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Future RUSI VI Speakers

6 May — Former National Security Advisor Jody Thomas

Jun-Aug — Summer recess

9 Sep — Comd MARPAC (TBD)

14 Oct —Defence Panel (TBD)

4 Nov - HMS ROYAL OAK and the Victoria connections- Paul Seguna.

(Note: Remembrance Week activity has caused this date change)

ANNUAL DUES RENEWAL REMINDER - If you haven’t done so yet please renew your RUSI-VI
membership for the 1 September 2025 - 31 August, 2026 membership year.

Annual dues are $50.00 for Regular and $60.00 for Family Memberships. Note: The first year of the newly
established student membership category is complimentary and $30 for following years. Please pay by: E-
transfer; by cheque in the mail; by cash/cheque at our monthly lunch events. Note: please

identify yourself in associated messaging when sending an e-transfer.

- E-transfer: treasurer.RUSL.VI@gmail.com

- Mail: RUSI-VI Treasurer,1621 Barkley Place, North Saanich, B. V8L 5E6
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President’s Message

Welcome to the May 2026 edition of the RUSI VI Newsletter - the product of the excellent
ongoing efforts of our editor and publisher Craig Cotter! This issue contains some very
interesting articles relevant to the challenges of equipping our armed forces- in ground,
sea and air operations- for the future in the context of accelerating technological
developments and an increasingly complex global security and unstable geopolitical
environment. Canada is at a crossroads in which our future is dependant on current
decisions being made with generational impacts across the broad spectrum of our national
defence, economic strength and political sovereignty. Perhaps the most potentially
consequential period in our national history since the Second World War.

We will work to keep abreast of these developments through the communications vehicles
of this newsletter, the regular ‘e despatch’ emails and, of course, our monthly
luncheon/presentation activities that have included some very relevant presentations
related to these issues - such as BGen Ursich’s Canadian Army Modernization, Gary Beels
on submarine technology and the upcoming May 6 presentation by former National
Security Adviser Jody Thomas - along with historical presentations that speak to the same
in terms of how Canada has faced similar circumstances in the past such as Ted Barris’
excellent presentation on the BCATP of the Second World War and Rob Forbes related
follow up on Wing Commander Chadburn. That said, new activity formats and venues will
continue to be explored - as exampled by RUSI VI participation in the past several months
in these type of events at the University of Victoria in conjunction with the Canadian
International Council (CIC). In that context, we have continued to open our events to both
the CIC and NAC VI participation as allied associations sharing the same public information
mandate regarding our broad scoped national defence and security issues.

In that regard, the addition of RUSI VI student members, representing NATO Youth, the
UVic Model UN and CIC student membership, has been instrumental in widening our
outreach interaction with this very important audience. It has been invigorating to have
the opportunity for interactions with our student members given their keen interest in
defence and security issues. Some, having graduated from their undergraduate studies are
now moving on to further studies and employment opportunities so we wish them well for
their future endeavours and hope to maintain a connection with them. At the same time,
we look to our ongoing interaction with our remaining student members and the
opportunity to welcome new student members to RUSI VI. To all our RUSI VI membership I
send best wishes for the summer recess period and look forward to maintaining contact in
preparation for our Fall session activities start up in September.

Paul Sequna, CD, President RUSI VI
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SPECIAL NOTICE: Balkans 35th Commemoration

January 2026 to November 2027

The Balkans 35th Commemoration is a volunteer Veteran led initiative. Their aim is to acknowledge
Balkans Veterans from all elements of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police (RCMP), other Canadian Police forces, Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA) and Canadian
International Development Agency (CIDA) who deployed to the Balkans from 1992 to 2004.

The Balkans 35th Commemoration will provide Balkan Veterans and their families the opportunity to be
acknowledged and to celebrate their achievements and sacrifices. They are looking for individuals who are
willing to organize gatherings of Balkan Veterans in their Province, Territory or local community. These
will help us create a National network of Balkan Veterans.

The website below includes information on Balkans 35th Commemoration events, a call for volunteers for
additional events in your local area, as well as personal veteran stories from Canada's participation in the
Balkans.

Website: https://www.balkans35.ca/

Canadian Coast Guard Tests Arctic surveillance drone as
RCAF delivery stalls.

Murray Brewster - CBC News - Posted: Apr 14, 2026 1:00 AM PDT | Last Updated: April 14

Military delays mean civilian service will get eyes on the Far North first. The Canadian Coast
Guard will deploy its new Hermes 900 Starliner drone for Arctic test flights this summer after a
federal restructuring shifted surveillance assets to Department of National Defence. (Carlos
Osorio/Reuters)

RUSI VI Editor’s Comment

Just a reminder that the Canadian Coast Guard is now homed
under the DND banner. ( As it is in most other countries)

An Israeli-made surveillance drone, once owned by Transport Canada but now the property of
the Canadian Coast Guard, will conduct routine test flights over the Arctic this summer, says the
Department of National Defence.

