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Canadian Forces Station (CFS) ALERT – A Short History
by Roger Bird

Canadian Forces Station Alert is a signals intelligence facility located 817 km 
from the North Pole and just 40 km south of the northernmost point in Canada. 
It is the most northerly, permanently inhabited location in the world. The name 
came from HMS Alert, which wintered in a small bay near Cape Sheridan in 
1875-1876. 

In 1950, Alert was first established by the Canadian Department of Transport 
and the US Weather Bureau with the construction of Joint Weather Station 
(JAWS). An airfield and small building were built to service various weather 
monitoring equipment. The JAWS facility extended Canadian sovereignty over 
a large uninhabited area which Canada claimed as its (sovereign) territory. 
During the Cold War, Alert was strategically important because of its proximity 
to the Soviet Union - Alert was the closest point in North America to the northwestern area of Russia.  In fact, Alert 
is closer to Moscow than it is to Ottawa. Thus, the possibility of utilizing the site for the purpose of intercepting radio 
signals was deemed to warrant a military presence. In 1956, the Royal Canadian Air Force, which was expanding 
its presence throughout the high Arctic with the construction of the Distant Early Warning Line (DEW Line) radar 
network, established a building uphill from the Department of Transport’s JAWS station to house “High Arctic Long 
Range Communications” research, or signals intelligence operations.

In 1957, The Alert Wireless Station became an intercept facility jointly staffed 
by personnel from the RCN and the RCAF.  A mess, a powerhouse, a vehicle 
maintenance building, three accommodation buildings, and an operations centre 
were built.  The operations building housed the radio intercept and cryptographic 
equipment.  Up to 24 men were posted to Alert at any one time. It was considered 
(and remains to this day) a hardship assignment, with no spouses being permitted. 
Until 1980, only men were deployed to Alert.

In February 1968, with unification of the RCN, RCAF, and Canadian Army, 
the Station name changed to Canadian Forces Station Alert (CFS Alert).  Its 
personnel were primarily from the Canadian Forces Communications Command. 

At its peak, CFS Alert had upwards of 215 personnel posted at any one time.  The station became a key asset 
in the global ECHELON network of the Five Eyes intelligence sharing alliance, with Alert privy to many secret 
Soviet communications regarding land-based and sea-based ICBM test launches, and many operational military 
deployments.

Budget cuts to the DND and Canadian Forces in 1994, and modernization of communications equipment, saw CFS 
Alert downsized from 200 personnel to 69 by 1998. Primarily, the remaining staff were responsible for food service, 
airfield operations, logistical/admin support, and construction/engineering. On the heels of this modernization, (and 
under the office of the Canadian Forces Information Operations Group), in April 2009, CFS Alert became a part of Air 
Force 8 Wing Trenton (Ontario), thus,returning it to its RCAF heritage.

With Canada’s commitment to the global war on terrorism following 9/11, CFS Alert received renewed and increased 
funding to expand its SIGINT capabilities. Today, CFS Alert conducts RCAF Search and Rescue Operations and 
critical environmental research, while playing a key role in protecting Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic.  

Russian radio and telephone messages are 
monitored at Alert which is closer to Moscow 
than Ottawa.

Alert is crucial to the Five Eyes intelligence 
gathering agreement (Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, United Kingdom, USA.)
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The Arctic, the Canadian 
Arctic is our business - 
ours to exploit, ours to 
defend. I believe it was 
the hope of far-seeing 
men who conceived 
HMCS Labrador that 
her maiden voyage 
might set the pattern for 
the work that must be 
done if Canada is truly 
to govern the northern 
domains… but [also 
provide] an immediate 
defense against possible 
aggression. 

In 1955, she steamed 
18,606 miles, and 12,000 
were in uncharted 
waters. Labrador’s crew 
set up 200 oceanographic 
stations, and completed 
hundreds of tests on 
salinity, oxygen analysis 
and bottom samples. 
In 1956, under the 
command of Captain 
Pullen, the Labrador 
helped in construction of 
the DEW Line. In1957, 
Labrador completed her 
only sailing to Norway, 
Denmark, England and 
Greenland.  In 1958, she 
was transferred to the 
Department of Transport 
and became Canadian 
Coast Guard Ship 
Labrador, serving until 
1987. 

In four short years 
HMCS Labrador played 
a significant role in 
asserting Canada’s 
sovereignty in the Arctic. 
Until recently she was the only Canadian Government ship to reach 81 degrees and 45 minutes north latitude above 
Ellesmere Island. Since 2021, with the introduction of the Arctic Offshore Patrol Vessels (The Harry DeWolfe Class), 
the RCN is once again patrolling regularly in Canadian Arctic waters. These ships are ice capable and continue to 
show the flag, and support scientific research studies, just as HMCS Labrador did. For a detailed history of HMCS 
Labrador. See: https://www.academia.edu/38416189/HMCS_Labrador_An_Operational_History

HMCS Labrador in Esquimalt BC with the RCMP’s famous vessel St. Roch alongside. The St. Roch was the 
first vessel to traverse the Northwest Passage from west to east, the first to complete the passage in one 

season, and the first to circumnavigate North America. The St. Roch is preserved in Vancouver.

Piasecki helicopter aboard HMCS Labrador.

https://www.academia.edu/38416189/HMCS_Labrador_An_Operational_History
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DISPATCHES
from VIMM

AWARDS

New 
Aquisitions

Mike Fall has 
donated to VIMM 
a collection of 570 
photos taken by his 
renowned father 
Joseph Fall, who 
was a fighter ace in 
WW1 and had a long 
career in the RAF and 
RCAF. More information will follow once they have 
been scanned and catalogued.

A collection of 170 cut-a-way drawings published in 
the Illustrated London News by British artist G.H. 
Davis was donated by Angus Scully. Thumbnail 

Brian McFadden’s dedicated volunteer service 
with VIMM has been recognized by the City of 
Nanaimo with the 2026 Honour in Heritage Award. 
See: https://www.nanaimo.ca/NewsReleases/
NR260209AnnouncingThe2026CultureAwardWinners.html

In Memoriam
Pat Patterson died on Remembrance Day. Pat served in Korea and 

following a 30-year career in the Canadian Armoured Corps with the
Royal Canadian Dragoons and Lord Strathcona’s Horse Guards, Pat served  

the Museum faithfully and with dedication for 25 years as a member of 
the Board of Directors and museum armourer.

Welcome New 
Volunteers

Welcome Mike Stasyk and
students James Griffin and

Nathan Cajolet. 
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photos and a 
data base have 
been created, 
and scanning is 
planned.

A Japanese Army 
Officer’s cap from 
the Philippines 
campaign 
in WW2 was 
donated by 
VIMM volunteer 
Richard 
McGladrey.

A leather 
German Army 
coat from WW2 
has been donated.

The Sovereign’s Medal for Volunteers has been awarded 
to Bruce Davison, Jim Dickinson, and Angus Scully, 
members of the Board of Directors.
Full details and photos will be in the Summer 
Newsletter.

Mike Fall delivering some of 
Joseph Fall’s amazing photos to 

Angus Scully.

This G.H. Davis cut-a-way was published 
in the Illustrated London News in 1938.

Museum Directors and Staff
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