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FOREWORD 

I t has become a cliché to state that the world changed dramatically in 
the aftermath of the terrorist attack against the World Trade Center in 

New York City on 11 September 2001. However, it did, and that heinous 
act has had dramatic repercussions around the globe. Canada has not 
been exempt. The cataclysmic event and its consequences altered how 
we look at the world. It was also important in determining the type of 
military forces we as a nation required to defend Canadian interests 
domestically and internationally. 

Not surprisingly, as the Canadian Forces continues to undergo a 
major transformation, a key component of its reconfiguration is the 
establishment of a Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
(CANSOFCOM). This new command provides the nation with agile, 
high-readiness Special Operations Forces capable of conducting special 
operations across the spectrum of conflict at home and abroad. 
However, as effective as SOF has proven to be worldwide, it remains 
poorly understood by the conventional military, politicians, and the 
public at large. 

For that reason, I am delighted to introduce Casting Light on the 
Shadows: Canadian Perspectives on Special Operations Forces. This semi-
nal book opens a window on Special Operations Forces. In short, it 
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provides an authoritative examination of SOF theory, history, and cur-
rent issues, as well as provocative views on the future. 

Significantly, contributors who are recognized specialists in their 
fields have written this book from a distinctly Canadian perspective. In 
essence, they have prepared a primer that serves as a solid foundation 
for an understanding of SOF, which in light of the current and future 
security environment have become the forces of choice. 

Colonel David Barr 
Commander CANSOFCOM 
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INTRODUCTION 

Bernd Horn and Tony Balasevicius 

Special Operations Forces (SOF) have never been an integral element 
of Canada's military capability. Although units have existed period- 

ically throughout our history, they have always been in the shadows, 
and barely tolerated. In this context, Canada has not been much differ-
ent from other countries. Not surprisingly, special and unique organi-
zations are usually viewed suspiciously by the conservative, conven-
tional military that embraces and takes great comfo rt  in uniformity 
and standardization. 

However, the tragic terrorist attacks against the United States on 11 
September 2001 changed much of that. In the aftermath of 9/11, SOF 
became the force of choice. Their inherent responsiveness, small foot-
print, cultural and regional awareness, and impressive suite of capabili-
ties made them a force multiplier with an impact on operations far in 
excess of the numbers actually employed. Their influence in both polit-
ical and real terms has forced even their greatest detractors to reconsid-
er their value. 

The Canadian case is a perfect example. In the wake of 9/11, when 
the United States was busy conducting Operation Enduring Freedom, 
later to evolve into the war on terrorism, Canada's defence minister 
found himself consistently under fire from the Canadian press and 
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public for a seemingly inadequate national military contribution to the 
American efforts in Afghanistan. One day, almost in frustration with the 
constant harassment, he reveakd that Canadian "commandos" were in 
fact deployed in support of the U.S. efforts. Canadians met the revela-
tion with complete surprise. Although very few even realized such a 
force edsted, all seemed completely satisfied, even proud, that Canada 
was evidently doing its part. Thereafter, the defence minister mentioned 
the involvement of the formerly ultra-secret and little-known Joint Task 
Force Two (JTF-2) at every opportunity. Predictably, he immediately 
pushed the military chain of command to double the size of the unit. 
After all, it seemed almost too good to be true. The small  and highly 
capable force earned credibility and political capital from allies, 
appeased the Canadian public, yet represented a relatively small com-
mitment in personnel and resources. It fit perfectly with the Canadian 
way of war. 

SOF's time has clearly come. As war, conflict, and peace continue to 
evolve, the role and requirement for SOF will likewise evolve and grow. 
They have become a critical component of any nation's military capa-
bility. It is for this reason that Canadian Forces (CF) transformation has 
resulted in an integral SOF capability. The limited original hostage res-
cue capability housed within the context of JTF-2, which was taken over 
from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Special Emergency Response 
Team (SERT) in 1992, has grown to become the Canadian Special 
Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM). This new formation 
consists of a number of distinct tmits and capabilities that are already in 
place or in the process of being established. These include the JTF-2; a 
Canadian Special Operations Regiment; a special tactical aviation 
squadron; a joint nuclear, biological chemical (JNBC) company; and 
the requisite formation headquarters, support functions, and organiza-
tions. CANSOF missions include counterterrorism, counter-proliferation 
(i.e., weapons of mass destruction [WMD]), special reconnaissance, 
direct action, non-combat evacuation, and defence diplomacy and mil-
itary assistance (DDMA). 

