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Missile Defence and North America  

 

Sarah Mineiro – Adjunct Senior Fellow, Center for New American Security 

Lt Col (ret’d) Todd Sharp – Integrated Air and Missile Defence Officer – NATO 

Peggy Mason – President, Rideau Institute on International Affairs 

 

QUESTION: What is the current state of U.S. thinking regarding continental North American 

missile defence? Which threats are top of mind? What is being considered? 

 

Sarah Mineiro 

 In the U.S., there is broad policy consensus on the need for missile defence. It has always 

been very ‘threat’ driven, which drives the architectures and policies regarding what kinds of 

systems should be developed and deployed. 

 Missile defence planning (both Homeland and Regional/Theatre) does not occur in a 

vacuum, but is conceived and incorporated within broader defence planning and 

infrastructure. 

 Each U.S. administration must evaluate: 

 How missile defence and its capabilities support U.S. Strategic Deterrence 

 How does missile defence support/integrate strategic stability? 

 Biden administration (like all incoming administrations) is currently conducting reviews on 

several related strategy fields: 

 Nuclear Posture Review 

 Missile Defence Review (formerly Ballistic Missile Defence) 

 Space Posture Review 

 All of these documents and policies have significant impact on the direction and 

development of missile defence.  

 U.S. missile defence is at a challenging juncture. 

 Currently conceived and designed to defeat ‘rogue state’ missile launches (ie Iran, North 

Korea) 

 Not well designed/equipped to address (ballistic) missile threat from Russian or China 

 U.S. has experienced difficulty developing capable intercept/kill platforms to counter 

new/developing missile systems. Redesign has pushed deployments of new weapon 

systems to about 2028-2030. 

 Further, new weapon systems like hypersonic and advanced cruise missiles require new 

approaches to both detection and engagement, which the U.S. continues to grapple with. 
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QUESTION: How does NATO think about missile technology and defence? 

 

Todd Sharp 

 Missile defence figures largely in NATO planning towards collective defence since the 2010 

Lisbon agreement on the subject. 

 The agreement integrated missile and air defence (IAMD) into a unified structure, including 

both deterrence and threat nullification/reduction measures. 

 NATO Integrated Air & Missile Defence (IAMD) is designed to protect populations, 

territories, and forces in Europe against the full spectrum of air and missile threats. 

 As a subset of IAMD, NATO maintains a peacetime mission of Ballistic Missile Defence 

(BMD), defensive in nature, which is designed to address threats from outside the Euro-

Atlantic area. Like U.S.’s posture, is focused on ‘rogue states’ (ie Iran, Syria), and 

explicitly does not target Russia. 

 IAMD’s importance to NATO is reflected in NATO policy, standing defence plan, a dedicated 

standing committee which reports to the NATO council on a regular basis. NATO IAMD is 

now particularly focused on modern missile threats, such as new weapon systems being 

developed in Russia. 

 

QUESTION: How should Canada approach balancing missile (ballistic and otherwise) 

threats against arms control and proliferation measures and other concerns? 

 

Peggy Mason 

 Canadian participation concerns with U.S./North American BMD date back as far as 

Strategic Defence Initiative in mid 1980s, and endure today. 

 BMD continues to endanger strategic stability. 

 Problems with U.S. the Ground-Based Midcourse Defence (GMD) BMD program have 

only made dangers to strategic stability worse. 

 From ideas discussed at the 1985 Quebec Summit: Strategic BMD should only be deployed 

under two conditions: 

 Cost-effectiveness vis-à-vis offensive systems.  

 Not de-stabilizing to strategic balance. 

 These conditions continue to be impossible to meet unless BMD is pursued cooperatively 

with peer competitors like Russia or China. 

 BMD spurs further development in offensive weapon systems, which are more cost-effective 

to produce  Strategic Arms Race. We see this in Russian and Chinese weapon 

development. 

 Acknowledges intellectual debts to Ernie Regehr (Read his brief:  

https://thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/Canada%20and%20the%20Limits%20t

o%20Missile%20Defence%20CDP%20-%20July%2026%2C%202021.pdf) 

https://thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/Canada%20and%20the%20Limits%20to%20Missile%20Defence%20CDP%20-%20July%2026%2C%202021.pdf
https://thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/Canada%20and%20the%20Limits%20to%20Missile%20Defence%20CDP%20-%20July%2026%2C%202021.pdf
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Missile Defence and North America  

 Main point: Strategic deterrence rests on a convincing second-strike ability. In other 

words, each side has an ability to devastatingly strike back even after suffering a nuclear 

first strike (Mutually Assured Destruction).  

 BMD endangers MAD, by proposing that a nuclear strike (first OR second) CAN be 

successfully defended against. 

 A growing concern related to (ballistic) missile defence is the potential weaponization of 

space. Canada’s policy adhering to the non-weaponization of space is endangered by any 

Canadian participation in modern U.S. missile defence. 

 Current GMD intercept shortcomings has led to its proponents favouring a pre-emptive first 

strike to eliminate the bulk of potential missile threats in advance.  

 Pre-emptive strike postures lead to more arms races and strategic instability, and a 

recipe for escalation and nuclear war. 

