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Intelligence in peace time is far more vital from the point of 
view of national defence than it has ever been in the past…if 
war does come, we must start it with an intelligence 
organization better equipped than anything we have ever 
had.1 

Introduction 

Canada's foreign and defense policies faced considerable challenges during the first 

decade of the Cold War.  At the time Canada’s nascent foreign intelligence program (signals 

intelligence (SIGINT))2, fulfilled two strategic foreign and defence policy objectives in response 

to actual or perceived external threats from the Soviet Union and the United States: 1) it 

supported Canada’s sovereignty claim over Canada’s northern region through the establishment 

of Department of National Defence (DND) SIGINT collection sites across the high Arctic 

between 1946-1958; and 2) it provided highly classified SIGINT reporting from the United 

Kingdom (UK) and the U.S.—predominantly diplomatic and military—to the Departments of 

External Affairs and National Defence.  

The purpose of this paper is to examine the history of Canada's participation in, and 

contribution to, the Five-Eyes (FVEY) SIGINT program that evolved between 1946-1958, 

highlighting its role supporting sovereignty and Canada’s foreign and defense policies.  It has 

three historical objectives: 1) to briefly articulate Canada’s foreign and defence policies 

immediately post-Second World War to counter the evolving Soviet strategic military threat to 

1. Kurt Jensen Files, White Box, “Memorandum on Post-War Plans for Intelligence and
Counterintelligence,” Section 8, Page 0398.
2. Kurt Jensen, Cautions Beginnings: Canadian Foreign Intelligence 1939-1951. (Vancouver,
UBC Press, 2008), p. 182; SIGINT is defined as “Signals Intelligence; information obtained
from technical monitoring and interception of signals or communications that travel through the
airwaves or on telegraphic wires (during the period of study).  At its core, SIGINT is the
listening to, recording of, and interpretation of electromagnetic signals captured from the air or
taken from wires used to transmit information.”
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North America during the first decade of the Cold War; 2) to explore the establishment of 

Canadian military SIGINT collection sites in Canada’s Arctic region between 1948-1958 by 

providing examples of their value to the DND, the Department of External Affairs (DEA), and 

the allied FVEY community on Soviet activities during the period; and 3) to highlight the role of 

the Communications Branch of the National Research Council (CBNRC) in the Canadian Arctic 

SIGINT mission.   

Historiography of Canada’s SIGINT Program 

 Without a federal declassification policy regarding archival government departmental 

records to this day, the historiography surrounding Canada’s closely guarded SIGINT program 

remains sparse and incomplete.  However, Canada’s 1985 Access to Information Act (ATIA) did 

open piecemeal access to Canadian historians and political scientists to enable analysis of the 

Canadian program and its intelligence value.  Wesley Wark’s three articles on the subject 

between 1987-2020 explored Canada’s early ‘cryptographic innocence,’ the seminal Canada-U.S. 

SIGINT agreement of 1949, and the ‘favourable geography’ of Canada’s Arctic which provided 

unique SIGINT product to the collective allied mission.3  Two excellent Canadian books, John 

Bryden’s Best Kept Secret: Canadian Secret Intelligence in the Second World Wark (1993) and 

Kurt Jensen’s Cautions Beginnings: Canadian Foreign Intelligence 1939-51 (2008), detailed 

Canada’s SIGINT growth during the Second World War and the trusted intelligence relationships 

 
3. Wesley Wark, “Cryptographic Innocence: The Origins of Signals Intelligence in Canada in the 
Second World War,” The Journal of Contemporary History. Vol 22. (SAGE, London, 1987), 639-
665; Wark, “The road to CANUSA: how Canadian signals intelligence won its independence and 
helped create the Five Eyes,” Intelligence and National Security. Vol 35. No. 1. (Routledge, 
London, 2020), 20-34; and Wark, “‘Favourable Geography’: Canada’s Arctic signals intelligence 
mission,” Intelligence and National Security. Vol 35. No. 3. (Routledge, London, 2020), 319-330   