However, despite the growth, SOF is not well understood. Most 
individuals, whether in uniform or out, will not understand the CAN-
SOF organizations and tasks listed earlier. Nor will they necessarily 
comprehend the rationale for the establishment or expansion of these 
special units. The perennial question is inevitable: why establish new 
organizations for those roles when we could just assign the tasks to 
existing units? 

14 
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It is for this reason that this book has been produced. It consists of 
a series of essays on SOF-related issues and topics. Some essays are pre-
viously published articles, while others were written specifically for this 
volume. Each, however, is a stand-alone chapter that speaks to a specif-
ic SOF topic or issue. All are authored by individuals with specialized 
knowledge and expertise in the field. Together the essays provide a com-
plete compendium of information and knowledge on Canadian SOF-
related issues. As such, this volume should provide readers, whether 
military or civilian, with a solid foundation. 

The book itself is divided into three distinct sections. The first pro-
vides theoretical background. It covers the theory (e.g., definition, selec-
tion, and training requirement), as well as many of the current issues 
important to understanding the dynamic nature of SOF. The second 
part offers historical perspectives on the evolution of SOF both interna-
tionally and in the Canadian context. This is fundamentally important 
as it explains the origin and evolution of SOF. It also reveals the timeless 
institutional hostility and barriers that SOF have endured. Finally, the 
third section affords views on the future requirement of SOF with spe-
cific emphasis on the Canadian case. 

In essence, this book is a primer for Canadian Special Operations 
Forces. It is intended to fill a void. It should serve to inform, educate, 
and create discussion and debate on the evolving role of SOF in the 
Canadian military. As the war on terrorism continues, and Canada 
maintains its role in supporting coalition operations around the world, 
SOF will remain on the leading edge of Canada's contribution. To 
ensure the greatest effectiveness can be achieved, a deep-seated under-
standing of all  aspects of SOF, by both operators and those who would 
employ them, must be achieved. Hopefully, this volume helps achieve 
that aim. 

15 





PART I 

Theoretical Foundation to Understanding 
Special Operations Forces 
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Special Operations Forces: 
Uncloaking an Enigma 

Bernd Horn 

We shall go 
Always a little further: it may be 
Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow, 
Across that ang,ry or that glimmering sea. 

— James Elroy Flecker, The Golden Journey to Samarkand 

The war against terrorism, specifically the ground campaign in 
Afghanistan that began in the fall of 2001 after the catastrophic 

attacks on the World Trade Center towers in New York City, achieved in 
a very short period what over 50 years of lobbying and activities on the 
fringes of military operations failed to do — namely, convince military 
commanders and decision makers that Special Operations Forces (SOF) 
are not only a viable force but may in fact be the force of choice for the 
future. Even in Canada, the concept of SOF, at least initially, met with 
great support. Representing our initial contribution to the ground war, 
the Joint Task Force Two (JTF-2) was lauded by the minister of nation-
al defence (MND) as our elite commando unit. Overnight, this ultra-
secret unit was heralded as a national strategic force. Its ability to deploy 
rapidly, operate with coalition forces, and quicldy adapt to a foreign and 
very hostile environment earned it the respect of the public in generaL 
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Its perceived success, utility, and relevance also earned it ministerial 
approval for expansion to twice its size! 

It was the initial frenzy and hype, almost a convulsive reaction 
towards what appeared to be yet another wave of incantations of how 
conflict had changed that triggered another scramble for the establish-
ment of an SOF capability in the Canadian Forces (CF). That initial 
wave was subsequently stalled by a defence review, as well as an 
entrenched institutional bias against such forces. Nonetheless, it is diffi-
cult to stop a concept whose time has come. Although CF transforma-
tion has been underway for years, it received dramatic impetus from 
General Rick Hillier upon his appointment as chief of the defence staff 
(CDS) in 2004. An integral part of that transformation was the creation 
of a Canadian Special Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM). 

And so Canada, much like its allies, has become a believer and is 
investing in SOF. This is not surprising. After all, during those trying 
days following the 11 September 2001 tragedy in New York when pic-
tures of heavily armed, albeit uniquely dressed SOF operatives were 
flashed on CNN and in magazines worldwide, the public and many in 
the military were introduced for the first tline to the concept of Special 
Operations Forces and their inherent strength and relevance to the 
modern battlespace. Reporters often used colourful and highly dramat-
ic imagery to describe SOF. For instance, one theme repeated by jour-
nalists described SOF as "the toughest, smartest, most secretive, fittest, 
best-equipped and consistently lethal killers...." Yet a clear, compre-
hensive definition or understanding of what these forces really were was 
never fully addressed. It was generally accepted that everyone knew 
what the term meant. But do they? 