The fate of the Elbit Systems Ltd. Hermes 900 Starliner remotely operated aircraft has been in
limbo since Prime Minister Mark Carney launched a massive reorganization of the federal
government last year.
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Its introduction into the Coast Guard is a milestone. The Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) has —
for decades — been pursuing its own drone capability and has ordered 11 MQ-9B SkyGuardian
remotely piloted aircraft systems (RPAS) from General Atomics Aeronautical Systems, but their
delivery is delayed until 2028.

That means the Coast Guard gets the capability before the military.

Transport Canada purchased the Hermes 900 Starliner in 2020 for its National Aerial Surveillance
Program (NASP) specifically for Arctic surveillance. Last summer, DND was forced to reduce its
monitoring of the Far North because the drone had not been delivered and fixed-wing aircraft
that usually shoulder the load faced a myriad of mechanical challenges.

The new drone was delivered to Transport Canada in September.

As part of Carney's reorganization, the Department of National Defence (DND) has since taken
over responsibility for Transport Canada's surveillance aircraft. The change was part of the
federal government's drive to meet NATO's two per cent of gross domestic product benchmark.

The Coast Guard, which was also absorbed by DND, assumed responsibility for the civilian
surveillance planes and systems, which are meant to track pollution and other hazards off all
three coasts.

"The aircraft services directorate was entirely transferred to the Canadian Coast Guard, including
its assets and personnel," said DND spokesperson Craig Macartney in a statement.

"This includes the Elbit Starliner drone, which will conduct flights in the Arctic this summer as part
of the final testing before the drone can be accepted into our fleet."

Getting a more consistent view on what's happening in the Far North is crucial, says Richard
Shimooka, a defence expert with the Macdonald-Laurier Institute.

Last spring, the Liberal government announced the Canadian Coast Guard would be integrated
into the Department of National Defence. But the commander of the navy says there's no reason
— in circumstances outside of war — to arm Coast Guard ships.

"This is a pretty critical system," Shimooka said. "Not having this or having too few of these sorts
of platforms is a deficiency."

Transport Canada's purchase of the medium-altitude, long-endurance (MALE) drone took over
five years and therefore Shimooka says we shouldn't read too much into the slow delivery of the
RCAF system.
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As Drones Upend Tank Warfare, Canada's Army Races to
Rethink its Armour

'We have a requirement to move as quickly as we can in all areas,' says Army
commander

Murray Brewster - CBC News - Posted: Apr 08, 2026 1:00 AM PDT | Last Updated: April 8

A German Leopard tank takes part in NATO's Cold Response military exercise in Bardufoss, Norway, in
March. The military is starting to look at its options to replace its oldest models of Leopard tanks. (Murray
Brewster/CBC)

The Canadian military is studying what kind of tanks and armoured troop carriers it will need in the future
and how quickly those projects can and will be advanced, says the commander of the army.

An internal presentation, delivered to a closed-door audience in the United Kingdom last winter,
suggested the timelines for buying new armoured fighting vehicles (AFVs) and main battle tanks (MBTSs)
were being accelerated.

In a recent interview with CBC News, Lt.-Gen. Mike Wright acknowledged the need to move quickly on the
modernization of the army, but suggested the recent lessons and technological advances on the
battlefield, particularly in Ukraine, need to be factored into future decisions on what kind of armoured
vehicles and tanks are purchased.

"If you look at people, equipment, training, sustainment, we have a requirement to move as quickly as we
canin all areas," said Wright.
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The internal presentation, given by the director of the Royal Canadian Armoured Corps, noted that the
timeline to acquire as many as 250 new AFVs was 2035, "although we aim for as early as 2029-31."

It also outlined how the long-established plan will see some of the army's newer Leopard 2A6M tanks
modernized and brand-new ones purchased. The army now expects to identify what kind of tanks to buy
by 2030, said the presentation, obtained by CBC News.

Wright recently delivered a speech to the University of Calgary's Land Power Conference where he touted
the upcoming reorganization of the army into divisions and the need to modernize a range of equipment.
The army, he said, is working alongside the new Defence Investment Agency "to identify what other
projects can be accelerated, and | have a list."

He would not say whether the timelines for new tanks and armoured vehicles would be accelerated.

"Is heavy direct fire modernization one of my top five priorities? No, it's not," Wright said, noting that the
army has a total of 50 major capital projects on the go.

Among Wright's priorities are key systems that have languished on the wish list for years — including
ground-based air defence systems, long-range strike missiles, mobile artillery and Arctic all-terrain
vehicles.

Armoured robots take part in NATO's Cold Response exercises. The commander of the
Canadian Army says the military is looking at uncrewed options for its armour.

Like Canada, Australia is in the process of modernizing its army.

It has entered into a multibillion-dollar contract with Hanwha Aerospace of South Korea for 129 AS21
"Redback" infantry fighting vehicles. Deliveries are being accelerated and expected to be completed by
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2028. Many of the vehicles are being built in Australia — in much the same manner the Carney
government would like to see defence dollars spent in Canada.