3 
 

formed with both Britain and the United States.4  More recently, Maria Robson-Morrow 

methodologically applied international trade and international relations theory to discover a 

Canadian “comparative advantage in signals intelligence sharing,” finding amongst other factors 

that geography and product quality, “ensured its inclusion in intelligence-sharing relationships.”5   

Current ATI initiatives such as Alan Barnes’ ‘Canadian Foreign Intelligence History 

Project,’ Tim Sayle’s, ‘Canada Declassified’ website, and Bill Robinson’s “Lux ex Umbra’ 

blogspot add to the canon of available literature and documentation on the subject.6  Ongoing 

releases of declassified SIGINT continue to refine our comprehension of the early stages of 

Canada’s foreign intelligence history, and the importance of trusted international intelligence 

relationships supporting Canada’s foreign and defence policies.   

Canada’s Early Cold War Foreign and Defence Policy 

During the Second World War Canada achieved global recognition as a ‘middle-power’ 

due to its significant military and economic contributions to the Allied effort.  This status 

allowed Canada to play a ‘functionalist’ role in international relationships, securing a seat at the 

negotiating tables.  Post-war, Canada’s Minister of External Affairs William Lyon Mackenzie 

King and his senior staff focused on developing the mission and values of the newly 

reconstituted United Nations to ensure international peace and security, as well as economic 

prosperity for all nations.  However, the emergence of the Soviet Union and the United States as 

major belligerents to UN cooperation by 1947 led Canada to quickly implement a plan to bring 

 
4. John Bryden, Best Kept Secret: Canadian Secret Intelligence in the Second World War. 
(Toronto, Lester Publishing, 1993); and  Jensen, Cautious Beginnings… 
5. Maria A. Robson, “The third eye: Canada’s development of autonomous signals intelligence to 
contribute to Five Eyes intelligence sharing,” Intelligence and National Security. Vol 35. No. 7 
(Routledge, London, 2020), 954-969.  
6. see Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project (CFIHP) - Centre for Security, Intelligence 
and Defence Studies; Canada Declassified; and https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/ 

https://carleton.ca/csids/canadian-foreign-intelligence-history-project/
https://carleton.ca/csids/canadian-foreign-intelligence-history-project/
https://declassified.library.utoronto.ca/
https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/
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this plan culminated in the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).  Canada 

placed its foreign policy energy into the UN and NATO throughout the 50 years of the Cold War.            

Canada’s post-war defence policy was predetermined by U.S. President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt while accepting an honorary degree from Queen’s University in a speech at Kingston, 

Ontario in August 1938: “the people of the United States will not stand idly by if domination of 

Canadian soil is threatened.” Prime Minister Wiliam Lyon Mackenzie King responded thus: “We 

too have our obligations as a good friendly neighbour…one of them is to see that…should the 

occasion ever arise, enemy forces should not be able to pursue their way, either by land, sea or 

air to the United States across Canadian territory.”7   This affirmation of joint North American 

security continued post-war, when Canada, a recognized global ‘middle power,’ found itself 

geographically positioned between the two ‘Great Power’ Cold War belligerents, the Soviet 

Union and the United States.  Faced with the challenge of contributing to North American 

defence against an actual Soviet Long Range Aviation threat and a perceived threat of U.S. 

encroachment in Canada’s sovereign Arctic region, and concurrent with rapid post-war 

demobilization and reductions in defence expenditures from “$3 billion in 1944-45…[to] $195 

million in 1947-48;”8 how did Canada respond?   