Even today, after cataclysmic events, the subject of SOF never fails 
to elicit emotion. Far too often the debate is marred by the polarity 
between the two sides, that is those who support the concept and those 
who see SOF as pampered prima donnas representing an incestuous 
elite, that are far too specialized and devour far too many scarce 
resources. This has resulted in a continual struggle to objectively analyze 
the value, utility, and relevance of SOF. The controversy over the signif-
icance of SOF begins with their definition. Quite simply, SOF means 
different things to different people. Moreover, there is often confusion 
over concepts, entities, and terms such as SOF, Special Forces (SF), 
Airborne, reconnaissance units, elites, counterterrorism, counter-insurgency, 
actions behind enemy lines, unconventional watfare, and guerrilla war-
fare. In fact, much of the literature in this field often either assumes an 

20 
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understanding of the different terms and/or uses them interchangeably. 
The most common misuse is the transposing of SOF with SF and vice 
versa. Further confusion is evident as many use Special Forces correctly 
to refer to such forces as the American "Green Berets," while other use 
the term to refer to forces that are simply "specie" (i.e., unique or dif-
ferent). Although all Special Forces (e.g., Green Berets) are by nature 
Special Operations Forces, not all SOF organizations are necessarily SR 
This reality must be factored in when discussing the larger issue of SOF. 

The genesis of this confusion is readily apparent when one exam-
ines the historical roots of the debate. Colonel Aaron Bank battled with 
the vagaries of the concept of SOF operations and organizations in his 
struggle to establish the U.S. Special Forces, as noted above, commonly 
referred to as the "Green Berets." He observed that the term Special 
Operations, as it was interpreted by others, was a catch-all that "includ-
ed cold-weather operations; mountain warfare; and amphibious, air-
borne, Ranger, and commando operations. ' 2  Bank commented that it 
was "too damn broad and all indusive!"3  Colonel J.W.  Hackett rein-
forced this prevailing vacuum of in-depth thought on SOF. He nailed 
down their role as "to hinder the most effective application of the 
enemy's resources in war and to secure advantages in the employment 
of our own. '4  Adding to the confusion, M.R.D. Foot, a wartime intelli-
gence officer for the Special Air Service (SAS) and British historian, 
attempted to define SOF by the activities they undertook. As such, he 
asserted that special operations "are unorthodox coups ... unexpected 
strokes of violence, usually mounted and executed outside the military 
establishment of the day."' Finally, American Lieutenant-General 
William E. Yarborough professed that "special warfare is an esoteric art 
unto itself. '6  He once described the Special Forces soldier as "a man who 
could be dropped by himself into the wilderness with nothing but a 
knife and his own devices, and emerge sometime later, leading a fully 
trained and equipped fighting force. ' 7  Needless to say, there was a pro-
found lack of clarity. 

But to many, special operations and the forces tasked with their exe-
cution represented a very narrow scope. General Coffins, the U.S. Army 
chief of staff in 1951, was representative of a common military percep-
tion. He defined Special Forces operations as those "carried on within or 
behind the enemy's lines. ' 8  This constricted view was echoed by numer-
ous academics and scholars as well. A study of commando (special) 
operations from 1939 to 1980 rendered the observation that special 
operations were "self-contained acts of war mounted by self-sufficient 
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forces operating within hostile territory." 9  Dr. Terry White reinforced 
this idea. "Special Forces," he explained, "are personnel who receive spe-
cialized training to execute tasks behind the enemy's lines in support of 
conventional military operations or a counter-insurgency campaign."' 
Major-General Julian Thompson, a former Royal Marine Commando 
and author of War Behind Enemy Lines agrees. He believes that Special 
Forces, usually raised because of enthusiastic backing from a very sen-
ior military commander, was all about actions behind enemy lines. 
However, he also defined SOF by function, namely: Offensive action, the 
gathering of intelligence, and operating with indigenous resistance." 

