kirby-february-13-2023/. 
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made it imperative to distinguish state-actor balloon incursions that could be construed as “grey-zone” 
threats from non-threatening devices from benign civilian sources. 

US officials deliberately referred to the second, third, and fourth incidents as “high-altitude objects” 
rather than balloons. After NORAD shot down the object over Lake Huron, Kirby said that “while we 
can’t definitively say, again without analyzing the debris, what these objects were, thus far – and I 
caveat that by saying thus far – we haven’t seen any indication or anything that points specifically to 
the idea that these three objects were part of the spy balloon program, or that they were definitely 
involved in external intelligence collection efforts.”112 He elaborated that there was no indication that 
the three objects were tied to the PRC, and that they likely belonged to “some commercial or benign 
purpose.”113 Because NORAD had turned up the fidelity on its radar system and was “more closely 
scrutinizing our airspace at these altitudes,” Dalton explained, this “may at least partly explain the 
increase in the objects detected.”114  New tracking procedures allowed legacy systems to identify 
slower and smaller unidentified objects. 115  Dalton also rationalized why NORAD shot down the 
second, third, and fourth objects quickly: 

[B]ecause we have not yet been able to definitively assess what these recent objects are, we 
have acted out of an abundance of caution to protect our security and interests.  The spy 
balloon from the PRC was, of course, different in that we knew precisely what it was.  These 
most recent objects do not pose a kinetic military threat, but their path in proximity to 
sensitive DOD sites and the altitude that they were flying could be a hazard to civilian 
aviation and — and thus raised concerns.  

Again, as we have said, we do not assess that the recent object posed any direct threat to 
people on the ground and near laser focus on confirming their nature and purpose, including 
through intensive efforts to collect debris in the remote locations where they have landed 

 
112 Alex Gangitano, “White House: No indication objects were part of China spy program,” The Hill, 14 February 2023, 
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/3857321-white-house-no-indication-objects-were-part-of-china-spy-
program/#:~:text=“While%20we%20can%27t%20definitively,program%2C%20or%20that%20they%20were. 
113 Thomson Reuters, “1st missile fired at object over Lake Huron missed target, U.S. says,” CBC News, 14 February 2023, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/us-canada-objects-huron-missile-1.6747631. 
114 Dalton and VanHerck, “Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing”; David Vergun, “Efforts Underway to Recover Object 
Downed Over Lake Huron,” DOD News, 13 February 2023, https://www.war.gov/News/News-
Stories/Article/Article/3296905/efforts-underway-to-recover-object-downed-over-lake-huron/.  
115 Government of United States, “U.S.-China Relations,” US Department of State, 22 February 2023, 
https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/us-china-relations. NORAD Deputy Commander Alain Pelletier 
explained that “some of these objects have been small in size and slow in speed, with low radar cross-sections. This 
makes them difficult to detect and track on radar, challenging to locate with airborne assets and difficult to categorize.” 
Pelletier, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 17 February 2023. 
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after being shot down.  We are in close coordination and cooperation with the Government 
of Canada, as well as through — through NORAD with the Canadian military.116 

 

Senior US military officials also explained how they had adjusted continental defence systems to 
provide fuller all-domain awareness. Van Herck noted that smaller objects like the second, third, and 
fourth objects (relative to the Chinese surveillance balloon, let alone a strategic bomber or missile) 
produce a small low radar cross-section. These objects were also slow, moving at windspeed, 
whereas pilots using visual acuity to confirm the size are flying much faster. Radar systems and 
corresponding computer systems can filter out data and information based on speed and altitudes 
(parameters that NORAD and USNORTHCOM parlance refers to as “velocity gates”). Accordingly, low-
speed aerial objects sometimes go undetected to avoid muddying the intelligence picture with birds 
or other “noise.” The adjustment of the computer systems to see smaller objects, combined with a 
heightened alert, contributed to greater fidelity and increased detection of objects after the initial 
surveillance balloon incident.117 