A Cabinet Defence Committee briefing on future defence policy in 1946 concluded: “it 

[is] necessary to reorient our ideas of continental defence…on measures against an attack from 

the north.”9  In March 1947, to support both continental defence and Canada’s sovereignty claim, 

 
7. Brian Crane, An Introduction to Canadian Defence Policy. Toronto, Canadian Institute of 
International Affairs, 1964, pp. 3-4 found online at: 
https://archive.org/details/introductiontoca0000cran/page/n7/mode/2up?q=%22the+military+pro
blems+of+Canada%22 
8. Ibid., p. 9. 
9. Sean Maloney, “Canada’s Arctic Sky Spies: The Director’s Cut,” Canadian Military Journal, 
Vol. 9. No. 1. 2008. 76-88. 

https://archive.org/details/introductiontoca0000cran/page/n7/mode/2up?q=%22the+military+problems+of+Canada%22
https://archive.org/details/introductiontoca0000cran/page/n7/mode/2up?q=%22the+military+problems+of+Canada%22
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a DND Defence Research (DR) paper proposed the establishment of a minimum of “three main 

scientific research stations in the northern islands:” radio propagation characteristics in the Arctic 

were a project priority.10  Closely associated with this project, supporting both North American 

defence and Canadian sovereignty, was the establishment of five SIGINT collection sites across 

Canada’s High Arctic between 1948-1958. 

The Soviet Military Treat to North America 

 As the successful wartime alliance between Britain, the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union quickly turned into east-west belligerency immediately 

following the Second World War, the Soviet military threat to North America 

became immediately apparent.  In a recently declassified 1946 assessment 

prepared by the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), the team acknowledged 

that “work on northern [Soviet] bases and communications [could] proceed without our 

knowledge,” that Soviet Russia could be positioned to conduct an air attack against North 

America within five years, and that the main attack force would ‘most likely’ come from the 

European Arctic Archipelago of Franz Josef Land, in Russia’s northern Barents Sea.11  The U.S. 

Air Force (USAF) assessed that by 1950, Soviet LRA “would be flying a long-range four-engine 

bomber…similar to the American B-29.”12  Was it possible to pre-deploy such a strategic 

capability to North America on the Arctic icepack to extend bomber range?   

 
10. Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project, LAC ATIP A-2017-00220RG25 Vol. 7928 
File 50028-AJ-40JIC Documents - Miscellaneous Studies46-08-08 to 57-04-30from DEA 
Special Registry Files. p. 178 
11. Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project, GAC ATIP A-2018-02779 GAC Special 
Registry File 29-1-1 Part 1 Canada Intelligence Policy and Plans - Organization and Structure 
DEA Documents - Intelligence Policy43-01-07 to 49-10-01from DEA Special Registry Files p. 
328. 
12. Lawrence Aronsen, “Preparing for Armageddon: Jic 1 (Final) and the Soviet Attack on 
Canada,” Intelligence and National Security, Vol 19. No. 3. (2004), p. 495. 
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  The Soviet Union had conducted scientific research in temporary locations on the Arctic 

Ocean ice pack since the 1930s.  These temporarily manned sites conducted meteorological and 

oceanographic research as the pack ice drifted in the Arctic currents, but the ‘real mission’ was, 

“…[to] study the future theatre of military operations.”13  Between 1948-1958, the Soviets 

conducted annual spring high-latitude scientific research expeditions, and in the early 1950s 

began extended deployments on the ice pack, with long ice-

runways constructed to support aircraft.14  On every deployment 

throughout the lifecycle of the stations, “[high-frequency radio] 

communication with the mainland was always maintained by 

radio.”  The stations, resupplied by aircraft—and infrequently 

ships, also communicated via radio.15  Could these potential ‘staging locations,’ with their long 

ice runways, be used to refuel Soviet LRA bomber aircraft in conventional or nuclear strike 

missions against North America?   Between 1948-1958, Canadian SIGINT sites in Canada’s 

Arctic were strategically positioned to intercept such communications to help provide the 

answers. 

