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Cyclone & Chinook helicopter procurement 

 
A 1994 National Defence department (DND) white paper had warned the Liberal 
government of Prime Minister Jean Chrétien that Canada’s aging CH-124 Sea King 
helicopters (entered service between 1963 and 1969) were “rapidly approaching the end 
of their operational life. There is an urgent need for robust and capable new ship-borne 
helicopters.” The need to replace them was first identified in 1975.1 
 
Ten years later in 2004, Paul Martin (successor), awarded a $5 billion order to Sikorsky 
International for 28 CH-148 Cyclones that were scheduled to begin arriving at 12 Wing 
Shearwater air base (west coast of Patricia Bay near Halifax) in 2008.2 
 
When deliveries were delayed by up to three years while the contract was reworked, 
DND Minister Peter MacKay (CPC) straight-out blamed Chrétien (on 11 January 2008) 
who had cancelled (in 1993) a previous $4.8 billion (Mulroney era) Cormorant helicopter 
purchase (derided as a wasteful “Cadillac”): “And it can go back to a simple, solitary 
decision and a flippant and callous stroke of the pen.”3 
 
Sikorsky signed another agreement with DND on 30 June 2010 (now worth $5.7 billion) 
to start shipping fully compliant maritime helicopters in 2012. Alongside the acquisition 
of 15 CH-147 medium-to-heavy-lift Chinook choppers from Boeing at an estimated cost 
of $4.9 billion and scheduled for delivery beginning in 2013 (5 years later than planned), 
the combined expenditure for both projects by 2010 was expected to reach $11 billion 
(exceeding original estimates by 50%). 
 
Requirements for 15 Fixed-Wing Search and Rescue aircrafts (2004 budget priority to 
replace 40 year-old C-115 Buffalos) were still being rewritten by DND.4 
 
Auditor General Sheila Fraser obviously didn’t criticize Jean Chrétien for the helicopter 
procurement debacle (retired from politics when enacted). She did however give DND 
funny-man Peter MacKay an embarrassingly failing grade on 26 October 2010: 
 
“National Defence did not adequately assess the developmental nature of this aircraft, 
and the risks related to cost and the complexity of the required technical modifications 
were underestimated. In addition, the original delivery schedule (48 months after contract 
award) and the identified risks related to the potential for delays were not consistent with 
the developmental nature of this acquisition.”5 
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The Canadian military would have to figure-out a way to keep derelict Sea Kings 
operational: “Already a very trying exercise, parts are being taken from other aircraft, 
we’re down in fleet numbers, down in flying hours, down in serviceability.” The invoice 
to keep them airborne during 2008-2014 according to Ms. Fraser: $168 million.6 
 
Fortunately, Canadian Forces personnel enjoyed a reputation as expert restorers of 
vintage/antiquated equipment. Operating a fleet of 32 CC-130 Hercules tactical airlift 
aircraft in 2010 (19 E-models that entered service in 1964 through 1968 and 13 H-models 
dating from 1973 to 1992):7 
 
“Some of the older aircraft have logged as many as 45,000 hours in the air — nearly 
double the flying time that they were meant for. ‘The age of the aircraft is a big factor. 
We’ve extended their service life well beyond their intended use,’ said Major Brad 
Wintrup, commanding officer of the tactical aviation unit, which is part of Canada’s air 
wing. Aircraft maker Lockheed Martin wants to know how the Canadians managed to 
keep the old Hercules flying so long, he added.”8 
 
 
 

 
 

Terry Mosher (Aislin), Montreal Gazette, 10-29-2010 
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