 Therefore, Canada should not participate of any U.S. BMD program, and instead focus on all 

domain situational awareness capabilities. 

 

QUESTION: Regarding emerging threat challenges in hypersonic and advanced cruise 

missiles, do you share the same concerns regarding destabilization and proliferation? 

 

Peggy Mason 

 Broadly, yes. Refers to a June 2021 open letter from 65 national security advisors calling 

President Biden to include missile defence in strategic talks with Russia and China, 

(https://livableworld.org/63-national-security-leaders-urge-president-biden-to-put-missile-

defense-on-the-table/):  

 “Current plans to develop a layered missile defence by integrating theatre systems with 

GMD and to pursue advanced capabilities to track and intercept hypersonic missiles via 

space-based sensors and possibly space based interceptors threaten to upend strategic 

stability between nuclear armed states. Particularly troubling was the testing last 

November of an SM3 Block 2a missile against an ICBM class target. This test, in which 

an interceptor was launched from a U.S. destroyer at sea, has threatened Russia’s and 

China’s confidence in their strategic deterrent, while eroding U.S. security as Russia 

builds new offensive forces to overwhelm U.S. defences…” 

 Advisors call for a cap on production of the interceptor platform. 

 More generally, the U.S. SHIELD (Strategic Homeland Integrated Ecosystem for Layered 

Defence) approach is problematic because: 

 1) It includes a reliance on pre-emptive strikes on launch platforms, as discussed earlier. 

 2) It depends on the argument that the missile defence system can somehow 

discriminate between a conventional attack by hypersonic or advanced cruise missiles, 

and a nuclear attack with perhaps the very same vehicles, and respond proportionately to 

either without a risk of escalation to general nuclear weapon use. 

 As a result, nuclear deterrence and strategic stability is endangered 

https://livableworld.org/63-national-security-leaders-urge-president-biden-to-put-missile-defense-on-the-table/
https://livableworld.org/63-national-security-leaders-urge-president-biden-to-put-missile-defense-on-the-table/
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Missile Defence and North America  

 Therefore, with regards to Canadian participation in defences against hypersonic or 

advanced cruise missiles, Canada should restrict its missile defence role and capabilities to 

theatre and regional applications, not strategic missile defence. 

 

QUESTION: How does U.S. conceptualize Homeland Missile Defence within the broader 

defence environment? How are defences against particular weapon systems (i.e. ballistic or 

hypersonic) supposed to integrate into that broader picture? 

 

Sarah Mineiro 

 In the U.S., there is a broad cross-departmental effort on fusing and delivering all the 

available sources of information/surveillance, as well as a menu of possible courses of 

action, to decision makers in the most timely and efficient manner possible. This is done 

with a priority placed on providing as much time as possible to make a decision, and also on 

multiple engagement contingencies. 

 A loop is established by assessing the effects of the chosen course of action and 

recommencing the cycle. 

 Each of the service branches (Army, Navy, Air Force etc.) attempts to do this in its own way, 

within its own operating environment and mandates,  

 So what does that make an architecture like Homeland Missile Defence look like?  Good 

question, and it is one which the U.S. dedicates significant energies. 

 It is important to realize that a system like Homeland Missile Defence is built in part 

from the existing systems and equipment that branch services have already deployed to 

meet their own mandates, stitched together via technical solutions and additional 

software applications into a missile defence enterprise in a manner that is very software 

defined, and hardware enabled. 

 One example and area of major cooperation is the shared North Warning System (NWS) 

operated by NORAD across Alaska and northern Canada. 

 Another is the military exploitation of space (i.e. military sensor vehicles and space based 

warning systems), which is distinct from the actual weaponization of space. 

 Regarding engagement problems and failures with GMD, the system need not be seen as a 

binary it works/it does not work dichotomy. It is a system than functions and can be 

improved. 

 Canadians already contribute (and are appreciated by U.S. counterparts) to continental 

missile defence via NORAD’s various systems and sensors. 

 

QUESTION: How has NATO approached the integration of air and missile defence? What 

might Canada learn from NATO for standing up an integrated air and missile defence 

enterprise in a North American specific context? 

 

Todd Sharp 

 NATO’s integrated system incorporates national systems and sensors into a NATO 

command and control hub. 
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 It runs both peacetime BMD and peacetime Air Policing. During conflict, Air Defence takes 

shape. 

 BMD falls within Air Command and Control (Rammstein). NATO Air C2 is commonly 

funded by allies, all the actual assets are voluntary national contributions. 

 BMD assets include Aegis cruisers operating out of Spain, Aegis Ashore operating in 

Romania and soon in Poland, X-band radar in Turkey, plus other ground- and surface- 

based air defence assets. 

 During conflict, threats are identified, and capabilities are allocated to meet mission 

requirements. Air Defence also incorporates national sensors and assets, along with fighter 

interceptors.  

 This can include ongoing negotiations between nations for fair burden sharing. 

 Air and missile defence is one of 14 distinct planning domains within NATO, with growing 

importance. 

 The NATO IAMD system exists and operates during peacetime and conflict. 

