
2022/2023: Issue 6     What in the world? • Level 1 Page 5

National 

Mysterious objects in the sky 
– Norad Shoots Down four UFOs

It sounded like a scary sci-fi 
thriller. On February 10, 
Canadian authorities noticed a 
strange cylindrical object sailing 
over Alaska. The next day, it 
floated over the Yukon. It posed 
a risk to commercial aviation, so 
Canada responded decisively.

“I ordered the takedown of an 
unidentified object that violated 
Canadian airspace,” Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau tweeted 
shortly afterwards.

The North American Aerospace 
Defense Command (NORAD) 
used an F22 fighter jet to hit 
the object with a missile. That 
sent debris into harsh, remote 
territory outside of Dawson City. 

More weird objects
This wasn't an isolated incident. 
A day earlier, U.S. fighter jets 
had shot down a different 
suspicious flying object. It 
was about the size of a small 
car, floating above Alaska. 
And on February 12, the U.S. 
military downed another odd 
contraption. This one was 
octagonal. It was drifting over 
Lake Huron on the border 
between Michigan and Ontario. 

In each case, the objects were 
brought down in areas where 
people wouldn't be hit with 
debris.

Three UFOs in or near Canada 
in the space of 24 hours? What 
was going on? Were we being 
invaded by extraterrestrials?

Aliens? Not this time
The reassuring news: All the 
devices were unmanned and 
made by humans, analysts said.

“I don’t think... people need to 
worry about aliens with respect 
to these craft. Period,” said U.S. 
security spokesman John Kirby. 

anomalous: unusual or unexpected
commercial: relating to buying and selling things
debris: pieces of wood, metal, brick, etc., that are left after 
something has been destroyed

NORTH AMERICAN AEROSPACE DEFENSE COMMAND 
(NORAD): a combined organization of the United States and 
Canada that provides aerospace warning, air sovereignty, and 
protection for Canada and the continental United States
Phenomenon: a rare or significant fact or event

What is a UFO?
Unidentified flying objects 
(UFO) have been renamed by 
U.S. officials as an unidentified 
anomalous phenomenon 
(UAP). A UAP is any perceived 
aerial phenomenon that can't 
be immediately identified or 
explained. On investigation, 
most UFOs turn out to be 
known objects or atmospheric 
phenomena. A few remain 
unexplained.

Definitions
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He added that the crafts weren’t 
sending signals. They weren’t 
propelled by anything, and 
weren’t capable of maneuvering. 
They posed no threat, he said.

Beyond that, though, very little 
was known about these objects. 

A ‘spy balloon’ bursts
One theory was that these 
objects might have been 
spycraft sent by China or Russia 
to conduct surveillance on 
North America. 

What was the basis for this 
theory? On February 4, the 
U.S. had shot down a balloon 
off the South Carolina coast. 
It had been drifting across the 
continent for a week. It was 
flying at an altitude of about 
20,000 metres, well out of range 
of jet aircraft. 

This flying machine was nothing 
like a birthday party toy balloon. 
The airship was about 60 metres 

tall. It carried a payload the size 
of a commercial jet.

Divers are still collecting debris 
that spread across six nautical 
miles off the U.S. coast after the 
balloon was shot down. They 
want to analyze it. 

China has already admitted the 
craft was theirs. However, the 
Chinese government claimed 
that it was just a weather balloon 
that had glided into U.S. airspace 
in error.

That’s highly unlikely, the 
U.S. says. This balloon had 
propellers for steering. It had 
an antenna that could intercept 
communications. And it flew 
over several U.S. military bases.

Let's wait and see
But perhaps the other three 
objects were just weather 
balloons that had drifted off 
course. Until enough debris 
is collected, it’s impossible 
to know. 

The RCMP was leading the hunt 
for the wreckage in the Yukon, 
helped by the Canadian army. 
But finding pieces was expected 
to be a big challenge, said the 
RCMP’s Sean McGillis. Parts 
could have fallen anywhere 

within an area of about 3000 
square kilometres. 

Meanwhile, the RCMP and the 
Canadian Coast Guard were 
searching for pieces of the craft 
downed in Lake Huron.

