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The Coming Fighter Aircraft Decision

Sooner or later, and for the third time,! Ottawa will make its final decision on fighter aircraft to replace the
current F-18, now that the Swedish Gripen E is back as an option along with the American F-35. The decision
will probably have more to do with managing Canada-US relations and Canada’s industrial involvements
than with either the relative merits of the two aircraft, or what might best serve Canada’s long-term peace
and security needs, especially beyond our borders. While “red carding” risks have emerged as a concern, the
greater challenge is twofold: 1) to face the inconvenient truth that the destructive power of military might is
these days rarely leveraged to resolve conflicts and usher in sustainable security; and 2) to find the resolve to
deploy military and diplomatic resources to prevent rather than prosecute wars.

A political decision

Some argue that politics should be kept out of the decision process, with a recent CBC News headline declaring
there is “no place for politics” in the cockpit.? But the decision won’t be made in a cockpit. It will be made in
the halls of Government by politicians, and leaving politics out of politicians’ decision-making would be a
dereliction of their duty. Politicians have the responsibility of putting it all together — beside the costs, they
obviously need to consider national defence requirements and whether or which fighters are most likely to best
serve that end. The have to take into account relations with our major military power neighbours (the US and
Russia), and they should envision new ways to interact with Europe and the world beyond to contribute
meaningfully to international peace and security.

Ottawa can’t escape a politically fraught choice among what have become essentially three options —the F-35,
the Gripen, or a mix of both.

While official Canada is still making up its mind, Canadians seem to have decided — and they clearly prefer the
Gripen. Only 13 percent favour going ahead with the F-35 as the only Canadian fighter, while 43% favour making
it exclusively the Gripen, and another 29% favour an F-35/Gripen mixed fleet.? Reporting and analyses generally
assume that the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) leadership leans heavily towards the F-35.%

Canada has already ordered 16 F-35s, but it’s not locked into buying all 88 as earlier intended. A former strategic
planning director for DND’s material group told the Hill Times that, though the Defence Department is now
preparing infrastructure to receive F-35s, adjustments for other fighters could be made, and that Canada might
also have the option of selling the F-35s it has on order to somebody else.’

Two North American roles

The public, as do the politicians, ultimately depends on experts and operators to credibly define the technical
characteristic and merits of the F-35 and Gripen, but there are broad profiles that emerge from their analysis.
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The F-35 is typically lauded for its relative stealth characteristics and especially for being more effective in high
intensity armed conflict environments. It is generally said to have a heightened capacity to penetrate through
an adversary’s air defence systems and for destroying adversary air attack and defence systems and
infrastructure. After one F-35 famously crashed in Alaska due to a frozen hydraulic line in its nose landing gear,
its suitability for Arctic duties may be further questioned.®

The Gripen E meanwhile is said to be well suited for long-range intercepts, for operating from minimally
equipped sites with shorter or damaged runways, for northern operations, and with much less maintenance
time required (thus greater availability). The Gripen reportedly also has significantly lower operating costs.

While the F-357 is regularly described as the world’s best-connected aircraft and seamlessly integrates into
North American and NATO military operations, the Gripen has also been demonstrated to be interoperable
with NORAD and NATO forces. And if it ends up, as seems increasingly likely, a mixed fleet, it won’t be a first
for Canada, having operated a mix of CF-100, CF-101, and CF-104 fighter aircraft in the Cold War, before
switching to the current CF-18.

Whatever aircraft are finally acquired, in North America they will be used in two main roles by the CAF.

Defending continental airspace

Though we now live in a climate of heightened strategic tension, some things have changed very little. There is
still no current military threat to North American airspace, and Russian military aircraft patrols near North
American/Arctic shores, now sometimes accompanied by Chinese military aircraft, remain occasional (unlike in
Europe and the European Arctic where the pace of encounters has grown more intense). In the North American
zone, any Russian or joint patrols stay, as they always have, well within international airspace, and in 2023
Canadian Lt. General Alain Pelletier told the House of Commons defence committee that, on average, NORAD
does about seven intercepts of Russian military aircraft annually, “primarily in the Alaska area.”® Since then the
pace of those operations has picked up. NORAD does not routinely report numbers, but the American Stars and
Stripes magazine reports that in some recent years it has been as high as 15.° Since most happen adjacent to
Alaska, only some of the intercepts are likely to involve Canadian aircraft.

