
 

'No indication of aliens': Spy balloon saga
continues to surprise amid rising US–China
tension
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Over the past week, the US has realized and revealed that an active fleet
of Chinese spy balloons has been operating across the northern
hemisphere for several years.

This all started to become apparent when a Chinese balloon, some 60
meters high and carrying a sensor payload of more than a ton, was
sighted by people in offices and homes in Billings, Montana. The white
balloon, highlighted against a bright blue sky, was described as like a
second moon.

The saga continues to evolve. After the balloon was shot down off the
South Carolina coast, three more objects were similarly engaged in
northern Alaska, Canada's Yukon Territory and over one of the Great
Lakes. All three were flying inside territorial airspace.

The nature and origin of these objects is still unclear. US officials say
the objects were not maneuvering or communicating, helpfully noting
"there is no indication of aliens or extraterrestrial activity".

These four shoot-downs are the first in the history of the US-Canadian
North American Aerospace Defense Command, originally set up during
the early Cold War. In the background, another large Chinese spy
balloon was understood to be overflying Costa Rica, Colombia and
Venezuela.

A purposeful, ongoing program
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https://www.news.com.au/technology/innovation/military/chinese-spy-balloon-part-of-surveillance-fleet-that-has-targeted-more-than-40-countries-us-says/news-story/ebd91018b2beab462c5a1a1fad686b51
https://www.news.com.au/technology/innovation/military/chinese-spy-balloon-part-of-surveillance-fleet-that-has-targeted-more-than-40-countries-us-says/news-story/ebd91018b2beab462c5a1a1fad686b51
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/feb/13/biden-ufo-shot-down-michigan-flying-objects
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/02/chinese-spy-balloon-montana-ufo/672943/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/02/chinese-spy-balloon-montana-ufo/672943/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-13/us-military-shoots-down-flying-object-near-canadian-border/101964386
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/feb/13/biden-ufo-shot-down-michigan-flying-objects
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/globo-chino-floats-over-latin-america


 

The first balloon has already had several impacts. It quickly led to the
cancelation of US Secretary of State Antony Blinken's planned visit to
Beijing of which much was hoped.

A minor domestic ruckus erupted as Republicans accused the Biden
administration of being soft on China by not shooting the balloon down
as early as possible. Congress voted 419-0 to condemn "the Chinese
Communist Party's use of a high-altitude surveillance balloon over
United States territory as a brazen violation of United States
sovereignty".

Lastly, the US blacklisted a Chinese research institute and five aviation
and defense companies, cutting them off from accessing American
technology. The implication is the equipment recovered from the first
balloon's wreckage has revealed the blacklisted organizations were
involved in building it.

As more comes to light each day, China's spy balloon program appears
purposeful, well-planned, well-funded and ongoing. This was not a
slapdash activity by some freelancing Chinese group but a highly
organized military activity, at least partly conducted from Hainan Island
on the edge of the South China Sea.

The program is likely to continue with its main focus being electronic
surveillance, in particular mapping the civil and military communication
networks of other countries, presumably to aid monitoring and possible
later intrusions. The Pentagon noted that over the past several years
Chinese balloons have been spotted operating over Latin America, South
America, South-East Asia, East Asia and Europe.

Global wind patterns mean these operations are likely to be restricted to
the northern hemisphere unless the balloons are launched off Chinese
naval ships.
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https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202301/1283969.shtml
https://abc7.com/chinese-spy-balloon-republicans-joe-biden-over-montana-china/12767816/
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/09/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-house-vote/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/10/business/economy/china-spy-balloon-sanctions.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/07/china-spy-balloon-intelligence/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/07/china-spy-balloon-intelligence/
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2023-02-09/us-says-china-military-vast-aerial-spy-program
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2023-02-09/us-says-china-military-vast-aerial-spy-program
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/08/us/politics/china-spy-balloons.html
https://phys.org/tags/northern+hemisphere/


 

Hunting balloons

Detecting and shooting down such balloons requires a well-organized
national air defense system that most countries do not have.
Nevertheless, the sudden shooting down of three more objects
immediately after the first suggests the US may have gleaned critical
intelligence as it tracked the first balloon while it flew across America.

The first balloon was sending data via a wireless link back to China. This
link may be commonly used across the program. Knowledge of the
technical characteristics of this link may have allowed the US to locate
and track other balloons.

The US is sharing its newly acquired intelligence about the balloons with
its allies, partners and friends. This will help others counter Chinese spy
balloons over their countries.

An escalating trend

There are some implications for international relations.

First, the Chinese Communist Party doesn't appear to mind irritating
other countries. Much of what the spy balloons are doing can just as
easily be done by surveillance satellites, of which China has some 260 in
orbit.

In contrast, the balloons are inherently provocative. The response from
the Chinese Foreign Ministry and the party's mouthpiece the Global
Times has been to deny, obfuscate and confuse, complain about the US
for shooting down the first balloon, and claim the US has sent many
similar balloons into Chinese airspace.

4/6

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/10/politics/us-balloon-tracking-method
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/10/politics/us-balloon-tracking-method
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/us-aims-share-intel-chinese-balloons-countries-rcna69614
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Nov/29/2003122279/-1/-1/1/2022-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Nov/29/2003122279/-1/-1/1/2022-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/202302/t20230206_11020388.html
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202302/1285217.shtml
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3209964/china-spots-mystery-object-over-waters-near-northern-port-city
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3210044/chinese-foreign-ministry-says-us-sent-over-10-its-own-high-altitude-balloons-illegally-chinas
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3210044/chinese-foreign-ministry-says-us-sent-over-10-its-own-high-altitude-balloons-illegally-chinas


 

Second, the great hopes that post-COVID China would shift from the 
wolf-warrior diplomacy of the past several years to become a more
responsible member of the international community seem dashed.
Instead, an escalating trend seems apparent, when considering other
recent Chinese "gray zone" incidents . Looking forward, China seems set
on "pushing the envelope" in a future where it is increasingly bellicose.

Bad signs for future crises

The balloon saga has also revealed that, in a crisis, China may be unable
to adequately manage a fast-developing situation. The party apparatus
may be good at implementing detailed long-range plans, but less adept at
managing problems that arise quickly.

In this crisis, only the Americans seem actively involved; the statements
from Beijing are at best pro forma, and certainly not meaningful
interaction.

US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin reportedly called China on a
dedicated, mutually agreed crisis line, but Chinese Defense Minister Wei
Fenghe declined to speak to him. This is a bad omen.

In a future US–China crisis only one side might be trying to manage the
situation. The Chinese side might again freeze, with senior leaders
playing the silent, nobody-home card.

The balloon saga continues helping to drive US-China relations
downwards. China's top leaders appear apathetic, while America's hawks
seem vindicated. It's a win-win, as Xi Jinping always talks about, but not
for the wider world.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://ecfr.eu/article/dancing-with-wolf-warriors-chinas-covid-u-turn-and-its-implications-for-europe/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wolf_warrior_diplomacy
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/china-s-gray-zone-tactics-amount-far-more-just-laser-games
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/china-s-gray-zone-tactics-amount-far-more-just-laser-games
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/flare-china-s-deliberate-pattern-aggression
https://cimsec.org/storm-warning-chinese-gray-zone-futures-inbound/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/as-u-s-shot-down-shot-down-chinese-balloon-calls-to-china-went-unanswered
https://phys.org/tags/balloon/
https://www.ciis.org.cn/english/ESEARCHPROJECTS/Articles/202007/t20200715_3604.html
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/no-indication-of-aliens-spy-balloon-saga-continues-to-surprise-amid-rising-us-china-tension-199769
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