Why so many now?
We’ll learn more soon if pieces 
are found. But one question 
we can partially answer now? 
Why we’re suddenly seeing so 
many UFOs.

It’s not necessarily that there are 
more of them. It’s just that in 
the past, NORAD was focused 
on detecting missiles, bombers, 
and fighter jets. With all eyes on 
those threats, it was easy to miss 
slow objects like balloons.

But after the Chinese balloon 
was spotted, NORAD 
recalibrated its radar and 
surveillance detection system. 
Now it can better identify 
slow-moving targets. 

“We think we’re seeing more 
because we’re looking for more,” 
Mr. Kirby said. “If you set 
the parameters... to look for 
something, it’s more likely that 
you’re going to find a certain 
something.” J

coast guard: an official organization whose job is to watch 
the sea near a coast to help ships and people in trouble, and 
to stop people from breaking the law
nautical mile: a unit for measuring distance at sea; 1852 
metres

parameter: something that decides or limits the way in 
which something can be done
payload: the equipment carried by a spacecraft or satellite
recalibrate: to readjust precisely for a particular function
SURVEILLANCE: continuous observation of a place, person, 
group, or ongoing activity in order to gather information

Definitions

did you know...?
Spy balloons go back as far as 
1794, when the French used them 
in a battle against Austrian and 
Dutch troops during the French 
revolutionary wars.
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1. What does UFO stand for?  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

2. What does NORAD stand for?   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

3. Which countries are part of NORAD? What is the purpose of this military organization?

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

4. Where did an American fighter jet shoot down a suspected spy balloon on February 4th? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

5. List at least three important or interesting facts about this balloon.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

6. Which country admitted to owning the balloon? What type of balloon did this country say it was?

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

7. Why did American officials dispute this country's claim about the balloon's purpose? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

8. Where did a U.S. fighter jet shoot down a flying 'object' on February 10? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

9. Where did a NORAD jet shoot down a flying 'object' on February 11? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

10. Where did a military jet shoot down a flying 'object' on February 12? 
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QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER THOUGHT

1. Before the Chinese balloon was detected over the continental United States, U.S. Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken was scheduled to visit China for diplomatic talks that were intended to reinforce 
communication and cooperation between the two countries. Instead, Mr. Blinken cancelled his 
trip, stating that the balloon was "an irresponsible act and a clear violation of U.S. sovereignty and 
international law that undermined the purpose of the trip." A day later, the U.S. shot down the balloon 
and China responded by saying that the U.S. had overreacted.

What does this scenario tell you about the relationship between these two countries? Give reasons to 
support your response.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

2. U.S. national security spokesperson John Kirby explained that since the crafts weren't sending 
communications signals, weren’t propelled by anything, and weren’t capable of maneuvering, that they 
posed no threat. Do you agree or disagree with his statement? Give reasons to support your response.
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QUESTIONS FOR ONLINE EXPLORATION

Note: The links below are listed at www.lesplan.com/links for easy access. 

1. Learn more about the unidentified objects recently shot down over Canada and the United States: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/us-canada-china-balloon-objects-1.67461 
https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/2172404803981 [19:21] (podcast)

What did you learn?                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

2. Find out specific details concerning each of these incidents:

• Chinese Balloon: https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-64-cbc-news-the-house/clip/15965816-
canadas-former-spy-chief-offers-warning-chinese-balloon [10:08] podcast  
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/spy-balloon-canada-norad-questions-1.6742695

• Alaska: https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/alaska-unknown-object-us-airspace-1.6744511

• Yukon: https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/object-yukon-suspected-balloon-wayne-eyre-1.6749520 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/norad-monitoring-airborne-object-north-1.6745575

• Lake Huron: https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-yukon-object-threat-aviation-1.6745783 
http://www.cbc.ca/player/play/2171716675778 [2:45]

What predictions can you  make about the likelihood of more of these objects being discovered over 
North America in the future? Explain.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

3. Explore the history of NORAD and the nature of its work: 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/norad-north-american-air-defence-agreement 
https://www.norad.mil/About-NORAD/NORAD-History