That’s a definite uptick, but the unchanged nature and significance of such patrols and intercepts is illustrated
by a March 4, 2026 NORAD interception, off the coast of Alaska, of two Russian TU-142 surveillance and anti-
submarine-warfare aircraft — four engine turboprops derived from the TU-95 strategic bomber. The NORAD
operation involved six fighter aircraft (two US F-35s, two US F-22s, and two Canadian F-18s) and five tankers
for air-to-air refuelling (four US KC-135s and one Canadian CC-150). Here’s how the NORAD press release
characterized the incident!® (no word on the likely green house gas emissions in the encounter):
“The Russian aircraft remained in international airspace and did not enter American or Canadian
airspace. This Russian activity in the Alaskan ADIZ (air defence identification zone) occurs regularly and
is not seen as a threat.”
In other words, it was for both sides a routine, and daresay, welcome training exercise.

Through coastal and Arctic radars and other sensors, frontiers are monitored and the fighter force is meant to
be at the ready to mount basic defences against limited attacks into North American airspace — which would
now likely involve hypersonic and cruise missiles on conventional attack. That does require ongoing vigilance,
but in peacetime there are no direct encounters, and the general consensus is that there is currently no external
threat to North American airspace.
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Aid to civil authorities

The other role continues NORAD’s aid to civil authorities in peacetime monitoring (to our collective good
fortune, that’s the only kind NORAD has known) of frontiers to identify and, when called upon, intercept
unauthorized civilian flights approaching or entering into North American airspace. When questionable
approaches to Canadian airspace are not resolved — such as not having filed a flight plan, straying from a flight
plan, suspicion of carrying contraband, and so on — interceptors can be dispatched to guide or force the
offending aircraft to land.

An unusual example was the March 18, 2026 scrambling of NORAD fighters, Canadian F-18s and American F-
16s and KC-135s, to escort two commercial aircraft to their landing at Trudeau airport near Montreal. Police
then arrested two persons linked to what was described simply as a security incident.!

NORAD also monitors and enforces adherence to internal areas of Temporary Flight Restrictions. For example,
Canadian aircraft intercepted a civilian aircraft in Kananaskis, Alberta which had violated the temporary flight
restriction over the area during the June 2025 meetings of the G-7.> NORAD does not report statistics on civilian
aircraft interceptions either.

Supersonic jet fighters, especially 5™ generation stealth fighters, are hardly the most suitable or cost-effective
aircraft for that domestic mission, or even for intercepting Russian or Chinese military aircraft. As reported in
Hill Times,** the US Commander of NORAD (who also commands USNORTHCOM) recently told American
Senators that, “frankly, sir, we don't need fifth-gen to defend our borders.” He told the US Senate Committee
On Armed Services'* he preferred what he referred to as “modernized” fourth generation fighter aircraft
(sometimes referred to as 4.5 generation) for North America. He said fifth-generation aircraft like the F-35
should be for “overseas, where their stealth air to ground weapons and penetration capability are needed.”

More than a decade ago, a Canadian analyst suggested that interceptions of small commercial aircraft could
best be carried out by slower, low flying aircraft. An example given was a Brazilian made turboprop — at about
one-tenth of the cost of a supersonic fighter, thus making it possible to procure enough to station them in
locations where most needed.® Peacekeeping or peace-support missions might also be well-served by that kind
of small aircraft in environments in which advanced anti-aircraft capabilities are not a factor.

A 2014 paper by the Defence Department’s research group, Defence Research and Development Canada,
pointed out that, as the CBC reported,’® a maximum of 36 operational fighter would be required for NORAD,
describing anything beyond that to be “in excess of current requirements. The report also said “there is no hard
minimum requirement for the NATO commitment.”

Canadian fighters for Europe?