American reassurances also came from political elites. On 16 February, President Biden formally 
addressed the public on the incursions to North American airspace, making five distinct points. First, 
he reiterated Kirby and Dalton’s explanation for the quick action taken by NORAD and USNORTHCOM 
in shooting down the second, third, and fourth objects because their presence posed a risk to civilian 
commercial air traffic and decision-makers could not rule out the surveillance risk of sensitive military 
sites. Second, he cautioned against tying the latter three objects to the Chinese military while the 
intelligence communities conducted their assessments. Third, like Dalton and Van Herck, Biden noted 
that the there was no evidence of a sudden increase in uncrewed or remotely-piloted objects in North 
American airspace. The discovery of the latter three objects owed to the “narrowing” of parameters 
for which the early-warning radar systems were set. Fourth, the decision to wait to shoot down the 
Chinese surveillance balloon until it was safe to do so led to scrutiny over why the air force had not 
shot it down as soon as it entered US airspace over the Aleutian Islands. Biden explained that the US 
military wanted to analyze its capabilities, such as sensors and communications, and the size and 
mass of the balloon risked causing civilian ground casualties if it was downed over a populated area. 
After authorities assessed that the balloon did not pose a kinetic risk to military or civilian targets, 
and moved sensitive assets and protected sensitive sites as mitigative measures, the choice to wait 
and assess its capabilities seemed reasonable and prudent. Fifth, US National Security Advisor Jake 
Sullivan was tasked to lead a whole-of-government effort to “safely and effective” objects in US 
airspace by: 1) establishing an up-to-date and accessible database of unmanned airborne objects in 

 
116 “Melissa Dalton Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and Hemispheric Affairs and Gen. Glen 
VanHerck, Commander, North American Aerospace Defense Command and United States Northern Command, Hold an 
Off-Camera, On-The-Record Briefing.” 
117 Ibid. 
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space; 2) improving capacity to detect unmanned objects in US airspace; 3) updating rules and 
regulations for private companies, recreation, or research institutions studying weather or scientific 
research launching and maintaining unmanned objects; and 4) directing Secretary Blinken to 
establish global common norms in what is a largely unregulated space.118 

The Incidents Through a Canadian Lens: Lessons Observed 
In the aftermath of the incidents, Prime Minister Trudeau did not comparable press conference to 

Biden to offer closure to Canadians. Indeed, the Canadian public never received high-level political 
explanations that the second, third, and fourth objects were unrelated to the first and that there was 
no evidence that they had emanated from China. As noted earlier, Trudeau, in his Whitehorse visit on 
13 February, declared that “obviously, there is some sort of pattern in there. The fact we are seeing 
this in significant degree over the past week is a cause for interest and close attention, which is exactly 
what we’re doing.” 119  He never corrected this erroneous assumption. Although Minister Anand 
admitted to a parliamentary committee on 7 March that there was no indication that the other 
objects were “state-affiliated,”120  this received little media attention. Instead, Canadian audiences 
who wanted more clarity on what had transpired had to listen to American leadership for answers.   

Overall, the lack of cohesive Canadian messaging relating to the high-altitude objects in February 
2023 left an information vacuum ripe for confusion and speculation. While some Canadian reporters 
and commentators failed to explain NORAD’s role in shooting down the spy balloon over South 
Carolina, the object shot down over the Yukon elicited the most confusion. This led to misinformation 
and accusations of Canadian political and military negligence around the role of US air force assets in 
shooting down the object in Canadian airspace. Trudeau and Biden’s 11 February readout made it 
clear that, in their role as National Command Authorities (NCAs), they had authorized NORAD to 
defeat the Yukon object and that both Canadian and American aircraft were scrambled. In practice, 
NORAD operated exactly as both the original 1957 and 2006 in-perpetuity Agreements and Terms of 
Reference outlined. Nevertheless, the Government of Canada did not correct misinformation in 
Canadian media circles suggesting that US interceptors in Yukon violated Canadian sovereignty. 
Furthermore, frequent references to Chinese surveillance balloons (note the plural) in the media 
belies the evidence suggesting that three of the four balloons did not originate from the PRC 
surveillance programme. Misinformation, ambiguity, and assumption filled in the information 

 
118 White House, “Remarks by President Biden on the United States’ Response to Recent Aerial Objects,” 16 February 
2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2023/02/16/remarks-by-president-biden-on-the-
united-states-response-to-recent-aerial-objects/. 
119 John Paul Tasker, “Trudeau says flying objects brought down over the past week may be linked,” CBC News, 13 
February 2023, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-unidentified-objects-1.6746708. 
120 Anand, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 7 March 2023. 
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vacuum left by the absence of detailed official statements by Canadian authorities through most of 
the events. 

