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nn The threat of ballistic missiles is 
real and growing, and capabili-
ties to inflict significant damage 
on U.S. and Canadian interests 
are proliferating.

nn Instead of continuing a Cold 
War–era strategy of mutual 
vulnerability, the U.S. and 
Canada should promote poli-
cies that ensure their security 
and strengthen their posture 
vis-à-vis unpredictable actors, 
such as Iran or North Korea, in an 
increasingly dangerous world.

nn The U.S. missile defense pro-
gram has matured and advanced 
to the point where it can protect 
both U.S. and Canadian interests.

nn Both Canada and the U.S. stand 
to gain significant benefits from 
Canadian participation in the U.S. 
missile defense program.

nn It is therefore in Canada’s best 
interest to initiate discussions 
about its participation in the U.S. 
long-range missile defense pro-
gram. The U.S. should welcome 
and encourage such discussions.

Abstract
Canada and the United States have shared a special relationship for 
decades. Cooperation between these neighbors has resulted in one of 
the most successful international partnerships in history. A significant 
amount of this relationship has involved security cooperation, with 
Canada participating in the North American Aerospace Defense Com-
mand. Despite the many accomplishments in collaborative national se-
curity measures between the U.S. and Canada, one area still falls short: 
Meaningful missile defense cooperation has been rejected by the Cana-
dian government on several occasions, most recently in 2005. Canada 
and the U.S. could greatly benefit from a missile defense partnership. In-
creasing threats of a ballistic missile attack from North Korea and Iran 
necessitate more robust missile defense mechanisms in order to protect 
the North American continent. Collaborating on this issue would permit 
the two nations’ leaders to alleviate some of the burdens that missile de-
fense programs entail and provide them with another means of protect-
ing their citizens. Canada should recognize the threat, and benefits, and 
participate in U.S. long-range missile defense programs.

Canada and the United States have shared a special relationship 
for decades. Cooperation between these neighbors has resulted 

in one of the most successful international partnerships in history. 
A significant amount of this relationship has involved security coop-
eration, with Canada participating in the North American Aero-
space Defense Command (NORAD).

Despite the many remarkable accomplishments in collabora-
tive national security measures between the U.S. and Canada, 
one area still falls short: Meaningful missile defense cooperation 
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between these two nations has been rejected by the 
Canadian government on several occasions, most 
recently in 2005.1

Canada and the U.S. could greatly benefit from a 
missile defense partnership. Increasing threats of 
a ballistic missile attack from states such as North 
Korea and Iran necessitate more robust missile 
defense mechanisms in order to protect the North 
American continent. Collaborating on this issue 
would permit the two nations’ leaders to alleviate 
some of the burdens that missile defense programs 
entail and provide them with another means of pro-
tecting their citizens. Canada should recognize the 
threat, and benefits, and participate in U.S. long-
range missile defense programs.

Troubled History
Canada and the United States are exceptional 

national security partners. These two nations share 
the longest undefended border in the world;2 these 
two nations have engaged in over 2,500 defense 
agreements.3 Canada has benefited from its proxim-
ity to the United States. In some regards, however, 
as former Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau pointed 
out, Canadians “are eager to take refuge under the 
U.S. umbrella, but don’t want to help hold it.”4 One 
example of such an arrangement is Canada’s reluc-
tance to support missile defense systems that would 
be capable of protecting North America.