Canadian Military SIGINT Site Development in the High Arctic 1948-1958 

At wars-end, the DND had six primary SIGINT high-frequency (HF)16 collection sites 

located across Canada’s southern, eastern and western approaches—three Canadian Army (CA) 

sites at Ottawa, ON, Grande Prairie, AB, and Victoria, B.C.; and three Royal Canadian Navy 

 
13. Sean Maloney, “Canada’s Arctic Sky Spies: The Director’s Cut,” Canadian Military Journal, 
Vol. 9. No. 1. (2008) p. 80. 
14. Terence Armstrong, The Russians in the Arctic, (New Jersey, Essential Books, 1958), p. 68; 
from the Internet Archive 
https://archive.org/details/russiansinarctic0000arms/page/68/mode/2up?view=theater. 
15. Ibid. 
16. The high frequency radio spectrum spans the range of 3-30MegaHertz.  
https://th.bing.com/th/id/OIP.xV96CHpKdM5h0JCxZFSHcwHaC8?rs=1&pid=ImgDetMain. 

https://archive.org/details/russiansinarctic0000arms/page/68/mode/2up?view=theater
https://th.bing.com/th/id/OIP.xV96CHpKdM5h0JCxZFSHcwHaC8?rs=1&pid=ImgDetMain
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(RCN) sites at Coverdale, NB, Gloucester, ON, and Gordon Head, B.C.17  Their wartime 

collection targets had disappeared by late summer 1945, and by the fall the sites and their 

intercept operators were sitting idle.  Rapid military demobilization threatened SIGINT 

workforce numbers, which subsequently diminished collection capability.  Lacking DEA 

direction at the time, the innovative leader of Canada’s SIGINT organization, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Edward Drake, turned to Canada’s Allied SIGINT partners, the closely aligned British 

Government Code & Cypher School (GC&CS) and the U.S. Army Security Agency (ASA) for 

collection tasking that would support the SIGINT effort, now heavily focussed on  the Soviet 

Union.18  However, to collect Soviet radio signals required the relocation of Canadian collection 

sites northward into Canada’s Arctic region, which began in 1948.   

The first initiative to address this Canadian ‘collection gap’ against the Soviet Union was 

the establishment of the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) No. 5 Radio Unit (RU) in northwest 

Canada, within the grounds of RCAF Station Whitehorse, Yukon, in 1948.19  No. 5 RU, activated 

in June 1948, was tasked to man 15 intercept positions against Russian Far East ‘Air circuits.’20 

These specific communication networks could provide advance indications and warning (I&W) 

of any forward deployment into the Soviet Far East Arctic of Long-Range Aviation (LRA) 

bombers, as a precursor to a strategic strike against the United States.  Geographically located 

 
17. Kurt Jensen, Cautious Beginnings… p. 108; also, George T. Fraser and Robert Lynn 
Wortman, History of Canadian Signals Intelligence & Direction Finding, (Self Published, 2005), 
pp. 72-131. 
18. U.S. Government, “APPENDIX A TO BRITISH-U.S. C.I. AGREEMENT, British – U.S. 
Communication Intelligence Security and Dissemination Regulations, 26 February 1946, at 
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763704/-1/-1/0/APPENDICES_A-G_26FEB46.PDF.   
19. Jerry Proc, “Radio Communications and Signals Intelligence in the Royal Canadian Navy,” 
https://jproc.ca/rrp/. 
20. An intercept ‘position’ during this period consisted of two HF receivers.  The staffing to 
position ratio was 4.5:1.   

https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763704/-1/-1/0/APPENDICES_A-G_26FEB46.PDF
https://jproc.ca/rrp/


8 
 

along an assessed early Cold War enemy bomber attack route from the Soviet northeastern 

Arctic, No. 5 RU was well positioned to conduct such intercept operations.   