Press communications to the incidents differed substantively in Canada and the United States. NSC 
spokesperson Kirby and Pentagon Press Secretary Pat Ryder each held multiple press briefings, the 
White House press secretary routinely advised the public on the response to the crisis, US Assistant 
Secretary of Defense Dalton spoke at length alongside Gen. Van Herck to reporters on the night of 12 
February, Secretary Austin and Chairman Milley held a joint press conference on 14 February, and 
President Biden held an open briefing on 16 February. There were no comparable briefings offered 
by Canadian officials. Anand’s national security update on 14 February, which re-emphasized the 
importance of NORAD’s binational arrangement, confirmed that a balloon had been shot down over 
the Yukon, and she vowed to communicate with Indigenous Peoples out of respect for reconciliation, 
but this represented the only senior federal political intervention in the information space during the 
crisis (apart from Prime Minister Trudeau’s speculative and ultimately erroneous comments the day 
before).  

The lack of real-time Canadian official communications raised concerns and doubts on social media 
about NORAD’s role in defending North America and the RCAF’s early-warning and defeat capabilities. 
This opened room for analysts and commentators to speculate, without any factual basis, that all four 
objects originated with the same Chinese PLA surveillance programme or another malign state actor. 
Academic Christian Leuprecht’s editorial in the Globe and Mail is a case in point, insisting that “the 
interception of a growing number of unidentified objects of various shapes and sizes in Canadian and 
U.S. airspace – some of which are believed to be of Chinese or Russian origin – shows that we are, in 
fact, vulnerable.”121 Accordingly, some commentators demonstrated no wariness about speculating 
ahead of any actual evidence or before drawing sweeping conclusions about these multiple incidents 
being a “game-changer” for continental security. Ottawa could have corrected some of these 
unsubstantiated narratives and misinformation by proactively disclosing what non-classified 
information they had, clearly laying out the timeline of events for the media,  and reassuring 
Canadians that they were safe. The general public in the Yukon could physically see aircraft and 
personnel operating in and around Dawson and Whitehorse, but authorities decided that these 
“secret” activities could not be explained. Instead, this information came in later parliamentary 
testimony, 122  with Canadians having to rely on speculation from pundits with various levels of 
accuracy in the media when looking for immediate answers as the events unfolded in February 2023. 

 
121 Christian Leuprecht, “The mysterious flying objects are proof that North America is officially vulnerable,” Globe and 
Mail, 13 February 2023, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-the-mysterious-flying-objects-are-proof-
that-north-america-is/.  
122 Prévost, Evidence provided to the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence, 17 February 2023. 
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The Yukon incident raised Canadian awareness about the importance of timely information sharing 
with Northern leaders and Indigenous rightsholders in building trust and ensuring effective responses. 
First Nations governments were not notified of developments in real-time, particularly in the early 
stages of the response, and the RCMP and military failed to fully leverage the Canadian Rangers and 
other local experts in planning and executing the search. Delayed or contradictory communications, 
coupled with confusion over roles, reinforced existing concerns amongst Yukon First Nations that their 
rights and knowledge were not respected in matters impacting their territories.123  Following the 
incident in February 2023, regional Assembly of First Nations Chief Adamek urged DND to formalize 
communications and collaboration with Yukon First Nations. “I am pleased to hear that Minister 
Anand contacted the affected Yukon First Nations about the ongoing military actions on their 
traditional territories,” she stated. “I was, however, disappointed that these conversations did not 
happen sooner – in response to several requests from Yukon First Nations to discuss Arctic sovereignty 
and northern defence concerns with the minister – and only after a critical military situation.” An AFN 
Yukon Region press release noted that the organization’s leaders “have pressed for Yukon First Nations 
to be actively involved in northern security matters,” including through more formalized relationships 
and communications protocols with Yukon First Nations.”124 In early 2025, AFN Yukon partnered with 
NAADSN to host a  virtual open house engagement session on the 2023 balloon incident. Discussions 
highlighted gaps in communication, coordination, and engagement during and after the incident as 
well as specific actions that could be taken to improve relationships, including structured protocols 
that “formally recognize Yukon First Nations as key partners in national defence, particularly in the 
North where military operations take place on their territories.”125 