A guestion Canadians should be asking is, why Canada’s contributions to NATO emphasize fighter aircraft, given
that Europe already boasts large fleets of its own fighters?

According to publicly available databases on global fighter aircraft inventories,’” European NATO members
operate some 1,800-2,100 fighter aircraft, compared to Russia’s 900-1,050, while the United States operates
2,600-2,700. Numbers for Russia vary more than for NATO and the US due to the opaqueness of Russian data.
For example, one source puts the Russian total at 1,560, but then indicates that many of those are no longer
serviceable and sets the “core flightworthy fleet” at 660. Definitions of “fighter aircraft” vary and can include
certain bomber aircraft as well.
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But the overall picture is of a European NATO inventory of fighter aircraft that is at least twice that of Russia’s.
That isn’t surprising, since Europe has emphasized fighter aircraft production through companies like Saab,

Airbus, BAE Systems, and Dassault. And when the NATO tally includes North America, the alliance is able to field
well over four times as many as Russia (for neither NATO nor Russia, would all counted aircraft be available for
European operations). If the concern, entirely legitimate, is that Europe can no longer rely on the US, the
European NATO/Russia fighter balance is still substantially in Europe’s favour. It is also clear that Canada would
be able to muster only a marginal fighter force for European deployment — perhaps a symbol of Canada’s
transatlantic solidarity, but not operationally consequential.

The Ekos poll that showed Canadians favouring the Gripen did not include the options of choosing fewer
fighters, or even none at all. In the present strategic climate the latter finds few takers, but it is worth
remembering that just over a decade ago, foregoing fighter aircraft was a thinkable option. At the time, at least
some defence experts and former officials known as committed advocates for expanding Canadian military
capacity could and did suggest that Canada didn’t really need fighter aircraft.’® That was, to be sure, another
time — among other things, a strategic context that was perhaps more open to innovative thinking than is
today’s.

Even so, Canada’s commitment of military capacity to European NATO has never really been fighter centric.?®
Canadian contributions currently include the deployment of about 2,000 military personnel with a range of
equipment that includes artillery and electronic warfare through its leadership of NATO Multinational Brigade
in Latvia. Sea-based support includes rotational deployments of naval vessels and divers for the NATO Mine
Countermeasures Group.?’ Support for the NATO Standing Maritime Groups?®! is offered through rotational ship
and helicopter deployments, and anti-submarine warfare commitments in the North Atlantic and Baltic Seas
involve frigates, maritime patrol aircraft, underwater sensors in the Arctic, and planning towards submarines
and related armaments.

Instead of maintaining an ongoing and costly capacity to make symbolic, marginal contributions to European
air combat forces, or to American or NATO expeditionary campaigns, Canada could shift its air contributions to
Europe, for example, to tactical and strategic airlift capabilities, making a more tangible difference to NATO.
The same aircraft could be available for UN peacekeeping operations as well.

Red carding risks

One analyst?? calls it a “curious turn” that, according to a Swedish military officer, the US could be in a position
to ‘red card’ the Gripen (expulsion from a game or, as in hockey, hand it a “match penalty”) by denying Canada
access to a “key communications system required for full integration with U.S. and NATO forces.”

The system?® controlled by the US is identified as “Link 16,” and its uses include sharing targeting and situational
awareness information in real time. In other words, it is the system that facilitates interoperability of aircraft
operating in NORAD and NATO. And as the CBC’s Murray Brewster?* reported:
“...countries wanting to integrate — or stay integrated — with American forces must get permission
from the United States to acquire the system. In this new geopolitical world where everything is
weaponized and leveraged, there are concerns the Trump administration is prepared to pull this lever.”
It still seems unlikely it would ever come to that, but the world has learned the prudence of bracing itself for
the unlikely coming out of the current White House.