 The RCN established the next site in Canada’s western Arctic, Naval Radio Station 

(NRS) Aklavik, Northwest Territories, in 1949.  Located in the Mackenzie River delta one 

hundred kilometres south of the Beaufort Sea, the small intercept station focused on Soviet 

communications networks in the Soviet Central Arctic, the Soviet Northern Sea Route (NSR), 

and the eastern sector of the Arctic Basin.  As the site began to slowly sink into the Delta 

permafrost, within two years it was relocated to the nearby village of Inuvik, on the more stable 

eastern bank of the Mackenzie River.21 

 NRS Churchill, located on the estuary of the Churchill River at Fort Churchill, Manitoba 

on the western shore of Hudson’s Bay, was the next Canadian SIGINT site established in 

Canada’s north in 1950.22  The primary role of this station was High Frequency Direction 

Finding (HFDF).  Within the evolving Allied SIGINT partnership, Canada pledged to establish 

four HFDF sites across Canada to the allied HFDF effort, to improve the geolocational accuracy 

of the U.S. Navy’s global geolocation network.  NRS Churchill was one of these sites.  HFDF 

‘fixes’ contributed to foreign military order-of-battle information and improved locational threat 

warning and awareness, particularly as it applied to belligerent air and naval forces. 

As the Soviet strategic threat to North America shifted to the Soviet Western Arctic 

during the 1950s with the production of longer-range ‘next-generation’ bomber aircraft and the 

 
21. Sunrise to Sunset: Inuvik (Sannaiksemayot Sopayanon) 1961-1986, (1986).  The members of 
Canadian Forces Station Inuvik prepared the book to celebrate the closure of the station, by the 
Mulroney Government, in 1986.  I was a member of the station so received the book as a 
departure gift. 
22. Jerry Proc, “Radio Communications and Signals Intelligence…,” https://jproc.ca/rrp/ 
 

https://jproc.ca/rrp/
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introduction of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) into the Soviet submarine fleet, Canada 

responded by constructing two more Canadian SIGINT collection sites further northeast in 

Canada’s Arctic Archipelago, NRS Frobisher Bay on Baffin Island, NWT (Iqaluit, Nunavut) in 

1954, and RCAF Station Alert on the northern coast of Ellesmere Island, NWT (Nunavut) in 

1956.  These two high Arctic sites completed the relocation and expansion of Canada’s strategic 

SIGINT collection capabilities in Canada’s northern region and provided the FVEY community 

access to unique SIGINT reporting—through Canada’s national cryptologic organization, the 

Communications Branch of the National Research Council (CBNRC)—on military and civilian 

communications networks across the Soviet north.  In response to the Canadian SIGINT 

collection and reporting efforts, the US reciprocated by providing technical expertise and 

equipment support to the stations.   

The SIGINT relationship benefitted both Canada and the U.S. in the defence of North 

America preceding the creation of the radar and fighter-based North American Air Defence 

Command (NORAD) in 1958.  The five northern Canadian SIGINT collection sites extended 

I&W coverage well beyond the range of any North American radar detection capability of the 

period, including the extensive Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line extending along the northern 

North American coastline from Alaska to Newfoundland.  Canadian SIGINT Arctic intercept 

operations during the first decade of the Cold war highlight the value of the northern mission to 

the evolving Soviet military threat not only to Canada, but to the overall defence of North 

America and the SIGINT FVEY community.   

Within the first year of operation RCAF Whitehorse’s No. 5 RU, able to staff only 9 of 

the positions on a mandatory round-the-clock basis, had intercepted over 11,000 operational and 

administrative ‘air circuit’ messages which were being fully processed by the Communications 
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Branch of the National Research Council (CBNRC) in Ottawa “for the purpose of producing 

operational intelligence summaries.”23  The NRS sites at Inuvik (10 positions: western Arctic) 

and Frobisher Bay (10 positions: eastern Arctic), again channeled through the CBNRC, began 

providing operational intelligence to the RCAF’s 408 Squadron, which between 1954-1964 flew 

reconfigured Lancaster bombers in an Arctic Ocean intelligence collection role.   