Hanwha Aerospace has informally proposed a similar deal to the Canadian government.

"I'm absolutely seeing what Hanwha has presented," Wright said, while also remaining non-committal.
"Hanwha is amongst a number of countries who are working with Canada and offering, you know, various
options to modernize all elements of the Canadian Armed Forces."

Many of the army's battle tanks — Leopard 2A4s — are three decades old and have in recent years
suffered from an absence of spare parts because of their age. The shortage has been so acute that it
has affected the brigade deployed in Latvia as part of the NATO deterrence mission in the Baltic nation.

Replacing them isn't a question, it's what to replace them with, Wright suggested.

"Right now, if you ask me in 2026, | can't say what should replace the Leopard tank," Wright said. "Do |
believe that we need heavy direct fire? Absolutely. But | think by the time we will be looking at moving
that project forward, we'll have a better idea of what heavy direct-fire options exist — uncrewed and
crewed — and what technology allows us to have heavy direct fire on the ground."

The use of cheap, expendable drones to destroy Russian tanks and armoured vehicles in Ukraine has
forced a fundamental reassessment of how and when armour is deployed in battle.

German and American tank-makers have redesigned their vehicles to deliver better protection for tank
crews and installed anti-drone systems.

The U.S. Army will also test the Ripsaw M3 and other Robotic Combat Vehicles (RCVs) this year with plans
to potentially field them by 2028. Smaller robot tanks would act as so-called battlefield wingmen to
crewed tanks.

Not Just a Submarine: South Korea’s Bid and Canada’s
Indo-Pacific Strategy

Apr 52026 Tasneem Gedi Journal of NATO Association of Canada

Canada’s upcoming submarine replacement decision will shape the country’s maritime strategy for decades
to come. Under the Canadian Patrol Submarine Project (CPSP), Ottawa is evaluating proposals to replace
the four aging Victoria-class submarines that currently constitute the Royal Canadian Navy’s entire
undersea capability. While the competition may be framed narrowly as a technical procurement decision,
the implications extend far beyond fleet modernization. As the Royal Canadian Navy’s (RCN) own

doctrine Leadmark 2050 states, submarines are the “ultimate warfighting capability” shaping how a
state monitors its maritime approaches, contributes to allied operations, and projects influence across
distant theatres. In this context, South Korea’s bid, led by Hanwha Ocean and centred on the KSS-IlI
submarine, represents more than an industrial proposal. It presents Canada with a rare opportunity to

deepen bilateral and defence ties with one of the Indo-Pacific’s most capable middle powers while also
allowing Canada to embed itself more firmly within the region’s evolving security architecture. If
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approached strategically, this procurement could anchor a long-term Canada-Republic of Korea
(ROK) defence partnership.

In order to understand the urgency of Canada’s submarine replacement, it is necessary to examine the
condition of the existing fleet. The Victoria-class submarines were originally built for the British Royal Navy
between 1986 and 1992 before being acquired by Canada in 1998. Since entering Canadian service, the
fleet has struggled with chronic maintenance issues and limited operational availability. Although
the Victoria-class Modernization Project has extended their lifespan (to about between 2034 and 2040),
these upgrades have not resolved the structural limitations of vessels designed more than four decades
ago. The practical consequence has been a fleet whose readiness remains severely constrained, with

typically only one submarine available for deployment at any given time. For a country with the world’s
longest coastline and maritime interests spanning the Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic, this situation is
increasingly untenable. Submarines can track foreign naval activity, monitor critical shipping routes,
and operate undetected in regions where surface vessels would be exposed. These functions are

becoming more importantas  the strategic environment  deteriorates. Russia has
significantly expanded its activity across the Arctic and North Atlantic, while China has declared itself “a

near-Arctic state” and continues to militarize the Western Pacific. In this context, maintaining an effective
undersea capability is central to Canada’s ability to monitor its own waters and contribute meaningfully to

allied deterrence. As climate change accelerates the opening of northern sea routes and geopolitical
competition intensifies across both the Arctic and Indo-Pacific, the challenge is how quickly a replacement
fleet can be introduced before Canada’s existing capability declines beyond recovery.

Within this context, South Korea’s KSS-lll submarine becomes particularly significant. The
platform represents the culmination of South Korea’s indigenous submarine development program and has
been in operational service with the ROK Navy since 2021. Hanwha Ocean has indicated that it could
deliver four submarines to Canada before 2035, a timeline that aligns closely with the window in which
Canada must transition away from the Victoria-class fleet. In practical terms, this reduces the risk that
Canada will experience a “capability gap” in its undersea capabilities.

Technically, the KSS-IIl is among the most advanced conventional submarines currently in production. The
platform combines fuel-cell air-independent propulsion with advanced lithium-ion battery systems,
enabling extended submerged operations while maintaining a low acoustic signature. These technologies
allow the submarine to remain underwater for more than twenty days without surfacing, significantly
improving endurance compared with earlier diesel-electric designs. The submarine also
incorporates modern sensors and combat systems designed to support a broad range of missions, from
anti-submarine and surface warfare to intelligence collection and special operations. This versatility would
enable Canada’s submarine fleet to monitor northern waters, support Atlantic operations, and integrate
with allied naval forces in the Pacific.