The F-35 version of the “red card” risk comes via Washington’s exclusive authority over critical upgrades and
spare parts for the aircraft — a lever that could be used against favorite targets like, it seems, Canada. The
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American Aviationist reports further that US security rules and policies “require that U.S. citizens perform
specific functions in order to protect critical U.S. technology.” The report goes on to say that “while this policy
doesn’t constitute a ‘kill switch,” it amplifies fears of U.S. control.”?®

David Pugliese, reporting in the Ottawa Citizen, indicates that Canadian officials have also explicitly denied the
existence of a "kill switch" that could remotely disable the fleet, but they do acknowledge “the Americans
control the software and hardware upgrades needed for continued operations of the plane.”?®

These “red carding” possibilities are a more direct or extreme version of the well understood reality that any
military force procuring a weapons system from a major power producer has to recognize a certain level of
operational dependence on the supplier, for things like training, replacement parts, and upgrades over the
decades the system is maintained. It’s not a new phenomenon. In fact, major weapons suppliers, notably the
US and Russia, have long seen exports of complex weapons systems as an effective means of creating such
relationships of dependence between buyer and supplier states — in effect using weapons sales for reinforcing
long-term spheres of influence.

Since the cancellation of the Avro Arrow, the Canada-US Defence Production Sharing Agreement (the DPSA)
has facilitated Canada’s essential reliance on the US for fighters and other military aircraft and systems in
exchange for having privileged access to the American military aerospace market for parts and components for
American systems. It’s an arrangement that has endured, with inevitable episodes of turbulence, and it fosters
deep integration and dependence — something of which Canadians have only lately become more painfully
aware.

The DPSA can be cancelled by either party with six months notice — in other words, it works to the advantage
of Canadian industry until Washington decides to hand Canada a “match misconduct.” Canada buying US fighter
aircraft has thus become more than a tradition; it's become an expectation verging on requirement. And as
critics have long pointed out, it’s certainly been a vehicle for furthering Canada/US defence integration and,
inevitably, a measure of foreign policy alignment. It has taken the excesses of the Trump Administration to
recognize Canada/US political, economic, and security relations as potential sources of peril.

Peter Jones of the University of Ottawa warns that if Canada opts for the F-35 exclusively, “we will be making a
critical aspect of our defence utterly dependent on continued intense cooperation with the US” —and “making
a much bigger statement about our future.”?’

The context

The strategic environment in which Canada now pursues heightened military ambitions, harbours an
inconvenient truth that has yet to be squarely faced — namely, the declining utility of military might. The tactical
proficiency of powerful militaries in breaking things, delivering widespread destruction and loss, and sending
populations adrift in search of safety, food, and shelter, is indisputable. But rarely can that military superiority
be leveraged to resolve conflict and usher in sustainable security. Russia in Ukraine, Israel in Gaza, the United
States and Israel in Iran are simply the most recent additions to a lengthening list of military campaigns that
failed to achieve even self-declared war aims, let alone peace and well-being.

Contemporary experience repeatedly confirms that once war is launched, all that can be dependably expected
is destruction and the humanitarian catastrophes that ensue. Superior military powers regularly lose against
lesser powers, the latter relying on asymmetric warfare tactics and the familiar aphorism that the powerful lose
if they don’t win, while the weak win if they don’t lose.
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That’s the context in which Canada seeks to become a military power to be reckoned with. The military capacity
to independently protect Canada from major external attack, or deliver planned outcomes in combat, will
remain well beyond what Canadians can expect. More likely, military expansion at the level proposed, while
closing gaps in domestic domain awareness and protections against limited intrusion, will achieve the capacity
to more readily participate beyond our borders in the military initiatives/follies of others — with outcomes, once
fighting begins, likely to follow the prominent post-Cold War pattern of producing little but widespread loss.

Ultimately, the true value of Canada’s military will have to be measured by its contributions to war prevention,
not war-fighting capacity. That’s neither a new nor radical idea. It is shared by sober military planners, even if
not by the champions of the warrior culture that now dominates Washington.

In 2024 the then Defence Minister Bill Blair® understood the prevention imperative, emphasizing:
“...a strong commitment to deterrence, to making peace and to keeping peace. This is not a document
[referring to the 2024 defence policy update] about fighting wars. It's a document about preventing
wars...” (emphasis added).