The balloon incident also prompted action at the territorial level, with Yukon Premier Ranj Pillai 
framing the incident as an inflection point. Late in 2023, he appointed a Yukon Arctic Security Advisory 
Council to advise on the territory’s role in defence and security. Its final report observed how the 
“February 2022 balloon incident … revealed important shortcomings in communications between 
national and regional governments,” necessitating formal protocols to ensure that “information flows 

 
123 Calvo et al, Yukon First Nations Defence and Security, 27. See also Dana Hatherly, “Failed communication, exclusion of 
Yukon First Nations fuelled mistrust during 2023 aerial object shootdown,” Yukon News, 12 August 2025, https://yukon-
news.com/2025/08/12/failed-communication-exclusion-of-yukon-first-nations-fuelled-mistrust-during-2023-aerial-
object-shootdown/.  
124 Assembly of First Nations (AFN) Yukon Region, “Regional Chief Adamek Calls for Enhanced Collaboration with Yukon 
First Nations on Northern Defence,” 14 February 2023, reproduced in Windspeaker, 
https://windspeaker.com/news/opinion/discussion-northern-defence-arctic-sovereignty-should-have-begun-long-
object-shot-down. See also “Adamek calls on DND for enhanced collaboration with First Nations,” Whitehorse Star, 14 
February 2023, https://www.whitehorsestar.com/News/adamek-calls-on-dnd-for-enhanced-collaboration-with-first-
nations.  
125 Calvo et al, Yukon First Nations Defence and Security, 19. 
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quickly, securely and accurately between jurisdictions.”126 The Council’s report also led to the creation 
of the Canadian Institute for Arctic Security (CIAS) based in Whitehorse to advise on geopolitical issues 
and to advocate for national attention to the North.127 Pillai also worked in concert with his territorial 
premier counterparts to lobby for federal investment in northern infrastructure essential for both the 
military and regional growth, and insisted that “Northern voices” (including First Nations leaders) 
must be at the table for future Arctic security discussions to ensure that regional expertise is not 
overlooked. Along similar lines, Nunavut Premier P.J. Akeeagok  mentioned how the balloon incident 
“highlights the need for Northerners to be fully involved in discussions surrounding Arctic security,”128 
with recent policy statements reiterating the idea of “nothing about us, without us.”129 

For its part, NORAD learned lessons from these incidents. According to reporter Jeff Schogol, the 
command’s various regions and sectors changed their procedures to scan hobbyist balloon websites 
and open a dialogue with enthusiasts to better understand the community. Since February 2023, 
NORAD detects dozens of hobby and weather balloons in North American airspace every week, 
identifying balloons and contacting owners to confirm the object’s intent without having to scramble 
fighters to do so.130 For example, on 24 February 2024, NORAD fighters intercepted a “likely hobby 
balloon” over Utah and continued flying at 43,000 feet after the binational command and the FAA 
determined that it was not manoeuvrable and did not pose a threat to national security or civilian 
airline traffic. Ground radar stations monitored the balloon, made of mylar with a small cube-shaped 
box underneath, until it left US airspace overnight.131 More broadly, however, the Chinese spy balloon 