Canada’s support for missile defense cooperation 
with the U.S. has shifted over time. In 1958, Canada 

and the United States established NORAD—a mili-
tary structure that provided greater cooperation on 
aerial defenses.5 In 1969, Prime Minister Trudeau 
refused the Nixon Administration’s offer to join the 
U.S. in an anti-ballistic missile program, then known 
as the Safeguard. The Canadians rejected American 
offers of cooperation when President Ronald Reagan 
extended an invitation to Canada to participate in 
the Strategic Defense Initiative, the most compre-
hensive U.S. missile defense research and develop-
ment effort to date.6

Following the George W. Bush Administration’s 
announcement of withdrawal from the Antiballis-
tic Missile Treaty in 2001, the opportunity for sig-
nificant Canadian and U.S. cooperation on missile 
defense arose again.7 Right after 2001, Canadian 
government officials began to reconsider coop-
eration. For example, in 2003, Defense Minister 
John McCallum stated that “NORAD represents 
the logical place in which to lodge ballistic missile 
defence.”8 Additionally, in 2004, Canada permit-
ted its NORAD operators “to share information on 
incoming missiles.”9 On February 24, 2005, how-
ever, Minister of Foreign Affairs Pierre Pettigrew 
responded with a resolute “no” to Canadian par-
ticipation in America’s missile defense program.10 
Within the same year that Canada objected to 
working with the U.S. on the development of mis-
sile defense programs, the Canadian Internation-
al Policy Statement recognized “that the threat 
posed by WMD, as well as the desires of ‘rogue’ 

1.	 Fraser A. F. MacKenzie, “Should Canada Re-examine Its Position on Missile Defense?” Canadian Military Journal, Vol. 9, No. 2  
(October 30, 2008), p. 107, http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/vo9/no2/13-mackenzie-eng.asp (accessed April 17, 2014).

2.	 Steven Fick and Elizabeth Shilts, “Drawing the Line,” August 2008, Canadian Geographic,  
http://www.canadiangeographic.ca/magazine/ja08/alacarte.asp (accessed April 17, 2014).

3.	 MacKenzie, “Should Canada Re-examine Its Position on Missile Defense?”

4.	 Colin Robertson, “North Korea’s Threats Show that Canada Needs to Be Part of U.S. Missile Defence Pact,” The Globe and Mail, April 3, 2013, 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/north-koreas-threats-show-that-canada-needs-to-be-part-of-us-missile-defence-pact/
article10713612/ (accessed April 17, 2014).

5.	 “Canada Weighs U.S. Missile Defense Cooperation,” Arms Control Association, August 2003, http://www.armscontrol.org/node/3275 
(accessed April 17, 2014).

6.	 Ibid.

7.	 Terence Neilan, “Bush Pulls Out of ABM Treaty; Putin Calls Move a Mistake,” The New York Times, December 13, 2001,  
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/13/international/13CND-BUSH.html (accessed April 22, 2014).

8.	 “John McCallum on Supply,” OpenParliament.ca, speech before Canada’s House of Commons, May 29, 2003,  
https://openparliament.ca/debates/2003/5/29/john-mccallum-1/only/ (accessed April 17, 2014).

9.	 Doug Struck, “Canada Rejects Missile Shield Plan,” The Washington Post, February 25, 2005,  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A51588-2005Feb24.html (accessed April 17, 2014).

10.	 MacKenzie, “Should Canada Re-examine Its Position on Missile Defense?”
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states and terrorist groups to obtain them, was 
legitimate and needed to be addressed.”11 Follow-
ing the 2005 policy statement, Prime Minister Ste-
phen Harper revealed that the Canadian govern-
ment does realize that “if North Korea would be 
ready to attack the United States, that would be a 
risk for Canada’s national security as well, not only 
because [of] our common values, but because [of] 
our geographical proximity.”12

Recently, there seems to be some interest on the 
Canadians’ part in engaging the U.S. in talks about 
missile defense cooperation. Conservatives in the 
Canadian government have stated on “two separate 
occasions that [the Canadian government] is open to 
re-examining Canada’s position with respect to MD 
[missile defense].”13 In 2006, Canada announced that 
it would support “NATO’s decision to examine the 
feasibility of introducing a form of European mis-
sile defense that would work in conjunction with the 
US MD program.”14 Since Canada still adheres to its 
NATO commitment, it is bound by the Alliance’s 2010 
declaration. According to NATO’s statement, missile 
defense is “a core element of our collective defense,” 
and the Alliance is committed to “develop[ing] the 
capability to defend our populations and territories 
against ballistic missile attack.”15

Keeping Up with the  
Long-Range Ballistic Missile Threat

A particularly concerning threat to North Amer-
ica involves the development of intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) by North Korea and Iran. 