But other schools of thought also emerged. James Lucas, a well-
known author on military subjects, particularly the Second World War 
German units and organizations, set three criterion for special forces: 
units from a conventional arm of service that have been grouped to 
form a unique fighting detachment, units that conduct operations using 
tactics or weapons of an original nature, and units that are raised to 
conduct a specific type of military operation (e.g., a guerrilla group 
such as Werewolf)." Lucas also notes that Special Operations Forces 
‘<carry the nimbus of success ... recruit discreetly and accept only those 
few who attain the unusual standards that are set." He added, "Theirs 
is a reputation for iron-hard toughness.?" 4  Similarly, author and military 
analyst James Dunnigan boils SOF down to "the most capable troops 
sent to take care of the most difficult missions." For this reason, Dr. 
Terry White argued that "Army SOF includes elite light infantry =its 
such as rangers, commandos and paratroops used for shock action: 
strikes, raids, ambushes and temporary seizure of bridges, road junc-
tions and strongpoints." 

Along those lines, retired U.S. Colonel John M. Coffins, also a for-
mer senior specialist in national defence with the Congressional 
Research Service, explained that: 

SOF help shape the international security envirornnent, prepare 
for an uncertain future, and respond with precision in a range 
of potential crises. Unique training and skills enable them to 
operate in situations where conventional units cannot be used 
for political or military reasons. Moreover, they place a priority 
on applying finesse rather than brute force and possess overt, 
covert, and clandestine capabilities not found elsewhere within 
the Armed Forces.'' 
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Complicating the issue and further adding to the quagmire of per-
ceptions and fallacies is yet another interpretation that describes and 
defines the realm of SOF within the context of elitism. Eminent scholar 
Eliot Cohen, in his seminal work Commandos and Politicians, used the 
term elite units to describe SOF operations and organizations. The con-
cept of elite was central to his interpretation and description of SOF 
activities and membership. Cohen developed specific criteria that 
defined elite units. "First," he wrote, "a unit becomes elite when it is per-
petually assigned special or unusual missions: in particular, missions that 
are-or seem to be extremely hazardous. For this reason airborne units 
have long been considered elite since parachuting is a particularly dan-
gerous way of going into battle. Second, elite units conduct missions that 
require only a few men who must meet high standards of training and 
physicâ toughness, particularly the latter. Third, an elite unit becomes 
elite only when it achieves a reputation-justified or not-for bravura and 
success!' But strategist Colin Gray insists that "elite, as a quality, refers 
directly to the standard of selection, not to the activity that soldiers are 
selected to perform." He asserted, "Special operations forces must be elite 
forces but elite forces generally are not special operations forces."' 

Conversely, military historian, Douglas Porch, believes that conven-
tional measures of elite status are such benchmarks as "battlefield 
achievement, military proficiency, or specialind military functions.' 
Eric Morris, also a historian, agrees. He described Special Operations 
Forces as elite units by virtue of the fact that they were required to 
demonstrate "a prowess and military skill of a higher standard than 
more conventional battalions."" Canadian defence reporter David 
Pugliese concurred. He defined SOF as "the most elite, most skilled and 
certainly enigmatic of military fighters."" 

In its purest form elites represent "the choice or rnost carefully 
selected part of a group." Sociologists and political scientists have 
tended to define elites as a cohesive minority in any given group or soci-
ety which holds the power of decision making. They further assert that 
the chief strength of a given elite is its autonomy and cohesiveness that 
are borne from an exclusiveness that is protected by rigorous entrance 
standards. Elites are extremely homogeneous and self-perpetuating. 24  In 
short, the term elite connotes a select minority within a group or socie-
ty that holds special status and privilege. Traditionally, this meant those 
who held political, administrative, and economic power within a socie-
ty." Although some of the components are representative of SOF, it still 
falls short of a comprehensive explanation. 
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Somewhat related to this approach, is that of military analyst 
and writer Mark Lloyd. He insists that SOF-type forces, which he 
also described as elite, have become increasingly more specialist and 
secretive in the second half of the twentieth century. He in turn 
divided SOF into three categories: Special forces capable of operat-
ing in any theatre in the world, special purpose forces designed and 
trained for a single type of warfare, and units of special designation, 
trained and equipped for a single operation, which he describes as a 
wartime phenomenon." 

Australian historian D.H. Horner took a comparable tack. He 
believed that SOF referred to a combination of Special Action Forces 
"which perform operational roles that are not normal for convention-
al forces" (i.e., SAS and commando, and special force signal units) and 
Special Forces, which included "military personnel with cross-training 
and specialized military skills, organized into small multiple purpose 
detachments with the mission to train, organise, supply, direct, and 
control indigenous forces in guerilla warfare and counter-insurgency 
operations and to conduct unconventional warfare operations." 
Strategist Colin Gray agreed. He observed that SOF "undertake mis-
sions that regular forces either cannot perform or cannot perform at 
acceptable cost.' 

