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A Conversation with Lieutenant General Alain Pelletier, 
Deputy Commander for NORAD  

 

David Perry – Vice President and Senior Analyst, Canadian Global Affairs Institute 

Alain Pelletier – Deputy Commander, NORAD 

 

Dr. Perry opened the conversation by referring to the “Joint Statement on NORAD 
Modernization” signed on 14 August 2021 by Canada’s Minister of National Defence and the 
U.S. Secretary of Defense.  

Of the statement’s four priorities, Dr. Perry asked LGen Pelletier to speak to the priorities 
related to all-domain awareness (especially Arctic and maritime awareness, early warning, and 
persistent surveillance) and command and control (C2) modernization. 

 NORAD is stressing the need to improve its all-domain awareness and not just its 
traditional focus on awareness of potential air threats coming over North Pole. 

o This includes increased awareness in the maritime environment and increasing 
detection capabilities to the east, west, and south (for both the air and maritime 
domains) 

 All-domain awareness is part of NORAD’s new strategic vision that is more global in its 
outlook with an emphasis on gaining information dominance and decision superiority. 

 This new emphasis comes as NORAD faces the most complex threat environment in its 
history. 

o The threat is multi-domain and multi-axis in nature. 

o The new threat environment underscores NORAD’s need to make timely, 
informed decisions. 

 NORAD needs to be able to coordinate capabilities in the information, cyber, and space 
domains to help deter and counter these threats. 

o Data from the information and cyber domains would likely proceed any kinetic 
attack on North America. 

o If done properly, this information would give additional warning time and 
decision-making time to NORAD and other bilateral military leaders. 

 The threats are driving NORAD to acquire new capabilities and exploit current 
capabilities to build all-domain awareness. 

LGen Pelletier next addressed NORAD’s need for the next generation of over-the-horizon radar 
(OTHR). 

 Next generation OTHR is one element that would help NORAD develop domain 
awareness by pushing the boundaries of its current early warning systems.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2021/08/joint-statement-on-norad-modernization.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2021/08/joint-statement-on-norad-modernization.html
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o It would contribute to NORAD’s goal of building a layered defence and layered 
sensing capability. 

o Not only further to the north, but also further east, west, and potentially south. 

 NORAD’s desire to increase warning time and layered sensing is increasing the need for 
dialogue and data sharing between NORAD, the Canadian Joint Operations Command 
(CJOC), the U.S. European Command (USEUCOM), and the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
(USINDOPACOM). 

o A potential need for increased dialogue with NATO. 

 OTHR is needed in part since the North Warning System is no longer sufficient to meet 
NORAD’s early warning needs. 

o NORAD has worked with the U.S. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and 
Nav Canada to gain access to their radar feeds to build internal awareness of the 
air picture within North America. 

o Research by Defence Research and Development Canada (DRDC), the U.S. Air 
Force Research Lab (AFRL), and the U.S. Naval Research Lab (NRL) is showing 
the potential for next generation OTHR to increase air domain awareness. 

LGen Pelletier then discussed NORAD’s current stance on Arctic security and awareness of the 
Arctic in all domains, a vital issue for Canada. 

 Arctic security is a concern for both governments. The last five to ten years have also 
seen an increase in interest in the Arctic from Canada and America’s competitors.  

o Currently, this is seen in increased navigation and research in the Arctic maritime 
environment, increased interest in the Arctic’s natural resources. 

o It has led to rising concerns over security and control of the area. 

 NORAD is looking to increase its capability and resilience to operate in the North. 

o This is not a permanent presence but the ability to execute persistent operations 
when required. 

o NORAD has been running a variety of exercises to test and build its Arctic 
capabilities. 

o Increasing capabilities to see on and under the sea in the Arctic. 

o Close partnerships with government departments and northern communities to 
better understand the Arctic environment and the impact of climate change in 
that environment. 

o Ongoing efforts to repair airfields in the Arctic to increase NORAD’s agility in 
Arctic operations and sustainment. 
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Dr. Perry shifted topics and asked LGen Pelletier about the importance that NORAD has placed 
on C2 modernization and creating systems to help integrate data and intelligence from multiple 
sources from inside and outside of NORAD. 

 Need to have a “fused picture” to fully understand the threats and options available to 
NORAD. 

 North American air defence is no longer a regional problem but a global issue. 

o What is a regional problem or reaction can now quickly become a global problem 
in a few hours. 

o A military problem can quickly become a diplomatic, information, or economic 
problem or vice versa. 

o A plan or reaction to cope with a problem in one region may require resources 
from another region, which can cause stress between commands trying to 
maintaining capabilities. 

 NORAD’s (and other allied commands) goal to have a “single pane of glass” to look at 
problems to prevent tensions between various military commands in determining where 
and when to use the limited military resources that are available. 

o This leads to a need for integrated, global C2 systems to help coordinate and 
synchronize decisions and deconflict contingency plans between commands. 

o America’s Joint All-Domain Command and Control (JADC2) concept is meant to 
accomplish this goal. 

o JADC2 could help to leverage sensor inputs from a number of sources internal 
and external to NORAD. 

 

Dr. Perry’s last question focused more narrowly on the impact that the Pathfinder initiative and 
Global Information Dominance Experiments (GIDE) have had on NORAD’s ability to gain 
information dominance and decision superiority. 

 NORAD believes that any future conflict will be won or lost through information 
dominance. 

o This requires the integration of data. 

 The Pathfinder system is utilizing AI and machine learning to help NORAD make sense 
of the multitude of sensor inputs to which NORAD has access to help identify potential 
air threats among the current, congested North American air picture. 

o Has been successful in a short period of time and is being fielded throughout 
NORAD to get feedback to continue development and refinement. 

 GIDE is helping NORAD learn to make better use of data and information, which goes 
beyond NORAD’s traditional air domain to all-domain awareness. 
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o Seeks to help in build the “single pane of glass” to synchronize plans, operations, 
and logistics with other U.S. combatant commands, CJOC, and allied 
commanders across all domains. 

o GIDE is contributing to the development of JADC2. 

 Plans for GIDE 4 in the spring of 2022 

o A series of events to bring together sensing capabilities to integrate intelligence, 
operations, and logistical perspectives. 

o Continue to learn how to synchronize and coordinate contingency plans across 
the globe to reduce frictions when one region pulls on resources from other 
region(s). 
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