These nations’ missile programs have been expe-
dited by the sharing of missile technology among 
themselves as well as other sources.16 According 
to the Defense Intelligence Agency’s 2014 Annual 
Threat Assessment,

Ballistic missiles are becoming more surviv-
able, reliable, and accurate at greater ranges. 
Potential adversaries are basing more missiles 
on mobile platforms at sea and on land. Techni-
cal and operational measures to defeat missile 
defenses also are increasing.… Iran, and North 
Korea, for example, exercise near simultaneous 
salvo firings from multiple locations to saturate 
missile defenses.17

North Korea has aggressively pursued long-range 
missile capabilities for decades. Since North Korea’s 
1971 agreement with China to “acquire, develop, and 
produce ballistic missiles,” the Hermit Kingdom 
has made significant steps toward mastering the 
production of ICBMs.18 The “military first” republic, 
which has threatened to use nuclear weapons on the 
United States, recently conducted its third nuclear 
device test and showcased an alleged road-mobile 
ICBM.19 Especially worrisome was North Korea’s 
launching of the “Taepodong-2 missile to put a sat-
ellite into orbit, thus demonstrating progress in its 
development of long-range missile technology.”20

Prior to this progress the intelligence commu-
nity has “consistently asserted that a functional 
Taepodong-2 could deliver a small payload to the 

11.	 Ibid.

12.	 Alan W. Dowd, “Time for Canada to Join the Missile Defense Team,” The American Interest, June 25, 2013,  
http://67.199.60.145/Articles.aspx?ArticleId=796 (accessed April 23, 2014)..

13.	 MacKenzie, “Should Canada Re-examine Its Position on Missile Defense?”

14.	 Ibid.

15.	 Dowd, “Time for Canada to Join the Missile Defense Team.”

16.	 U.S. Department of Defense, Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report, February 2010, p. 29,  
http://www.defense.gov/bmdr/docs/BMDR%20as%20of%2026JAN10%200630_for%20web.pdf (accessed April 22, 2014).

17.	 Michael T. Flynn, Lieutenant General, U.S. Army, Director, Defense Intelligence Agency, “Annual Threat Assessment,” statement before the 
Armed Services Committee, U.S. Senate, February 11, 2014,  
http://www.dia.mil/Portals/27/Documents/News/2014_DIA_SFR_SASC_ATA_FINAL.pdf (accessed April 22, 2014).

18.	 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “North Korea: Missile,” March 2014, http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/north-korea/delivery-systems/  
(accessed April 22, 2014).

19.	 Mark B. Schneider, “Does North Korea Have a Missile-Deliverable Nuclear Weapon?” Heritage Foundation Lecture No. 1228, May 22, 2013, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/lecture/2013/05/does-north-korea-have-a-missile-deliverable-nuclear-weapon.

20.	 News release, “DOD News Briefing on Missile Defense from the Pentagon,” U.S. Department of Defense, March 15, 2013,  
http://www.defense.gov/transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=5205 (accessed April 22, 2014).
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western part of the continental United States.”21 The 
Dynamic Threat Assessment from the DIA gauged 
with “moderate confidence [that] the North current-
ly has nuclear weapons capable of delivery by ballis-
tic missiles, however the reliability will be low.”22