Perhaps even more important is the scale and ambition of the industrial package accompanying South
Korea’s proposal. Major defence procurements rarely involve the acquisition of platforms alone; they
also determine where maintenance expertise, technological knowledge, and industrial capacity
will reside over the decades-long lifespan of those systems. Hanwha Ocean has proposed an extensive
network of partnerships with Canadian companies designed to integrate the submarine program into the
country’s defence-industrial base. These arrangements include a sustainment partnership with Babcock
Canada alongside agreements with firms such as Algoma Steel, MDA Space, Telesat, and CAE. The
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proposal also includes research collaborations with Canadian universities and technical institutions,

suggesting a longer-term effort to cultivate expertise within Canada. According to KPMG, the industrial
package could also generate roughly 200,000 job-years of economic activity across Canada’s defence sector
over the coming decades.

Moreover, the submarine competition has already begun to produce effects beyond the procurement
process itself. Over the past year, the CPSP appears to have accelerated the development of a more
structured defence relationship between Canada and South Korea. In October 2025 the two governments
launched the Canada-ROK Security and Defence Cooperation Partnership, a framework designed to
expand military cooperation and institutionalize bilateral defence dialogue. The

partnership establishes regular “2+2” meetings between foreign and defence ministers while creating
mechanisms for joint research, defence materiel cooperation, and expanded military-to-military
engagement. More recently in February of 2026, Canada and South Korea signed a classified information-

sharing agreement. Together these initiatives suggest that the submarine competition is catalysing a more
institutionalized defence relationship between Ottawa and Seoul.

For Canada, this evolving partnership aligns well with the ambitions outlined in its 2022 Indo-Pacific
Strategy. Ottawa has repeatedly emphasized the importance of strengthening security partnerships across
the region. In this sense, the Korean submarine proposal offers Canada an opportunity to anchor its Indo-
Pacific strategy in a tangible defence relationship.

Skeptics will understandably raise questions about integrating a non-NATO submarine platform into
Canada’s alliance framework. Familiarity is valuable in defence procurement, especially where
interoperability and logistics are concerned. However, it does not necessarily prevent the adoption of
systems developed outside the alliance. In practice, NATO interoperability depends far more on compatible
communications systems, weapons integration, and shared operational doctrine than on where a platform
was built. These requirements can also be incorporated into procurement contracts from the outset. To
highlight this point further, NATO allies already operate equipment produced outside the alliance’s
traditional industrial base. Poland, for example, has recently integrated South Korean K2 tanks and K9
artillery systems into its armed forces while remaining embedded within NATO’s framework. Selecting a
South Korean submarine would therefore not require Canada to abandon its Atlantic alliances. Instead, it
would reflect an acknowledgment that Canada’s security interests increasingly extend beyond the Euro-
Atlantic region and that its defence posture must adapt accordingly.

For these reasons, South Korea’s bid for the Canadian Patrol Submarine Project should be evaluated not
only as a procurement proposal but as a strategic opportunity. The KSS-Ill offers a credible path toward
renewing Canada’s undersea capabilities within a realistic timeframe while supporting the development of
a stronger domestic sustainment ecosystem. At the same time, the diplomatic momentum surrounding the
proposal suggests that the submarine project could serve as the foundation of a deeper Canada-
ROK defence partnership. At a time when Canada is attempting to establish a more credible presence across
the Arctic, Atlantic, and Indo-Pacific simultaneously, opportunities to align operational requirements with
broader strategic objectives are rare and this submarine decision arguably represents one such
opportunity.
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The Arsenal as the Battlefield: The War on Iran and the
Return of Counter-Industrial Targeting

War on the Rocks https://warontherocks.com/the-arsenal-as-the-battlefield-the-war-on-iran-and-the-
return-of-counter-industrial-targeting/

Tyler Hacker, Greg Malandrino, and Evan Braden Montgomery

April 1, 2026

America’s war against Iran has sparked heated debates over U.S. strategic priorities, military objectives, and
defense industrial capacity. It has also fueled speculation about how a hypothetical clash between the
United States and the People’s Republic of China might unfold. Tehran’s ability to launch salvo after salvo
of simple attack drones reflects current thinking about how the proliferation of cheap, easily
producible precision weapons is changing the character of war, and previews some of the challenges that
Washington might confront in a fight with Beijing. Facing an even bigger and better-armed rival, the United
States is likely to find that its exquisite approach to defending against lower-cost offensive systems is
unsustainable, its munition stocks across the board are inadequate, and its munitions industrial base
is unprepared for the demands of a great power war. Yet this early forecasting is missing another dimension
of the current conflict that could be an even more important harbinger of any future Sino-U.S. war: the
destruction of adversary defense production infrastructure.