 
126 Government of the Yukon, Report of the Yukon Arctic Security Advisory Council (November 2024), 29, 
https://yukon.ca/sites/default/files/eco/eco-arctic-security-advisory-council-report_0.pdf.  
127 Government of the Yukon, “Premier Ranj Pillai addresses the Canadian Institute for Arctic Security’s Conference 
Zero,” 27 March 2025, https://yukon.ca/en/premier-ranj-pillai-addresses-canadian-institute-arctic-securitys-conference-
zero. 
128 Government of Nunavut, “Nunavut premier responds to high-altitude object shot down over Yukon,” 13 February 
2023, http://www.news.gov.nu.ca/2023/february/2023-02%20ST%20(Premier)%20High-
altitude%20object%20shot%20down%20over%20Yukon%20-%20ENG.pdf. 
129 P. Whitney Lackenbauer, Zachary Zimmermann, and Samuel Pallaq Huyer, “Recent Canadian Northern 
Indigenous Peoples’ Sovereignty, Security, and Defence Strategies,” Arctic Yearbook 2025 (November 2025), 
https://arcticyearbook.com/arctic-yearbook/2025/2025-briefing-notes/578-recent-canadian-northern-
indigenous-peoples-s-sovereignty-security-and-defence-strategies. 
130 Jeff Schogol, “After dubious shootdowns, NORAD now checks with balloon hobbyist groups,” Task & Purpose, 4 June 
2024, https://taskandpurpose.com/news/norad-balloons-identify/. 
131 Luis Martinez and Matt Seyler, “High-altitude balloon intercepted by US fighters over Utah a ‘likely hobby balloon’; 
NORAD,” ABC News, 24 February 2024, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/norad-fighter-intercepts-high-altitude-balloon-
flying-utah/story?id=107500983; Eleanor Watson, Kris Van Cleave, Caitlin Yilek, “Hobbyist balloon detected over 
Western U.S. has left American airspace, officials say,” CBS News, 24 February 2024, 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/military-tracking-balloon-western-us-military/; In March 2024, fishermen in Alaska 
found an “item of national interest,” and what the US DoD declared a “large balloon with a payload.” The Pentagon later 
assessed the balloon had been in the water for a year, with it having potentially floated from a far away distance. Its 
origins remain unclear. For more, see: Sofia Stuart-Rasi and Andy Lusk, “Feds investigate ‘large balloon’ found by 
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incident prompted the development of new surveillance technology to enhance North American 
domain awareness, including over-the-horizon radar and advanced data fusion and analysis systems 
that feed that into a globally integrated air and missile defense capability.  

Testimonies by politicians, military leadership, and senior civil servants before House of Commons 
standing committee on national defence in early March 2023 clarified various issues, explained the 
risk assessment process, and also identified areas for improvement. Deputy Minister of National 
Defence Bill Matthews explained that, when faced with uncertainty, “you do not necessarily want 
your adversaries to know what you know.” Despite the Northern political and public frustration with 
the lack of transparency, “given that there was no (physical) threat” to Canadians or to North 
Americans, he questioned “the value of going public with information earlier.” For her part, Minister 
Anand noted that NORAD would review its protocols for detecting smaller airborne objects and 
discern ways to strengthen and modernize communication-sharing between decision-makers. Gen 
Wayne Eyre also reinforced that NORAD typically focused on protecting North American airspace from 
fast-moving aircraft and missile threats, and the appearance of slow-moving objects like balloons 
presented an opportunity to improve and broaden its priorities. Major-General Darcy Molstad, the 
acting commander of CJOC when the unidentified objects were detected and shot down, affirmed 
that Canada’s military aircraft were “more than capable” to shoot down the balloon and that the “first, 
best shot” protocol reflected NORAD’s collaborative approach. “That’s what we’re driving towards 
with our allies and our partners in a conflict situation,” he explained. “We want the best sensor and 
the best shooter to be able to take action for best effect.”132 Anand affirmed that the responses to 
the balloon incursions “highlight the efficacy and continued importance of our binational military 
command with the United States through NORAD.” They also revealed concerns about “evolving 
threats Canada faces here at home in a world defined by strategic competition and uncertainty”133 – 
and the paramountcy of positive relationships and timely communications to reassure Canadians that 
they are protected and respected. 

Ultimately, the February 2023 balloon incidents have become an example of “grey zone” threats 
to North America by which competitors and adversaries are operating below the threshold of armed 
conflict to probe, test, and exploit the gaps in North American continental defence and domain 
awareness. The initial Chinese balloon transit highlighted gaps in NORAD's ability to detect and track 
slow-moving, high-altitude objects with low radar signatures. The debris confirmed that the object 
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carried sensors capable of collecting signal intelligence and thus was being used for espionage.134 
Although the other high-altitude objects did not appear to have originated from China or any other 
malign state actor, they nevertheless served as a test of Canadian and American political and military 
resolve and responsiveness to unconventional incursions, eliciting an expenditure of resources 
(including military personnel and million-dollar missiles) to shoot down and then seek to recover 
hobbyist or weather equipment. Being able to discern between unconventional threats and non-
threats is critical to remaining credible, legitimate, and resilience in an era of grey-zone and hybrid 
warfare, avoiding scenarios when defence responses could be misconstrued as disproportionate. 