Iran began its own missile development pro-
gram in the 1980s and continued it in the 1990s.23 
Iran has claimed interest in developing long-range 
ballistic missiles, but experts have questioned the 
true purpose of its ballistic missile program, espe-
cially given its opacity regarding Tehran’s nuclear 
weapons program.24 Iran’s solid-propellant rocket 
and missile technologies continue to progress as 
evidenced by their Shahab-3 medium-range bal-
listic missile (MRBM) and their “new solid-propel-
lant MRBM with a claimed range of 2,000 kilome-
ters.”25 In 2009, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
stated, “We continue to be very concerned about 
the Iranian missile threat, particularly as they con-
tinue to work on what we believe are weapons of 
mass destruction.”26

The Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report pro-
duced by the Department of Defense in 2010 pro-
jected that the “threat posed by ballistic missile 
delivery systems is likely to increase while grow-
ing more complex over the next decade” due in large 
part to Iran’s technological advances.27 Cooperation 
between Iran and North Korea speeds up the time 
frame for when these nations will have the ability to 
reach the United States with a ballistic missile.28 In 

fact, the Defense Department predicted in 2012 that 
Iran could possess ICBMs by 2015.29

Currently, “only Russia and China have the capa-
bility to conduct a large-scale ballistic missile attack 
on the territory of the United States, but this is very 
unlikely and not the focus of U.S. BMD [ballistic 
missile defense].”30 Vigilance and awareness of these 
nations’ long-range missile capabilities are vital to 
U.S. and Canadian national securities. Both Russia 
and China have aided Iran in its pursuit of a mis-
sile development program.31 Since President Vladi-
mir Putin’s rise to power, the Russian military has 
undergone a massive modernization effort includ-
ing a buildup of the Russian ICBM fleet.32 Russia has 
also significantly increased the amount of patrols of 
its strategic nuclear submarine fleet.33 China is also 
in the process of modernizing its ballistic missile 
arsenal. This modernization focuses on a shift from 

“relatively inaccurate liquid-fueled, silo/cave-based 
missiles, towards more accurate, solid-fueled road-
mobile missiles and submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles (SLBMs) in order to strengthen its deter-
rent and increase its strategic options.”34

There exists another scenario that poses an 
imminent threat to the United States and Canada 
known as the “scud in a bucket.” According to Dr. 
William R. Graham, chairman of the Commission 
to Assess the Threat to the U.S. from Electromag-
netic Pulse (EMP) Attack, “Such an attack could be 
launched from a freighter off the U.S. coast using a 

21.	 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “North Korea: Missile.”

22.	 David Alexander, “Pentagon Says North Korea Can Likely Launch Nuclear Missile,” Reuters, April 11, 2013,  
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/04/11/us-korea-north-usa-idUSBRE93A15N20130411 (accessed April 22, 2014).

23.	 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “Iran: Missile,” July 2013, http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/iran/delivery-systems/ (accessed April 22, 2014).

24.	 U.S. Department of Defense, Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report.

25.	 Ibid.

26.	 Jim Garamone, “Ballistic Missile Defense Efforts Tied to Iran, Gates Says,” U.S. Department of Defense, February 29, 2009,  
http://www.defense.gov/News/NewsArticle.aspx?ID=53158 (accessed May 19, 2014).

27.	 U.S. Department of Defense, Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report.

28.	 Ibid.

29.	 “The Iranian Nuclear Threat: Why it Matters,” Anti-Defamation League, November 27, 2013,  
http://www.adl.org/israel-international/iran/c/the-iranian-nuclear-threat-why-it-matters.html (accessed May 19, 2014).

30.	 U.S. Department of Defense, Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report, p. 4.

31.	 Ibid., p. 6.

32.	 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “Russia: Missile,” January 2014, http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/russia/delivery-systems/ (accessed April 23, 2014).