From eastern Ukraine to the Middle East, the advent of “precise mass” appears to be changing modern
battlefields. Strike systems that combine accuracy and range, and that can be produced at a very large
volume for relatively low cost, are stressing defenses, inflicting losses, and driving adaptation. The obvious
implication for the United States is to build more weapons and build them faster. That goes for the complex,
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expensive, high-performance munitions that the U.S. military often favors, as well as the smaller, cheaper,
and more numerous systems that it is beginning to embrace. But increasing production is a one-sided
solution to the problem of precise mass. The other side—which the United States has largely avoided over
the past several decades but has embraced over the past several weeks—is decreasing adversary
production capacity.

An unambiguous objective of Operation Epic Fury has been degrading not just Iran’s long-range weapons,
but also its ability to replenish them. The United States, according to a recent update from Central
Command, is “on a path to completely eliminate Iran’s wider military manufacturing apparatus.”

Still, a future war between the United States and China would be different from the current conflict. China’s
large and growing magazine depth, along with its massive defense industrial capacity, would put enormous
pressure on the United States during any initial clash and especially over the course of a protracted war.
This situation could create similar incentives for Washington to attack and degrade Beijing’s capacity to
supply and restock its arsenal, with major implications for escalation and alliance dynamics, force allocation,
force design, and intelligence collection.

America’s Way of War and the New Numbers Game

The targeting of Iran’s military-industrial complex may be a departure from contemporary operations, but
the United States is no stranger to counter-industrial warfare. The U.S. military’s historic preference for
annihilation peaked during World War II’s strategic bombing campaign, when U.S. forces employed air
power to degrade the defense production of its industrialized rivals, Germany and Japan. Since then,
however, large-scale attacks against industrial targets have been a declining feature of the American way of
war.

Beginning with the air campaign that opened the 1991 Persian Gulf War, modern U.S. strike operations have
instead increasingly employed precision-guided conventional munitions, delivered from multiple domains,
to rapidly destroy adversary forces, their command-and-control systems, and other infrastructure that
could directly support military operations. These conventional counterforce campaigns applied American
advantages in training and technology against adversaries such as Iraqg that, even if numerically superior,
lacked the skill to effectively operate their more numerous forces. Furthermore, because U.S. adversaries
generally imported rather than domestically produced their weapons, they lacked significant production
capacity to attack.

Leveraging air superiority, undersea dominance, and long-range strikes to decisively attrite adversary
combat power remains a key feature of the American way of war, at least aspirationally. Continued
investments to maintain a military-technological edge over opponents, political preferences for brief and
limited conflicts, and a desire to avoid collateral damage all reinforce this approach. According to many
prominent voices, for example, the path to victory in the “pacing scenario” that drives U.S. force planning—
a Chinese invasion of Taiwan—would involve swiftly inflicting considerable damage on the People’s
Liberation Army in the Taiwan Strait. The aim, therefore, is to achieve a rapid, decisive operational
success before a conflict could escalate vertically or horizontally—and before any military capacity
limitations or defense production shortcomings on the U.S. side could become serious concerns.
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As many analysts have noted, however, precise mass poses challenges to this way of war. From Russia to
Iran, small, cheap, and numerous attack drones, rockets, and missiles mitigate the U.S. military’s qualitative
advantages by creating unfavorable—and potentially unsustainable—exchange ratios.

For instance, using large quantities of simple attack drones enables adversaries to suffer considerable
attrition in key offensive systems yet still retain significant combat power. That makes any U.S. strike
campaign far more difficult, not just in terms of the magazine depth required to inflict meaningful losses,
but also in the magnitude of time and effort required to achieve decisive effects. Adversaries that rely on
easy-to-produce munitions like one-way attack drones can also repopulate the battlefield quicky, creating
more targets that U.S. forces must find, track, and destroy. Similarly, these weapons and
their missile cousins stress U.S. air and missile defense concepts, which still rely heavily on active defenses
employing exquisite interceptors. That imposes considerable force protection burdens and makes
generating and sustaining fighter-based air power much more challenging. Emerging counter-drone
technologies and low-cost interceptors may ease this imbalance, but countering massed salvos remains
technically and quantitatively demanding, particularly if multiple interceptors are needed to defeat
continuous waves of attacks during protracted conflicts.

Foreshadowed in Ukraine and the Red Sea, these quantitative disparities and shifting cost-exchange ratios
have led to a consistent prescription for the United States: significantly increasing production of offensive
munitions and defensive interceptors, as well as building its own arsenal of smaller, cheaper, mass
producible systems.

The first approach has long been advocated by American defense analysts and has manifested in President
Trump’s recent announcement that U.S. weapons manufacturers will quadruple production of “Exquisite
Class Weaponry.” In other words, this approach would double down on current operational concepts and
attempt to mitigate U.S. inadequacies in mass by producing more of the munitions that have repeatedly
proven their worth. The second approach entails adopting less expensive, easily manufactured, and
increasingly autonomous systems to meet affordable mass with affordable mass. These efforts would
mainly use new tools (e.g., LUCAS) to carry out traditional missions: precision counterforce and active
defense.