  

 
134 Clement Charpentreau, “Chinese spy balloon exposed weaknesses in North American airspace surveillance,” 
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Appendix A 
The Canadian Department of National Defence and Minister Anita Anand issued three public 
statements on 2, 4, and 10 February, and a national security update on 11 February.  

 

2 February 2023 - Statement on High Altitude Surveillance Balloon135 

A high-altitude surveillance balloon was detected and its movements are being actively tracked 
by NORAD. 

Canadians are safe and Canada is taking steps to ensure the security of its airspace, including the 
monitoring of a potential second incident. 

NORAD, the Canadian Armed Forces, the Department of National Defence, and other partners have 
been assessing the situation and working in close coordination. 

Canada’s intelligence agencies are working with American partners and continue to take all necessary 
measures to safeguard Canada’s sensitive information from foreign intelligence threats. 

We remain in frequent contact with our American allies as the situation develops. 

 

4 February 2023 – Statement from the Minister of National Defence136 

The Minister of National Defence, the Honourable Anita Anand, issued the following statement: 

“Today, the United States took definitive action to bring down China’s high-altitude surveillance 
balloon that has violated U.S. and Canadian airspace and international law. 

“Yesterday evening and today, the Prime Minister and I were briefed on today’s operation by the 
National Security and Intelligence Advisor and the Chief of the Defence Staff.  

“Officials in the national security community have been working bi-nationally and Canada has been 
closely engaged with its U.S. counterparts on the decision and unequivocally supports the actions 
taken. Canada thanks the United States for its close collaboration. 

“The bi-national North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) has been tracking and 
analyzing the trajectory and actions of the high-altitude surveillance balloon. 

 
135 Government of Canada, “Statement on High Altitude Surveillance Balloon,” Department of National Defence, 2 
February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-on-high-altitude-
surveillance-balloon.html. 
136 Government of Canada, “Statement from the Minister of National Defence,” Department of National Defence, 4 
February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-
of-national-defence.html. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-on-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-on-high-altitude-surveillance-balloon.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-of-national-defence.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-of-national-defence.html
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“The cooperation between Canada and the United States through NORAD ensures the security and 
defense of North American air sovereignty, and we thank its members for having the watch.” 

 

10 February 2023 – Statement from the Minister of National Defence137 

 

The Minister of National Defence, the Honourable Anita Anand, issued the following statement: 

“Today at the Pentagon, United States Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III and I participated in a 
call with NORAD Commander, General Glen VanHerck regarding a high-altitude object detected over 
Alaska. The object did not fly into Canadian airspace. 

“During this conversation, I conveyed Canada’s support for taking action to take down this object. 
NORAD deployed aircraft to track and monitor the object and provided important information to 
decision-makers – and the object was taken down earlier today by United States Northern Command. 

“The Canadian Armed Forces, the Department of National Defence and I will continue to work closely 
with our American allies to ensure the protection of North American airspace.” 

 

11 February 2023 – Minister Anand provides an important national security update138 

“Good evening. 

As Minister of National Defence, my top priority is the safety and protection of Canadians.  

Working in collaboration with our partners, including the United States, NORAD and other departments, 
Canada was tracking a high-altitude object over Central Yukon. 

North American Aerospace Defense Command detected this object and launched Canadian and US fighter 
aircraft to investigate. The object was visually identified using fighter aircraft assigned to NORAD.   

This exemplifies what NORAD is and what NORAD does best – and I was pleased to discuss this operation 
earlier today with my colleague, United States Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin.  

Today, at the direction of the Prime Minister, aircraft assigned to NORAD successfully took down this high-
altitude airborne object at approximately 3:41 pm Eastern Standard Time.  

To the best of our knowledge, this was the first time that a NORAD operation has downed an aerial object.  