33.	 Ibid.

34.	 Nuclear Threat Initiative, “China: Missile,” April 2014, http://www.nti.org/country-profiles/china/delivery-systems/ (accessed April 23, 2014).
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short- or medium-range missile to loft a nuclear 
warhead to high-altitude.”35 In the event of the deto-
nation of a nuclear weapon high in the atmosphere 
above the United States, an EMP would occur; mil-
lions of Americans as well as Canadians would die. 
This attack would wreak havoc on the U.S. power 
grid by destroying America’s energy centers. Since 

“three of the eight North American Electric Reliabili-
ty Corporation (NERC) reliability regions span both 
the United States and Canada,” the failure of one 
or all of these grids in the United States would have 
immediate ramifications for Canada.36 The technol-
ogy involved in producing a scud is less sophisticated 
than for an ICBM; therefore, rogue states could equip 
terrorists with a scud missile tipped with a nuke and 
allow them do their dirty work.37 A long-range bal-
listic missile defense system, however, would not be 
effective against this type of attack.38

Canada and the U.S. are inextricably connected. 
Their homelands not only share a border, but their 
economies are mutually dependent and now, more 
than ever, the level of national security of one of these 
nations has immediate ramifications for the other. If 
a long-range ballistic missile carrying a nuclear war-
head detonated in the U.S. or in its atmosphere, the 
results would be devastating for both countries.

Benefits of Missile Defense  
Cooperation for Canada

Both the Canadian and U.S. governments have 
demonstrated their commitment to ensuring the 
national security of not just their homeland, but also 
that of their closest North American ally. These com-
mitments have manifested themselves in some of the 
most successful defense agreements in U.S. history.

Instead of continuing a Cold War–era strat-
egy of mutual vulnerability, the U.S. and Canada 
should promote policies that ensure their security 
and strengthen their posture vis-à-vis new unpre-
dictable actors, such as Iran or North Korea, in an 
increasingly dangerous world. The U.S. should move 
toward a “protect and defend” strategy,39 a policy 

“based on shifting away from the retaliation-based 
strategic posture of the Cold War toward a more 
defensive posture that is adapted to the emerging 
international structure.”40 This posture encompass-
es offensive and defensive weapons, both nuclear and 
conventional. It also includes civil defense measures 
to ensure that the civilians increase their chances 
of survival in the case of a successful attack. States 
such as Iran and North Korea value the survival of 
their own leaders above those of their cities and eco-
nomic centers, while the U.S. and Canada prioritize 
the opposite. Ballistic missile defense is an essential 
element of moving toward a more appropriate pos-
ture that would effectively address current national 
security challenges. Canadian participation in U.S. 
missile defense would benefit not only U.S. inter-
ests; it would also go a long way in serving Canadi-
an interests.

The U.S. and Canada both endorse NATO’s mis-
sile defense programs for the protection of European 
allies. NATO adopted missile defense as a core compe-
tency of the Alliance in 2010 in its Strategic Concept.41

Most important, participation in U.S. long-range 
ballistic missile defense would provide Canada with 
the means to defend its citizens and homeland from 
a potentially devastating ballistic missile attack. 
Rogue states know that Canada and the U.S. have 
a special relationship. These enemies may take the 

35.	 William R. Graham, statement before the Armed Services Committee, U.S. House of Representatives, July 10, 2008,  
http://www.empcommission.org/docs/GRAHAMtestimony10JULY2008.pdf (accessed April 23, 2014).

36.	 U.S. Energy Information Administration, “Canada Week: Integrated Electric Grid Improves Reliability for United States, Canada,” Today in 
Energy, November 27, 2012, http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=8930 (accessed April 23, 2014).

37.	 Baker Spring, “Obama Missile Defense Plan Puts America at Risk,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2292, June 29, 2009,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2009/06/obama-missile-defense-plan-puts-america-at-risk.

38.	 Baker Spring, “Electromagnetic Pulse Weapons: Congress Must Understand the Risk,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 2822,  
March 3, 2010, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2010/03/electromagnetic-pulse-weapons-congress-must-understand-the-risk.

39.	 Andrei Shoumikhin and Baker Spring, “Strategic Nuclear Arms Control for the Protect and Defend Strategy,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder 
No. 2266, May 4, 2009,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2009/05/strategic-nuclear-arms-control-for-the-protect-and-defend-strategy.