The Squadron flew its first reconnaissance mission against Soviet drifting ice stations, 

based upon Canadian SIGINT reporting, in mid-September 1954: “two of Canada’s “Listening 

Stations” [had] detected radio transmissions in the Russian language emanating from a source 

within the Canadian Sector of the Polar Basin.”  On 19 September, deploying from USAF Base 

Thule, Greenland with an RCAF Directorate of Air Intelligence (DAI) Russian linguist on board, 

the Lancaster descended through dense cloud 24 miles from the North Pole in the Canadian 

Sector (near Greenland) and, ‘at 200 feet,’ found itself “right on top of [its] target,” North Pole 3. 

Throughout the remainder of the 1950s, 408 Squadron conducted on average seventeen 

intelligence collection missions against Soviet drifting ice stations per year, supported by 

positional information provided by the Canadian SIGINT network.24   

The hypothesis that the Soviets could use the ice ‘islands’ as landing strips for LRA long-

range bombers was proven in the first 408 Sqn reconnaissance mission against North Pole 6 on 3 

June 1958 (then located at 81˚N 147˚E in the Laptev Sea north of Pevek, Russia (Eastern 

Siberia)), when it photographed a disabled Soviet TU-16 (NATO Codename Badger) bomber, 

‘number 04,’ alongside a 10,000 x 200 foot prepared ice runway.  A Directorate of Air 

 
23. CBNRC Doc 49-07-04 p. 11; this record was obtained through the work of the Canadian 
Foreign Intelligence History Project, https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-
project.  
24. Colonel Morris Gates, Major-General Clifton Kinney, et. al., 408 Squadron—The Rockliffe 
Years, (Ottawa, 408 (Goose) Squadron Ottawa Group, 2014), pp. 340-343. 

https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
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Intelligence analyst astutely commented, “The length of the runway at NP-6…indicate that NP-6 

may be more than just a scientific venture.”  Also noted surrounding the station were three radar 

systems— NATO codenames KNIFEREST, FISHNET, and BEAMTRACK, other electronic 

equipment, and a staff of ‘about 30 personnel,’ all who came out to look at and photograph the 

Canadian aircraft.’25   According to noted Canadian academic Sean Maloney, “no observers in 

the West had seen a Tupolev Tu-16 Badger at this close range before.”26  The Canadian SIGINT 

geolocational data, provided by the Arctic collection stations (now including the jointly-manned 

RCAF/Army Station at Alert) was respected by both the RCAF and FVEY SIGINT and 

operational communities for its accuracy and timeliness. 

The Canadian SIGINT organization, coordinated with international partners and tasked 

through the CBNRC, continued to provide SIGINT product on Soviet military and civilian 

targets active across the Soviet Arctic to Canadian government departments and, internationally, 

to the U.S. National Security Agency (NSA) and British GCHQ.   

CBNRC Activities 1946-1958 

The early Cold War tripartite SIGINT relationship (Canada, UK, US: CANUKUS) was 

based upon Canadian ‘functionalist’ foreign and defence policies established during the Second 

World War.27   Senior Canadian political, military, and bureaucratic leadership understood 

Canada’s role as a ‘junior SIGINT partner’ to the more advanced British and US efforts in the 

transactional ‘quid pro quo’ intelligence sharing relationship.  In exchange for Canadian SIGINT 

 
25. 408 Sqn Recce Mission, “RCAF Reconnaissance of North Pole 6,” Brief No. 87A-58, 3 Jun 
58, (Evaluation of Material A-1); this record was obtained through the work of the Canadian 
Foreign Intelligence History Project, https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-
project. ; these radars are associated with the Soviet Air Defence early warning system. 
26. Sean Maloney, “Canada’s Arctic Sky Spies…,” p. 82. 
27. Adam Chapnick, “Canada’s functional principle: 75 years on,” International Journal: 
Canada’s Journal of Global Policy Analysis. Vol 72. Issue 2. (2017) 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020702017709978. 