These arguments assume that increased production, in one form or another, is the way to compete with
adversaries that possess advantages in mass. That is, they focus on just one side of the equation: the U.S.
military’s own production and expenditure rates. One notable aspect of Operation Epic Fury, however, is
that despite widespread concerns about U.S. weapons stockpiles, U.S. forces appear just as focused on the
other side of the equation: degrading an enemy’s ability to produce weapons and generate mass.

Targeting Precise Mass at the Source

From the very start, senior U.S. officials have highlighted the destruction of Iran’s defense industrial
capacity—and preventing Iran from either replenishing or reconstituting critical elements of its military
power—as a central aim of Operation Epic Fury. Undoubtedly, there are broader political and strategic
rationales for attempting to destroy Iran’s ability to produce missiles and drones. That includes reducing
long-term threats to U.S. partners in the region as well as decreasing the burdens of U.S.-led containment.
Even still, the U.S. military’s destruction of Iran’s missile and drone industrial base also can be viewed as a
response to Iranian precise mass and the unfavorable exchange ratios it creates, which incentivize a shift
away from targeting deployed forces almost exclusively and toward attacking production facilities
extensively.
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Finding and destroying hundreds or even thousands of small and cheap systems like Shahed drones or even
ballistic missiles, many of which can be concealed or stored in hardened locations, is increasingly
impractical. While the U.S. and Israeli militaries are demonstrating an impressive ability to destroy large
numbers of Iranian offensive systems, even with control of local airspace and a greater ability to employ
low-cost direct attack munitions, an air campaign against such an expansive target set is a resource-intensive
proposition. Moreover, the scale and speed with which Iran manufactures weapons like the Shahed only
magnifies the underlying problem. That creates an imperative not only to find and destroy launchers and
weapon storage facilities, but also to attack the installations making these weapons. In other words, Iran’s
employment of large numbers of affordable precision weapons is exposing the inadequacy of precision
counterforce alone, even against an adversary that cannot effectively contest a U.S. strike campaign.

The urgency to go after precise mass at the source is arguably even more pronounced when it comes to
reducing the burdens of defensive engagements. The more strike systems that Iran can produce, the more
interceptors may be needed to stop them, further exposing and exacerbating capacity limitations on the
U.S. side. Cutting off the supply of Iranian weapons — especially the ballistic missiles that can only be
defeated by low-density exquisite systems like THAAD and SM-3 — is one way to mitigate this problem and
guard limited stocks of critical defensive assets. These exchange ratio dynamics have led to similar moves
by Ukraine and Russia, which have both increasingly attacked industrial targets in attempts to slow the
production of drones and cruise missiles and gain an advantage in a protracted war of attrition.

In sum, Operation Epic Fury shows that to address an enemy’s mass advantage, more offensive and
defensive munitions are not always enough. As the rapid destruction of enemy combat forces becomes
more difficult, it also becomes less decisive, and therefore less likely to quickly end a conflict. These factors
amplify the imperative to also choke force generation at its source. Countering precise mass and an
adversary that outnumbers or outproduces the United States might require not only bolstering production
of exquisite and affordable weapons, but also favors campaigns that reduce the adversary’s side of
the production equation, something the U.S. military has not pursued at scale since World War Il. Against
Iran, this has proven a relatively low-threat operation. This development, however, has serious implications
for military competition with China, which outnumbers and outproduces the United States and its allies in
several critical areas.

Industrial Targeting in the Indo-Pacific

If the problem of precise mass has led the United States to target Iran’s defense industrial base, a similar
dynamic could play out in a future conflict with China. The People’s Liberation Army possesses quantitative
advantages in both less and more complex weapons, which would heighten the challenges described above.
Moreover, China has significantly expanded missile and aircraft production in recent years. Simply
increasing U.S. stockpiles of high-performance offensive weapons might not be sufficient to hold at risk a
rapidly expanding target set, while producing lower-cost defenses might not be adequate to protect U.S.
and allied forces and facilities from large inventories of fast and maneuverable missiles. In short, the near-
term limitations of the U.S. defense industrial base could create pressure to find alternative means of
degrading Chinese combat power and force regeneration. That pressure would only increase in the case of
a protracted war, as the United States and its allies look to compensate for their limited magazine depth,
gain bargaining leverage, and try to avoid being left at a long-term disadvantage against a rival with
enormous military-industrial capacity.

Targeting an adversary’s manufacturing base is a recurring feature of great power wars, and the scale of
an effective counter-industrial campaign against China would depend on its purpose. A campaign could
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support either near-term, limited objectives, such as interrupting the manufacture and distribution of
supplies vital to ongoing Chinese military operations in a specific region, or longer-term aims such as
disrupting China’s wider ability to refuel its jets, refill its missile magazines, or reseed its satellite
architecture. Although China’s pursuit of military-civil fusion creates overlap between defense and civilian
manufacturing, many facilities in the aerospace and defense sector remain distinct, known, fixed sites that
would be more difficult to repair or replace than runways or other static military targets. Given their
vulnerabilities, holding these facilities at risk could also have cost-imposing benefits by compelling the
People’s Liberation Army to expend additional resources bolstering the passive and active defenses of these
locations, much as Russian attacks have led Ukraine’s energy industry to invest in counter-drone systems
and harden critical infrastructure.