40.	 Ibid.

41.	 Sally McNamara and Baker Spring, “After Lisbon, NATO Must Get Missile Defense Right,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 3065, 
November 24, 2010, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2010/11/after-lisbon-nato-must-get-missile-defense-right.
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opportunity to exploit that friendship by attacking 
Canada. They could restrain U.S. freedom of action 
by holding its neighbor to the north hostage. Indeed, 
a successful ballistic missile attack would have seri-
ous repercussions for both countries as their econo-
mies are interconnected.

Cooperation between the two nations could take 
many forms. For example, Canada contributes to the 
U.S. Ground-based Midcourse Defense system, which 
protects the U.S. from North Korean and Iranian bal-
listic missiles.42 General Charles H. Jacoby Jr., Com-
mander of North American Aerospace Defense Com-
mand, told a Canadian and American audience: “I 
believe we’re at the point where we must take serious-
ly the North Korean threat to our homelands. This is 
no longer a relatively primitive threat, but rather they 
are progressing towards troubling new capabilities.… 
As such, the threat validates the past and future U.S. 
investments in developing credible missile defenses 
against such potential threats.”43

Canada could contribute financial resources 
or territory to U.S. missile defense efforts. Cana-
dian endorsement of U.S. missile defense efforts 
would show leadership to other U.S. allies seeking 
to improve their ballistic missile defense capabili-
ties. “Currently, Poland and Romania agreed to host 
Aegis Ashore missile defense sites. Turkey hosts an 
Army/Navy Transportable Radar Surveillance (AN/
TPY-2) forward-deployed radar. Spain is currently 
hosting U.S. Aegis missile-defense-capable ships. 
The Netherlands, Germany, and Denmark are con-
sidering upgrading their ships for a missile defense 
role. The Dutch navy is modifying ship radars to 

track ballistic missile targets. Spain, Norway, and 
the United Kingdom have also expressed interest in 
ship upgrades. Denmark and the United Kingdom 
host Upgraded Early Warning Radars.”44

The military and intelligence worlds have warned 
of the threat of long-range ballistic missiles to the 
Canadian and U.S. homelands.45 And politicians of 
both countries should endorse cooperation on a mis-
sile defense system. As former Canadian Defense 
Minister John McCallum stated, “It is the funda-
mental responsibility of the Canadian government 
to ensure the maximum protection of the lives of its 
citizens.”46 Missile defense would provide Canada 
with an effective system to protect its citizens from 
one of most effective threats to the modern way of 
life—ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads.

Canada already endorses missile defense for 
NATO allies in Europe, so Canadian participation 
in U.S. missile defense would be a natural extension 
of the current policy. Canadian positive endorse-
ment of U.S. missile defense efforts would send a 
message to adversaries that Canada considers pro-
tecting its citizens from a ballistic missile threat a 
priority. NATO members have begun contributing 
to the U.S. missile defense system. Currently, “21 
nations are directly participating in this networked 
system of systems. Yet Canada is not one of them.”47 
The Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Germany, and 
Romania have all made contributions.48 Canada 
has signed off on NATO missile defense programs; 
and, therefore, “Canada now officially endorses the 
logic, strategic utility and security benefits of bal-
listic missile defense.”49

42.	 David Pugliese, “Canada Evaluates Participating in US Missile Shield,” Defense News, May 2, 2013,  
http://www.defensenews.com/article/20130502/DEFREG02/305030007/Canada-Evaluates-Participating-US-Missile-Shield.

43.	 General Charles H. Jacoby Jr., address delivered at the Ottawa Conference on Defense and Security, March 13, 2013,  
http://www.norad.mil/Newsroom/Speeches/tabid/4229/Article/1864/remarks-by-general-charles-h-jacoby-jr.aspx (accessed April 23, 2014).