 BMD operates rather apolitically as a subset of IAMD, and in this way can avoid over-

politicization. 

 What can Canada learn from NATO IAMD? 

 Strengths 

 NATO IAMD maintains alliance solidary while still accommodating member 

reservations regarding BMD, and avoids unnecessarily antagonizing Russia. Canada 

might be able to apply this model to continental air and missile defence. 

 Integration of air defence and missile defence in NATO leads to coherent command 

and control, whereas current NORAD/NORTHCOM/SPACECOM/STRATCOM asset 

and sensor control can be convoluted in North America. 

 Weaknesses 

 Canada has not signalled any change to its BMD policy or stance, as a result there 

may not be enough impetus for change/restructuring. 

 Funding and cost-sharing is not clear. 

 Opportunities 

 Industry benefits 

 Opportunity to change narrative regarding NORAD/NWS modernization to appear 

more committed to preparedness against full spectrum of threats. 

 AUKUS alliance fallout. Maybe Canada ‘missing’ that opportunity lends leverage to 

embrace this one. 

 Media attention of missile defence issues has increased public awareness of the issue. 

 Canadian geography, specific military assets can offer distinct advantages to a missile 

defence enterprise. 

 Threats 

 Costs – political and financial. 

 By joining BMD, does that make Canada a legitimate target of U.S. peer competitors? 
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 Institutional resistance to the paradigm alignment that Canadian participation in 

BMD entails at military, political, and public levels. 

 

 

 

QUESTION: From the U.S. perspective, can Canada contribute to continental missile defence? 

 

Sarah Mineiro 

 Yes. In several ways. 

 Partner participation helps to drive cost accountabilities and keep total costs down. 

 Partner participation can force reckonings with efficacy of both regional and strategic 

missile defence systems (this also refers to the mixed record of GMD in BMD). 

 Sensing and surveillance, particularly terrestrial. Canada’s geography offers 

advantageous positioning for continental domain awareness. 

 Canada’s robust space industry can make meaningful contributions to any missile 

defence enterprise in the future. 

 More generally, an appreciation of the actual and developing threats confronting the U.S. is 

key to understanding how it will develop and position its defence and strategic posture in the 

international order. 

 

QUESTION: Would it be appropriate for Canada to play the same type of role as it does in 

existing BMD, which emphasizes and limits itself to sensing, to counter the emerging 

threats of hypersonic and advanced cruise missiles? 

 

Peggy Mason 

 Broadly, yes. However, how and where integrated sensing technologies are deployed within 

missile defence enterprises can blur the lines between sensing and interception, or regional 

and strategic realms, and could contribute to the strategic instability discussed earlier. The 

radars on Canada’s future Surface Combatant ships are a potential example. 

 Canada’s 2017 Strong, Secure, and Engaged defence policy continues to emphasize all 

domain awareness by prioritizing sensing and warning capabilities. 

 

QUESTION: At a practical level, how can the regional and theatre capabilities of integrated 

missile defence systems be disaggregated from their potential strategic implications?  

 

Sarah Mineiro 

 The distinction rests both on the nature of system architecture (how systems are designed 

and deployed), as well as transparent and consistent policy messaging by government. 

 For example, threats to U.S. strategic missile warning (i.e. space-based assets) 

capabilities would be responded to as a strategic aggression. Actions taken against 



 

 

Missile Defence and North America 
by Pat McBurnie 
October 2021 

Page 7 

 

Missile Defence and North America  

regional missile defence assets would be responded to in a more proportionate manner 

with an eye on avoiding escalation measures. 

 Admittedly, the work that goes toward refining this distinction continues to develop. The 

deployment of Aegis Ashore systems in eastern Europe is an example. In deploying these 

assets, the deliberate policy framing of their use by all associated partner nations is vital to 

clarify their intent. 

QUESTION: Has NATO’s approach to the regional/strategic distinction of missile defence 

systems successfully communicated their intent and mollified competitors’ strategic concerns? 

 

Todd Sharp 

 Partially. Missile defence in NATO is not so much distinguished by capability, but by conflict 

conditions. Peacetime NATO BMD uses all the same tools that might also be used in an air 

and missile defence role during conflict. Although NATO signalling is very clear that the 

system is not meant as a strategic missile defence enterprise, is not aimed directly at Russia, 

and lacks complete BMD defence capabilities, Russia will continue to claim otherwise. 

 More generally, NATO’s IAMD system is (at least from a U.S. perspective) a regional/theatre 

level system. Not all lessons can transfer from NATO’s European experience to the strategic 

context of North American continental defence. 

 

QUESTION: Is there a way that Canada can participate in missile defence without the 

strategic ramifications already outlined? 

 

Peggy Mason 

 We need to wait and see. Technical upgrades to existing systems should not drive 

governmental policy decisions, but some new technologies (like the future Surface 

Combatant ships’ radars) may have strategic implications. 

 More broadly, the strategic/regional divide described by Sarah in U.S. missile defence policy, 

and the actions taken by the U.S., may not be seen with the same distinction by other states 

in the IR system. U.S. ‘regional’ efforts may threaten the strategic interests of other states. 

This still invites the risk of undesired escalation. 
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