Nowhere is the imperative of war prevention more urgent, and perhaps more realistic, than in the Arctic. The
prospect of any level of military combat among major power peers in the Arctic should fill us with dread and
revulsion, given the wanton destruction that is so obviously at the core of contemporary war-fighting strategies.
Formal studies of the consequences of conventional war in the Arctic are in short supply, but studies of military
operations generally point to environmental consequences like oil spills, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions,?
environmental degradation, and waste mismanagement, like chemical dumping, and so on.

Ralph Torrie of Corporate Knights also points to the impact of militarization on energy transition.>°
“...every tank, missile and drone is built from metals and fuels we also need for wind turbines, batteries
and resilient grids. Every tonne of copper that ends up in shrapnel rather than in wires, every kilogram
of lithium that ends up in loitering munitions rather than stationary storage, slows the transition and
deepens climate risk for everyone, including the supposed winners.”

In the Arctic, soil has already been “contaminated, permafrost disturbed and coastal waters polluted,” on the
apparent “assumption that ice and remoteness would contain them indefinitely.”3! But, of course, Arctic
conditions amplify rather than hide environmental consequences, and so “the combination of extreme
weather, expanding dual-use infrastructure, and the opaque strategic postures of adversaries increases the
likelihood of technical accidents, inadvertent escalation, or grey zone activities during crises.”*? Detailed studies
are not needed to know that actual war-fighting would mean the exponential expansion of such human,
infrastructure, and environmental costs. That makes war prevention in the Arctic the premier security
imperative -- based on efforts toward strategic cooperation, not on deterrence conducted as reciprocal threat
escalation. And the first lines of war prevention are political, diplomatic, and governance. A version of the same
point is made in Canada’s Arctic Foreign Policy:

“Effective diplomacy...is a first line of defence of Canada’s national security. Canada’s fundamental

defence and security goal is to prevent and defuse potential crises before they can develop into

conflict.®

The point is not a banket rejection of national military enhancement, but a recognition that military capacity
has to be deliberately assembled and deployed with a view toward de-escalation of regional tensions and
support for strategic predictability and stability. Military contributions to war prevention need to be
accompanied by active official promotion of a regional political culture committed to mutual security. That in
turn requires sustained engagement with adversaries to pursue constructive accommodation, and to foster
respect for the rule of law, nationally, regionally, and globally.
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Constructive military deployments in the Arctic include a focus on reliable domain awareness, early warning of
threats, and credible confirmations of the absence of threat, thus helping to build confidence in and
expectations of regional stability. The llulissat Declaration of 200834 (and reaffirmed in 2018), by the five Arctic
Ocean states, of course including Russia, declares a collective commitment to a region governed by the rule of
law. A challenging collective objective would be to reaffirm those principles of respect for international law and
regional cooperation again in 2028.

In the meantime, Canada faces the decision on fighter aircraft, having to be aware that equipment acquired
over the next decade will operate and largely set Canada’s military posture for at least another three decades.

Neither security professionals nor political leaders can begin to anticipate the twists and turns the strategic
environment will experience during those decades. That means it's not a matter of procuring defence
equipment today that will be relevant and effective for all circumstances in the next 30 years. That’s hardly a
realistic objective. In reality, equipment procured today will instead indicate the kinds of tasks and roles for
which Canada will be available. So that’s the choice that will be made — whether Canada will be available for
high intensity wars led by others, or will focus on national domain awareness, protection against limited
incursions, and contributing to war prevention beyond our borders.

For a further focus on a war prevention agenda, Canada would now set about building commensurate
diplomatic foundations that too would function for decades to come, setting Canada’s diplomatic posture and
building its credibility — provided those foundations would be maintained and upgraded in the same way aircraft
and other military assets have to be.

Any realistic anticipation of future security challenges should expect that war prevention and peacebuilding
strategies and capabilities will continue to be in high demand. A Canada with serious capacity to protect its own
people and territory, along with the capacity to engage in peace diplomacy, peacekeeping, peacebuilding,
humanitarian response, and sustainable development will be a Canada fit-for-purpose to help meet the urgent
needs that our planet is bound to face for decades to come. Thus prepared, Canada will earn international
respect and influence in helping to shape the international security environment for decades to come.
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