44.	 Michaela Dodge, “The U.S. Missile Defense Program: An Opportunity for Canadian International Leadership,” Heritage Foundation Lecture  
No. 1426, May 15, 2014,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/05/the-us-missile-defense-program-an-opportunity-for-canadian-international-leadership.

45.	 Jacoby, address delivered at the Ottawa Conference on Defense and Security.

46.	 “Canada Weighs U.S. Missile Defense Cooperation,” Arms Control Today (July/August 2003), http://www.armscontrol.org/node/3275 
(accessed April 24, 2014).

47.	 Dowd, “Time for Canada to Join the Missile Defense Team.”

48.	 NATO Deputy Secretary General Ambassador Alexander Vershbow, “NATO and Missile Defense,” speech delivered at the 2013 RUSI Missile 
Defence Conference, June 12, 2003, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/opinions_101397.htm (accessed April 23, 2014).

49.	 Frank Harvey, “North Korea, Ballistic Missile Defence and Canada–US Defence Cooperation,” Canadian Defence & Foreign Affairs Institute, 
September 2013, http://www.cdfai.org/PDF/North%20Korea%20Ballistic%20Missile%20Defence.pdf (accessed April 24, 2014).
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Cooperation on missile defense is a mutually 
beneficial arrangement. Both European and Asian 
nations have received U.S. protection in exchange 
for hosting U.S. missile systems.50 In return for 
its endorsement of U.S. missile defense, Canada 
might seek a voice in U.S. missile defense decisions 
regarding incoming missiles headed for Canada. For 
example, the Canadian government could ensure 
that Canadian cities are at the top of “the priority 
list for missile interceptions.”51 Currently, Canada 
would not have a voice regarding what happens to an 
incoming missile headed for Canada.

Currently, Canada can “can issue warnings of an 
impending attack on the continent but cannot par-
ticipate in decisions regarding interception,” even 
when a missile is heading straight toward Canada.52 
This leaves the hundred or so Canadian personnel 
at the Colorado Springs missile defense site with 
the option of doing nothing in the event of a missile 
attack on the United States or Canada.53

The undeniable interconnectedness of U.S. and 
Canadian national securities necessitates coopera-
tion. Over decades, such cooperation has resulted 
in “a wide range of bilateral arrangements,” which 
encompasses “joint planning and operations, com-
bined exercises, defence production, logistics, com-
munications, research and development, and intel-
ligence sharing.”54

There is also an issue of delegation of authority 
regarding intercepts of incoming missiles. Proper 
command and control procedures must be in place 
before a ballistic missile is launched, as there will be 
precious little time to discuss such vital issues when 
a missile is en route toward its victims. A long-range 
ballistic missile takes about 33 minutes to reach its 
target, which means that commanders have literal-

ly minutes to decide what to do about an incoming 
missile. Any delays can lower the chance of intercep-
tion—or deny the U.S. an opportunity to fire a second 
interceptor should the first one miss.

Missile defense cooperation could allow govern-
ments to pool resources and share financial burdens. 
Even relatively small contributions can make a sub-
stantive difference for all NATO members. Similar-
ly, U.S. and Canadian missile defense cooperation 
could help relieve some of the associated costs of the 
program for both parties. Since the U.S. already has 
a significant missile defense system in place, Cana-
da would not be burdened with research and devel-
opment costs, which present a significant invest-
ment upfront.

Retired Canadian Lieutenant-General and for-
mer Deputy Commander-in-Chief of NORAD 
George Macdonald pointed out the moral and sub-
stantive “free rider” critiques against the Canadi-
an government: “Morally, Canada has purportedly 
given up its sovereign responsibility to defend itself 
against ballistic missiles, while substantively, it is 
argued that Canada will now be dependent upon the 
US to provide that defence at US discretion and on 
US terms.” 55

Adversaries may take advantage of Canada’s cur-
rent vulnerability to a ballistic missile attack. At the 
moment, Iran and North Korea can most likely reach 
the U.S. and Canada with a ballistic missile. Addi-
tionally, Iran can reach Canadian forward-deployed 
troops. These nations continue to tenaciously pur-
sue ballistic missile technology. Regardless of the 
financial or international consequences, they have 
shown that they will continue their pursuit of these 
weapons. Currently, ballistic missile defense “is 
among the only defensive options available to rein-
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June 2013, http://www.cdfai.org/PDF/Debating%20Missile%20Defence%20in%20Canada%20Again.pdf (accessed April 24, 2014).