 
137 Government of Canada, “Statement from the Minister of National Defence,” Department of National Defence, 10 
February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-
of-national-defence0.html. 
138 Government of Canada, “Minister Anand provides an important national security update.” Department of National 
Defence, 14 February 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/minister-
anandprovides-an-important-national-security-update.html.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-of-national-defence0.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/statement-from-the-minister-of-national-defence0.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/minister-anandprovides-an-important-national-security-update.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/02/minister-anandprovides-an-important-national-security-update.html
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The object was flying at an altitude of approximately 40,000 feet, had unlawfully entered Canadian airspace, 
and posed a reasonable threat to the safety of civilian flight. The object was downed approximately 100 
miles from the Canada, United States Border, over Canadian territory, in central Yukon.  

Recovery operations are underway and will be supported by the Canadian Armed Forces, in coordination 
with the RCMP. This coordinated operation will allow a further investigation into this object. 

We have no further details about the object at this time, including any description of its capabilities, purpose, 
or origin. It appears to be a small, cylindrical object, smaller than the one downed off the coast of North 
Carolina. 

I also spoke today with Yukon Premier Ranj Pillai and conveyed that we’ll continue to work hand in hand with 
the Territory.  

I, and our government, will continue reaching out to Indigenous peoples potentially affected by this incident 
to provide information and updates as needed, out of respect for reconciliation.  

Today is a historic day. 

Canada and the United States continue to work together through the bi-national command of NORAD to 
defend our two nations, and I will recognize again the importance of this extremely close relationship we 
have with the United States.  

Just yesterday, I met with Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin at the Pentagon to reaffirm that North American 
air sovereignty is a key priority, which is why we continue to work in partnership with the United States, 
NORAD and the broader security community to protect Canadian and U.S. interests. We will continue our 
work to modernize NORAD and ensure the protection of our air sovereignty — and I’ll be seeing the 
Secretary again next week.  

Through NORAD, we will continue to work hand in hand with our closest ally to ensure the protection of our 
continent — as we showed today. I thank all members of our military, and the United States involved in this 
operation.   

Thank you, Merci.” 

 

Appendix B 
Below is the only News Release, Press Release, Statement, or Readout from the Prime Minister’s 
Office concerning these incidents during the 1-12 February 2023 time frame.139 There was a short 
paragraph in the readout between the Prime Minister and Yukon Premier Ranj Pillai on 13 February 

 
139 Government of Canada, “Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks with President of the United States of America Joe 
Biden,” Prime Minister of Canada Justin Trudeau, 11 February 2023, 
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-
america-joe. 

https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-america-joe
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-america-joe
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2023 that underscores commitment to “defending Canadian sovereignty and upholding regional 
security.”140 

11 February 2023 - Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks with President of the United States of 
America Joe Biden141 

Earlier today, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau spoke with the President of the United States of 
America, Joe Biden, on the matter of an unidentified, unmanned object that violated Canadian 
airspace and was closely tracked and monitored by North American Aerospace Defense Command 
(NORAD) over the last 24 hours. 

Prime Minister Trudeau and President Biden agreed that the unidentified object should be taken 
down, and authorized NORAD to conduct the operation. Canadian and US aircraft were scrambled, 
and a US F-22 successfully shot down the object over the Yukon. The Prime Minister noted that 
Canadian Armed Forces will now recover and analyze the wreckage of the object to determine 
more details on its purpose and origin. 

The Prime Minister and the President thanked NORAD for keeping the watch over North America, 
and agreed to continue their close coordination to detect, track, and defend North American 
airspace. 

 

 
140 Government of Canada, “Prime Minister Justin Trudeau meets with Premier of Yukon Ranj Pillai,” Prime Minister of 
Canada Justin Trudeau, 13 February 2023, https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/13/prime-minister-justin-
trudeau-meets-premier-yukon-ranj-pillai. 
141 Government of Canada, “Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks with President of the United States of America Joe 
Biden,” Prime Minister of Canada Justin Trudeau, 11 February 2023, 
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-
america-joe. 

https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/13/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-meets-premier-yukon-ranj-pillai
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/13/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-meets-premier-yukon-ranj-pillai
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-america-joe
https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/readouts/2023/02/11/prime-minister-justin-trudeau-speaks-president-united-states-america-joe
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