https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020702017709978
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contribution, the Canadian Department of External Affairs (DEA) received foreign political and 

economic intelligence from the partners, while the Department of National Defence (DND) 

received military intelligence on the activities and intentions of the military forces of the Axis 

powers that neither of the organizations were able to independently attain.  When Canada 

contributed unique product supporting British and American SIGINT objectives, it reaped 

reciprocal intelligence far greater than its indigenous collection and analysis capabilities were 

able to produce.  According to Colonel ‘Jock’ Murray, Canada’s Director of Military Intelligence 

(DMI) during the war, “when our contribution was nil, we received nothing from either 

Bletchley [Britain] or Washington.  When, in agreement with them, our contribution became 

substantial, we received ample return—a seat in their counsels and a regular budget of valuable 

intelligence.”28  The reciprocal SIGINT material transited through, and was distributed by, the 

CBNRC to appropriate Canadian federal departments. 

 During the first years of the Cold War, the CBNRC—established by order-in-council in 

April 1946—was primarily focussed on foreign communications (both encrypted and en clair)—

from Europe (Spanish naval), China (‘Chinese ‘Ming), Brazil (diplomatic), and illicit agent 

networks operating in North and South American.29  Seeking a more unique Canadian role for 

the post-war foreign intelligence capability, Undersecretary of State for External Affairs Lester 

B. (Mike) Pearson, who had been instrumental in the creation of the Canadian wartime SIGINT 

program, proposed that, “if there were a suitable Russian problem available it might be 

 
28. John Bryden, Best Kept Secret…, pp. 266-267. 
29. Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project, GAC ATIP A-2024-01009 GAC Special 
Registry File 315-1945 Part 2: “DEA Int Docs 45-09-03 – 45-12-06 – Intelligence Liaison from 
DEA Special Registry Files”; https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.  

https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
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attempted, providing CB was capable of undertaking the task.”30  The CBNRC took up this 

proposal, and in coordination with its SIGINT allies, between 1946-1948 it operated primarily 

within the construct of a joint British/American project targeting Soviet communication 

networks, codenamed ‘Operation BOURBON.’  The CBNRC and all Canadian intercept sites 

contributed their part to the early Cold War near complete reconstruction of “the Soviet military 

order of battle” by the collective SIGINT alliance.31   

 As the Canadian military SIGINT collection sites expanded northward across the 

Canadian Arctic throughout the 1950s and fed intercepted traffic southward, the CBNRC 

developed expertise in the analysis and reporting on Soviet Arctic military and civilian 

communication networks.  From a 1946 peacetime workforce establishment of 179, within seven 

years it had expanded to 449 personnel with 56% of its staff focused on Soviet SIGINT 

production.32  But ongoing expansion, both in southern and northern Canada, was costly.  And in 

such a highly classified intelligence environment, awareness of Canada’s covert SIGINT 

program was miniscule, particularly at the federal political and bureaucratic levels.  Thus, the 

SIGINT program was perpetually threatened by the federal financial constraints of the period.   

During the mid-1950s, ongoing competition for federal funding pitted the civilian 

CBNRC—partially funded by the DND—against the respective Service Intelligence and Signals 

Directorates, who were administratively and logistically responsible for the overall ‘health’ of the 

collection stations.  Construction and support costs for any project in the High Arctic were 

 
30. Director, Communications Branch, “National Research Council of Canada: The Story of 
Signal Intelligence in Canada,” (Ottawa, 1966), p. 9. 
31. Michael L. Peterson, “BOURBON to Black Friday (U) The Allied Collaborative COMINT 
Effort against the Soviet Union, 1945-1948 (S-CCO),” United States Cryptologic History, Series 
V, The Early Postwar Period Volume 2, Center for Cryptologic History National Security Agency 
(1995).  
32. Wesley Wark, “Cryptographic Innocence…,” p. 325.  
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exorbitant.  The DEA, the ultimate arbiter between the organizations and primary beneficiary of 

the SIGINT program, argued that the northern site costs were ‘not disproportionate’ to Canada’s 

NORAD contributions, and “should be regarded as a valuable contribution to Canada-US 

intelligence exchange and to the principle of joint defence.”  Ultimately, General Charles 

Foulkes, Chairman of the Canadian Chiefs of Staff (CCOS), decided that support to Canada’s 

SIGINT effort in the Arctic, “must be covered to the best of our ability,” for it was “key to 

unlocking the intelligence secrets held by our allies.”33  Foulkes well understood ‘quid pro quo’ 

in this intelligence sharing relationship.      