52.	 Samantha Black, “The Canadian Debate on Participation in the US Missile Shield,” The NATO Council of Canada, September 6, 2013,  
http://natocouncil.ca/the-canadian-debate-on-participation-in-the-us-missile-shield/ (accessed May 19, 2014).

53.	 Colin Kenny, “Canada Must Strengthen Its Missile Defence,” The Huffington Post, September 20, 2013,  
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/colin-kenny/missile-defence-canada_b_3956878.html (accessed April 24, 2014).

54.	 “White Paper on Defence of Canada–Chapter V: Canada–United States Defence Cooperation,” Red Seguridad y Defensa de America Latina, 
http://www.resdal.org/Archivo/defd-cV.htm (accessed April 24, 2014).

55.	 George Macdonald, “Canada–US Defence Cooperation Where to from Here? Building on Strengths, Understanding Each Other, Expanding 
Horizons,” Canadian Military Journal (Summer 2005), http://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/vo6/no2/inter-eng.asp (accessed April 24, 2014).
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force the West’s commitment, resolve, and capabil-
ity to protect key allies against nuclear blackmail.”56 
Missile defense not only protects a nation and its 
allies from a direct attack, but also from the manip-
ulation of rogue nations.

Steps for Both Governments
To advance a long-range ballistic missile defense 

of North America, the United States and Canada can 
both take the following steps:

nn Endorse Canadian participation in U.S. long-
range missile defense programs. Currently, 
the Canadian Senate is examining the poten-
tial for Canada’s involvement in U.S. long-range 
missile defense. The Senate should endorse such 
efforts, as should the Canadian government. 
The U.S. government should invite such efforts 
and strengthen military-to-military contacts 
between the two nations.

nn Initiate missile defense discussions. Cana-
da and the U.S. should initiate a policy discus-
sion of technological, financial, and economic 
issues related to the potential participation of 
Canada in the U.S. long-range missile defense 
program. Such discussions on the government-
to-government level would give the Canadians 
better access to information required for mak-
ing an informed decision regarding the govern-
ment’s participation in U.S. missile defense mea-
sures. Such discussions would also strengthen 
the already existing partnership with the U.S. on 
other defense issues.

nn Conduct a war game simulating a ballistic 
missile attack on North America. Such a war 
game should be realistic enough to explore com-
mand and control issues associated with a deci-

sion to intercept a ballistic missile headed for 
Canada. It would also offer an opportunity to 
discuss these sensitive issues in a non-committal 
off-the-record setting facilitating an exchange 
of opinions and perhaps opening venues for fur-
ther cooperation.

nn Explore options for deploying an X-band 
radar in Canada. Such a radar could augment 
the capabilities of the U.S.’s long-range missile 
defense system and potentially an East Coast 
missile defense site.

Missile Defense: Real Threats  
Require Real Solutions

Canadian and American leaders have a respon-
sibility to ensure the security of their fellow citi-
zens. The people of North America depend on their 
governments to provide them with the best possible 
defense. Through cooperation on missile defense, 
the two nations could improve their strategic pos-
ture vis-à-vis Iran and North Korea, which are pur-
suing long-range ballistic missile capabilities. The 
threat of a ballistic missile attack will not diminish 
in the near future; in fact, it is highly likely to esca-
late. Canadian participation in the U.S. long-range 
missile defense program would serve the security 
interests of both nations.
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