The extent to which Operation Epic Fury successfully degrades Iranian defense production infrastructure
remains uncertain. What is certain is that decreasing Chinese defense production would be a much more
dangerous and difficult task. First and foremost, attacking industrial sites on the territory of a nuclear-armed
adversary could be highly escalatory, especially if the United States and its allies were not already
conducting mainland strikes in support of, for example, a counter-invasion campaign. Even if nuclear
escalation is avoided, however, targeting China’s industry would also elevate the need to defend the U.S.
military-industrial complex against retaliatory attacks. Repeated drone incursions around strategic
installations are a reminder that defending critical infrastructure and supply chain bottlenecks will require
layered, multi-faceted defense concepts that address the full range of threats,
from sabotage to conventional strikes. That could apply to U.S. allies and partners as well, whose support
would be critical for any type of military campaign against China — and who could also be in the crosshairs
of any Chinese retaliation. Protection of production infrastructure, therefore, is unlikely to be a U.S.-only
problem.

Second, it appears the U.S. military has rapidly gained sufficient air superiority over Iran to attack industrial
targets freely. Striking Chinese military-industrial targets (or any other mainland targets, to include purely
military targets) would require U.S. forces to penetrate multiple layers of anti-access and area denial
systems, potentially starting at or before their entrance into the Indo-Pacific theater. Deep strikes against
industrial facilities would necessitate very long-range weapons, which are limited, and penetrating strike
platforms employing standoff weapons and supported by intensive blinding, suppression,
and tunneling operations. The military services may need to consider future munition-platform
combinations to efficiently deliver sustained destructive effects against large, hardened area targets like
factories from standoff ranges. This mission shifts the longstanding emphasis from munitions with precision,
datalinks, and sensors for attacking moving targets to larger quantities of weapons that maximize range and
explosive power.

Degrading China’s defenses to enable counter-industrial attacks hints at a third major departure from Epic
Fury: the need to conduct multiple simultaneous or sequenced campaigns with limited forces. The U.S.
military is destroying Iranian forces and industry simultaneously as two pieces of one air campaign, but a
war between the United States and China would likely involve multiple efforts and potentially several allies,
particularly if the conflict is initiated by Chinese military aggression against Taiwan. A Chinese air and missile
campaign or attempted invasion of Taiwan could demand a counterforce campaign as an immediate
response, leaving efforts to degrade Chinese defense production a secondary requirement on forces already
stretched thin. Rather than dividing capacities between campaigns and running the risk of neither having
sufficient forces to be successful, decisionmakers could attempt to sequence operations, shift some burdens
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to allies and partners, or focus new affordable mass capabilities on either the counterforce or counter-
industrial role to alleviate demands on the rest of the force.

Fourth, it is unclear from the outset how allies and partners would react to a campaign of counter-industrial
targeting. On the one hand, the fear of retaliation could make them reluctant to condone or enable this
type of campaign. If so, the United States would need to determine whether and to what extent it could
execute these operations largely independently, with long-range strikes, non-kinetic options, or both. On
the other hand, however, allies and partners might come to similar conclusions about the need to degrade
Chinese industrial capacity in the near-term or over the long-term. If so, they might protest outwardly to
minimize blowback but quietly turn a blind eye. Or they might actively support a counter-industrial
campaign, at least with intelligence, access, and overflight. Notably, during Operation Epic Fury, Gulf Arab
partners on the receiving end of Iranian retaliation — including strikes on economic targets — have actually
been pushing the United States to complete its military campaign against Iran rather than scale back its
strikes. In either case, Washington would need to start socializing allies and partners to the prospect of a
military campaign against China that extended beyond rapid denial against frontline forces.

Finally, although Iran’s defense industrial capacity is focused on drone and missile production, China’s vast
military-industrial complex presents a massive target set of facilities and supply chains that vary in type,
size, and location. Identifying and prioritizing critical industrial targets and vulnerabilities shifts the
intelligence burden from finding and tracking mobile forces to gaining an in-depth familiarity with the web
of suppliers, facilities, and transportation systems that produce the Chinese military’s weapons, a task that
may require intelligence agencies, industrialists, and economists as much as it requires military
reconnaissance platforms. Campaign planners would have to decide how far upstream to target defense
production and whether to expend limited resources on attacking final assembly facilities or identifying and
destroying supply chain links that may have cascading effects — the modern equivalent of ball
bearings during World War IlI.