With recognized expertise on Soviet Arctic communications networks, in 1957 the 

Canadian SIGINT program undertook an ‘audacious plan’ to convince the U.S. and Britain that it 

should be “the sole and controlling centre” responsible for such intercept and reporting. With 

five intercept sites spread across Canada’s High Arctic, and expert staff (257 working on Soviet 

SIGINT production) in Ottawa providing unique reporting on Soviet activities in its Arctic 

region, Canada was fully meeting its ‘quid pro quo’ contributions to the partnership.  It had 

earned this recognition and consideration to shift to a singularly focused contributing role.  In 

exchange, Canada expressed its firm belief that it “deserved and required access to the global 

SIGINT production of GCHQ and NSA.  A mid-summer tripartite conference held in Ottawa 

refined the proposal to include all the Polar Basin region and “all [Soviet] territory north of 

60.”34  By the end of 1958, both SIGINT partners had agreed to the plan and, from a SIGINT 

perspective, the broad reporting responsibility on the Soviet Arctic at a heightened time during 

the Cold War, was Canada’s alone.         

 
33. Ibid., p. 323. 
34. Wesley Wark, “Favourable Geography…,” p. 323; CBNRC support to the Canadian Korean 
War effort is not discussed in this paper. 
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 Canada’s SIGINT ascension to sole producer on Soviet activities in the Arctic was, 

however, a double-edged sword.  As the CBNRC reassessed the scope of the task, it found it 

necessary to request an increase in workforce levels by another ninety-five personnel to 

accommodate the increased responsibility. The request was approved, but it did take some time 

to fill the new positions.35  Feedback to the change from the partner SIGINT organizations was 

complimentary, particularly when it dealt with the Canadian intercept sites’ ability to intercept 

Soviet ‘non-communications’ transmissions in the Very Low and Low Frequency spectrums 

(VLF/LF), which their sites could not access.36  This capability became even more important to 

the defence of North America as the Soviet threat shifted from Long Range Aviation bombers to 

ICBM-armed Soviet nuclear submarines during the last years of the 1950s and throughout the 

1960s. 

Conclusion 

    Canada's participation in the Five-Eyes (FVEY) SIGINT program during the early Cold 

War period was instrumental in supporting its foreign and defense policies.  The establishment of 

SIGINT collection sites across the Arctic region not only supported Canadian sovereignty 

claims, but it also provided valuable intelligence on Soviet activities and strengthened Canada's 

position within the international SIGINT community.  Collaborative efforts with the United 

States and the United Kingdom through the Communications Branch of the National Research 

Council (CBNRC) ensured that Canada contributed significantly to the collective defense of 

North America.  Despite the challenges of funding, fluctuating workforce levels and the highly 

classified nature of the program, Canada's commitment to its SIGINT mission demonstrated its 

 
35. N.K. O’Neill and K.J. Hughes, History of the CBNRC Volume III. 1987, p. 73; CSE ATIP A-
2015-00045 History of CBNRC Volume III - SIGINT Support, August 1987. 
36. Ibid., p. 18; The Extremely Low Frequency (ELF)/VLF/LF frequency spectrum is used to 
communicate globally with submerged submarines at various depths. 
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strategic importance in the global intelligence landscape. The ongoing declassification of 

archival records continues to shed light on the pivotal role that Canada's SIGINT program played 

in shaping its foreign and defense policies during a critical period in history. 
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