What did you learn?
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U.S. assessing suspected China spy balloon

U.S. says China balloon able
to loiter over specific areas

Balloon’s payload similar in size
to regional airliner and weighs
about 900kg

Remnants of object being
recovered from 11km of ocean
off South Carolina. U.S. working
to determine if debris includes
potentially dangerous materials

Craft equipped with propellers
and rudder, allowing it to speed up,
slow down and turn

A suspected Chinese surveillance balloon shot down off the U.S. coast
was comparable to a 20-storey building and carrying a payload similar

in size to a commercial plane, U.S. officials say

SIZE COMPARISON

China
balloon

Statue
of Liberty

93m

F-22 fighter jet
19m

60m

LIGHTER-THAN-AIR
GAS

LIGHTER-THAN-AIR
GAS

OUTSIDE
AIR

Pressure envelope
Thin material likely
filled with helium,
allowing balloon
to float with wind

Ballonet
Lower section
can be filled with
outside air, causing
balloon to grow
heavier and sink

Solar panels
Power instruments and
propulsion system

Altitude
Balloon typically
operates at
24-37km (80,000-
120,000ft), well
above where
commercial air
traffic flies

Instruments
Could include
high-resolution
cameras, radar,
sensors and
communications
equipment

FEATURES OF HIGH-ALTITUDE SURVEILLANCE BALLOON
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U.S. searching for spy balloon wreckage
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The U.S. is working to recover the remnants of the suspected Chinese
surveillance balloon shot down off the coast of South Carolina

Balloon comes from
China: China’s foreign
ministry later claims it is
weather balloon that
drifted off course

Jan 28: Enters U.S.
airspace near Alaska’s
Aleutian Islands

Jan 30: Exits U.S.
territory and passes
over Canada. Re-enters
U.S. over Idaho

Feb 1: Seen above
Montana, home to U.S.
nuclear missile silos at
Malmstrom Air Force
Base

Feb 3: Spotted in
Kansas City area as it
passes over parts of
Missouri and Kansas

Feb 4: U.S. F-22 fighter jet shoots
down balloon over U.S. territorial
waters off South Carolina

Feb 6: Beijing admits second
balloon spotted over Latin America
is also from China but says it is for
civilian use
U.S. officials say Chinese balloons
similar to one that was shot down
flew over U.S. at least three times
while Donald Trump was president
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Flight path
of suspected
Chinese spy
balloon
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https://www.asc-csa.gc.ca/eng/multimedia/search/image/watch/4133
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ANALYZING AN INFOGRAPHIC

What questions do you still have about the topic presented?

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Who is the intended 
audience?

How does the 
information presented 

enhance your 
understanding?

What information is 
significant or  
important?

What information is new  
or interesting?

What is the purpose of 
this infographic?

What features are used to clarify  
the message?
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

A. Write the letter that corresponds to the best answer on the line beside each question: 

______  1. Which country owned the balloon that was shot down on February 4? 
 a) Russia b) Ukraine 
 c) United States d) China

______  2. Where was this spy balloon shot down on February 4? 
 a) over Lake Huron b) off the coast of South Carolina 
 c) in northern Alaska over sea ice d) near a U.S. military base in South Dakota

______  3. In which part of Canada was an unidentified object shot down on February 11? 
 a) central Yukon b) eastern Northwest Territories 
 c) northern B.C. d) western Alaska 

B. Mark the statements T (True) or F (False). If a statement is True, write one important fact to 
support it on the line below. If a statement is False, write the words that make it true on the line below. 

______  4. True or False? The Chinese spy balloon could not be steered.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

______  5. True or False? The object shot down in northern Canada was recovered and analyzed.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

______  6. True or False? NORAD modified its detection systems after the first balloon was located.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

C. Fill in the blanks to complete each sentence.   

7. UFO: _______________________ Flying Object. 

8. China claimed the first object that was shot down was a lost _______________________ balloon.

9. The object shot down in northern Canada was a threat to commercial _______________________ . 

D. Respond to the following question in paragraph form. (Use a separate sheet of paper if necessary.)

10. As you see it, what is the significance of this story? Give reasons to support your response. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        