Conclusion

There is little doubt that the United States needs more munitions, of more types, to compete with rivals
that can build deep magazines and mass accurate fires. But a focus on relative arsenal sizes, cost-exchange
ratios, and production rates overlooks another emerging feature of contemporary warfare; namely, the
growing incentive to target adversary defense production capacity. Operation Epic Fury may preview a new
era of counter-industrial targeting brought on by the emergence of affordable, scalable precision weapons
and the challenges posed by adversaries who outgun or outproduce the United States, including China.
Before embracing a counter-industrial strategy against a major power rival, however, Washington needs to
consider how to mitigate the escalation risks that could result, reconcile the demands of simultaneous
campaigns against a single opponent, identify the types of targets that would most seriously impact Chinese
defense production, and determine whether it has or can develop the right set of tools to hold those targets
at risk.

Page 17 of 20



No F-35, No Sweat: Canada’s CF-18 Fighter Getting AIM-
120D-3 Missile Upgrade

By Harrison Kass

Published 18 Apr 2026

A CF-18 Hornet from the Canadian Air Task Force Lithuania flies over Lithuania on November 20,
2014 for the NATO Baltic Air Policing Block 36 during Operation REASSURANCE.

Canada will integrate the AIM-120D-3 missile into its CF-18 fleet. The timing coincides with
Canada’s transition to a new fleet, presumably of F-35s, and extends the relevance of the aging
fourth-generation CF-18s amid rising Arctic and NATO demands.

CF-18 Upgrade Coming: Context of the Fleet

The Royal Canadian Air Force relies on the CF-18, a modified version of the F/A-18A/B variant. The jet has
been reliable, serving in a variety of roles, including air policing, NORAD interception, and NATO
deployments.

The airframes are old, but the platform is essential to Canada’s force structure—hence the Hornet Extension
Project, which will help maintain the fleet’s relevance until a replacement can arrive.
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AIM-120D-3 Tech Specs

The AIM-120D-3 is a beyond-visual-range (BVR) air-to-air missile with active radar homing. Its estimated
range is more than 100 miles, and with its inertial navigation guidance system, the missile can adjust mid-
course using datalink updates from the launching aircraft. For the terminal phase, the AIM-120D-3 uses
active radar. The D-3 upgrades include improved GPS accuracy, enhanced anti-jamming capability, and
better electronic counter-countermeasures. In short, THE D-3 WAS OPTIMIZED FOR CONTESTED ELECTRONIC
ENVIRONMENTS.

Integration Challenges

But the AIM-120D-3 is not just a plug-and-play device; it requires avionics integration and fire control
updates. Testing will occur at Tyndall Air Force Base to assess radar compatibility, mission computer
updates, and weapons interface. This is a complex, multi-agency effort, involving the RCAF, U.S. labs, and
contractors. So while integrating modern weapons onto legacy jets makes sense from a tactical and strategic
perspective, it is a technically intensive process.

Tactically, the update is worth it.

The new missiles give the CF-18 a greater engagement range, improving survivability by providing a first-
shot advantage. (In BVR combat, the first shooter often wins.)

The CF-18’s stand-off interception is improved, too, with enhanced ability to intercept bombers and cruise
missile carriers. The upgrade follows the trend of networked warfare, enabling offboard targeting by
airborne early warning aircraft and other fighters. The upgrade enhances the platform’s relevance by
mitigating the jet’s fourth-generation limitations with a modern missile system.

Strategically, the missile upgrade also matters.

The RCAF is charged with defending the Arctic, which is characterized by vast distances requiring long-range
engagements. Because of the Arctic’s scale, faster interception is critical

The RCAF also fills an important role_ defending the North American continent through NORAD, so it needs
a credible interception capability. NATO contribution is another factor.

The new missile system enhances interoperability between the CF-18 fleet and allied systems, allowing for
smoother participation in coalition air operations. All of this buys the Canadians time during the transition
period.

Canada CF-18 Hornet Fighter Ongoing Limitations

Missile upgrades or not, the CF-18 is still a non-stealth platform that is highly vulnerable to advanced air
defenses. The jet’s radar is still limited, too. The CF-18 has a survivability gap, especially against fifth-
generation fighters. And a missile upgrade cannot fully compensate for an aging platform with old radar and
high visibility.

The upgrade follows a broader trend in which weapons are modernized to boost an aging airframe.

Missiles and sensor systems now decide BVR engagements more than the airframes themselves.
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This modernization approach is more cost-efficient than buying new aircraft or designing a clean-sheet
aircraft. Missile modernization extends the service life of legacy fleets, maximizing the value of an
investment already made.

This approach is common across NATO; similar upgrades have been made for the F-16 and F/A-18 fleets.
The upgrade also aligns with a broader shift towards_distributed air combat, in which fighters act as nodes

in a larger sensor-shooter network rather than isolated platforms competing one-on-one with adversary
fighters.

In this networked framework, even legacy fighters such as the CF-18, which can’t necessarily outmaneuver
a modern air superiority fighter, can remain relevant by providing targeting data or serving as launch
platforms for advanced weapons.

Indeed, modernization is no longer just about replacing aircraft, but about integrating them into a more
capable, networked structure.

In sum, the AIM-120D-3 doesn’t transform the CF-18—but it does significantly enhance the platform.
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