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EYE ON INDUSTRY

DRONES: 
Does their increased use mean 
[OL�LUK�VM�THUULK�ÄNO[LYZ&

�

by Tyler Hooper

MUCH OF THE TALK surrounding the 
Canadian military, with regards to its air 
force, primarily discusses the procurement 
of Canada’s next generation fighter jet, 
which, at the moment, many speculate will 
be Lockheed Martin’s F-35. 
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But as drone technology becomes increasing popular amongst 
militaries, particularly by the U.S. — who has already used drones 
in Yemen, Pakistan and Afghanistan — a discussion has ignited 
on whether drone technology can ever fully replace the manned 
ÄNO[LY��

The Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) has yet to publicly decide 
whether it will acquire sophisticated drones in the future. Previ-
ously, the Harper government had shown interest in procuring 
the high-altitude Global Hawk surveillance drone, but never 
followed through with the plan. However, in the fall of 2014, the 
Department of National Defence tested drones in the high arctic, 
begging the question: Does Canada need drones, and could 
they eventually replace the Royal Canadian Air Force’s (RCAF) 
ZX\HKYVUZ�VM�ÄNO[LYZ&�

DRONES AND THE ARCTIC
In 2013, the Commander of the RCAF, Lieutenant-General Yvan 
Blondin, told the Standing Senate Committee on National Security 
and Defence that he needs drones for the arctic and to assist 
with overseas operations. 

“I need to use the drones. They have got the range and endur-
ance to be able to go on long patrols and be our eyes in the sky 
PU�[OL�(YJ[PJ�¹�OL�ZHPK��̧ 0[�PZ�H�*HUHKPHU�YLX\PYLTLU[��;OH[�PZ��ÄYZ[�
and foremost, why we want to get some drones.”

His comments sparked criticism; some argued that Canada’s 
18 Aurora surveillance aircraft and RADARSAT–2 satellite (used 
primarily for arctic surveillance) are powerful enough to monitor 
potential foreign activity in the arctic. In addition, some worry that 
the RCAF’s plea for drones could result in the technology being 
used in combat operations overseas against foreign countries. 

There are also those who suggest other nations could use 
drone technology to spy on Canada. In fact, the Canadian Press 
recently uncovered a government report that revealed that 
Canadian intelligence looked at how Russia or China could use 
drone technology to spy in the Canadian arctic. 

CHALLENGES AND HURDLES 
Drone technology is not entirely new to Canada; the RCAF and 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) have used and tested 
smaller drones for search and rescue operations, but there is an 
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inevitable, larger discussion that needs to be had about Canada’s 
acquisition of more sophisticated drone technologies. 

“The issue surrounding drones in Canada of course is to move 
to a much more sophisticated and larger, more capable drone 
system [such as the Predator drone or aforementioned Global 
Hawk],” said Professor James Fergusson, Director of the Centre 
for Defence and Security Studies at the University of Manitoba. 

But with these more sophisticated systems comes challenges 
and hurdles both the government and military need to consider if 
P[�L]LY�^PZOLZ�[V�Z[HY[�YLWSHJPUN�P[Z�THUULK�ÄNO[LYZ��

Critics and experts alike have primarily highlighted the main 
challenges when it comes to training and operating advanced 
drone technology. For example, drones are particularly useful for 
reconnaissance and surveillance missions but lack the capabilities 
to handle air-to-air combat. 

“As the technology exists, drones, I think, are complimentary 
[V�THUULK�ÄNO[LYZ�PU�TVKLYU�HPY�JVTIH[�H[�[OL�TVTLU[�¹�ZHPK�
Paul Mitchell, a professor with the Department of Defence Studies 
at the Canadian Forces College. 
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in order to deal with those particular things,” he added, referring 
to certain complex combat scenarios. Mitchell also highlighted 
that there are potential legal and technological hurdles, such as 
ÄN\YPUN�V\[�ÅPNO[�YLN\SH[PVUZ�MVY�KYVULZ�HUK�<UTHUULK�(LYPHS�
Vehicles (UAVs), and the challenge of using the technology in 
I\Z`�\YIHU�LU]PYVUTLU[Z�^P[O�]HYPV\Z�ÅPNO[�WH[OZ��

“It also means of course that you have to develop new train-
ing procedures, you have to invest a fair bit of money,” added 
Fergusson. 

Fergusson elaborated by pointing out that drones are not 
like squadrons of planes — there’s a completely different 
infrastructure, one that requires the training of individuals who 
HYL�Å`PUN�[OLZL�THJOPULZ�O\UKYLKZ�VM�TPSLZ�H^H �̀�;OLYL�HYL�HSZV�
issues in regards to communication between drones and satellite 

technology, particularly in the high arctic, where satellites and 
satellite signals are less prevalent than other parts of the world.  

And, of course, don’t forget the price tag that comes with 
newer, advanced technology. 

“We’re not going to go down that road and invest in that 
technology, we just don’t have the funds, nor really do we like to 
gamble with advanced technology,” said Fergusson. “[But] we 
HYL�NVPUN�[V�SVVR�H[��ZVTL[PTL¯ZVTL�ZLUZL�VM�H�TP_LK�ÅLL[�VM�
KYVULZ��ÄNO[LYZ�HUK�ZVTL�WH[YVS�HPYJYHM[�¹

Mitchell echoed similar sentiments. “In a combat environment, 
there’s still a lot of questions [as] to whether or not things like 
predators, reapers, and those types of things really are going to 
be capable of surviving in that type of environment at the [present] 
time,” he said. “I don’t really see drones replacing manned 
ÄNO[LYZ�PU�[OL�ULHY�M\[\YL��^OH[�0�YLHSS`�ZLL�[OLZL�[OPUNZ�KVPUN�PZ�
complimenting manned operations.”

0U�LZZLUJL�� [OL�ÄYZ[� SVNPJHS�Z[LW�MVY� [OL�*(-�HUK�*HUHKPHU�
government would be to establish a system in which drones and 
THUULK�ÄNO[LYZ�JV\SK�JVTWSPTLU[�LHJO�V[OLY�PU�IV[O�KLMLUJL�
missions and combat roles. 

This doesn’t mean that drones won’t ever replace manned 
ÄNO[LYZ"�PU�MHJ[��-LYN\ZZVU�Z\NNLZ[LK��¸;OL�-����^PSS�WYVIHIS`�
IL�[OL�SHZ[�THUULK�ÄNO[LY�̂ L�̂ PSS�\ZL�¹�)\[�MVY�[OL�UL_[�JV\WSL�VM�
decades, the RCAF would be wise is to acquire drone technology 
[OH[�JHU�LUZ\YL�P[�JVTWSPTLU[Z�̂ OPJOL]LY�UL_[�NLULYH[PVU�ÄNO[LY�
jet it acquires. !
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