Numerous other military analysts, researchers, and scholars have 
applied a similar approach. Basically, they recognized that some units, 
by virtue of the quality of personnel, training, or mission, were not rep-
resentative of their conventional brethren. As a result, they were auto-
matically labelled as SOF organizations, and they were also automati-
cally bequeathed with de facto elite status." 

A number of recurring themes have become evident. First, is the 
emphasis on SOF as those who operate behind enemy lines. Second is 
the concept of elite organizations and third is the idea of special train-
ing and expertise. As such, defence correspondent Christopher 
Bellamy described "special [Operations] forces" as "small, highly 
motivated volunteer units with special training or expertise ..."" 
Correspondingly, Tom Clancy, the respected American military ana-
lyst and writer, wrote, "They [SOF] are specially selected, specially 
trained, specially equipped and given special missions and support.... 
By creating superbly trained specialized units for specialized tasks, 
roles, and missions, particular problems that prove beyond the capa-
bilities of general purpose forces can be handled by smaller more 
focused units." 
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Ongoing analysis and study on SOF has created additional dimen-
sions that although embracing the recurring themes have also began to 
capture the evolving nature of SOF from a Second World War com-
mando raid mentality to the use of these forces for political, economic, 
or informational objectives in a very risk-averse political environment. 
Naval Captain William H. McRaven, a former Sea Air Land (SEAL) 
force commander and author of Spec Ops, defined special operations as 
those "conducted by forces specially trained and equipped, and sup-
ported for a specific target whose destruction, elimination, or rescue (in 
the case of hostages), is a political or military imperative." 

He maintained a somewhat limited direct action orientation that 
emphasized that all special operations are conducted against fortified 
positions." This approach places emphasis on training and drills to pen-
etrate defences. Former Royal Marine Commando, journalist, and 
author Robin NeiRands explained that the SF or SOF member (he treat-
ed them incorrectly as one and the same): 

Is defined by his role and his training. He is a soldier who tends 
to operate in small groups, often at night, behind the lines or in 
the amphibious or parachute assault role. He uses technology 
appropriate to the task in hand.... He is highly skilled in the nec-
essary military techniques, though his training is mainly direct-
ed towards irregular warfare, reconnaissance and raiding oper-
ations.... The Special Force soldier is, first and foremost, a well-
trained fighting man.' 

In essence both definitions follow a technical orientation focusing 
on training and organization. This approach, as with the others already 
mentioned, can apply to many forces both SOF and conventional. 
However, it must be noted that NeiRands begins to cast light on the crux 
of SOF, namely the individual soldier. This will fall out shortly. 

There is one approach to defining SOF that must be addressed. 
This is an oft favoured approach to quote official definitions, normally 
those of the U.S. military or the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO). The weakness, however, is that most official definitions are 
broad and inclusive because they are often more concerned with get-
ting consensus of the respective working group or policy makers and 
avoiding disagreement, than they are in compiling a defmitive concise 
definition. Nonetheless, they do provide a doctrinally and politically 
accepted perspective on SOF. For instance, one definition, written for a 
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hand-book for Congress and the American Special Operations Panel 
defines SOF as: 

Small, carefully selected military, paramilitary, and civilian 
units with unusual (occasionally unique) skills, which are 
superlatively trained for specific rather than general _purposes, 
and are designed to undertake unorthodox tasks that ordinary 
units could accomplish only with far greater difficulty and far 
less effectiveness, if at all." 

The official NATO definition given in AJP- 1(A) Combined SOF 
Concept 3200 (March 1997) explains that SOF are: 

[Forces that provide] a flexible, versatile and unique capability, 
whether employed alone or complementing other forces or 
agencies, to attain military-strategic or operational objectives. 
Special operations, in contrast to conventional operations, are 
generally small, precise, adaptable and innovative, they may be 
conducted in a clandestine, covert or discreet manner.' 

The former commander of the United States Special Operations 
Command (USSOCOM) asserted that "today's SOF offer special sldlls; 
unconventional tactics; small, rapidly deployable units; and unique capa-
bilities that set them apart from conventional forces." Similarly, the 
commander of U.S. Army Special Operations Command (USASOC) 
wrote that "Special forces ... are specially trained and prepared to con-
duct foreign internal defense, unconventional warfare, special reconnais-
sance and direct action missions." The focus of these official definitions 
is clearly the non-conventional capability and/or skill  set. 

The official U.S. definition for special operations, given in Doctrine 
for Joint Operations, casts light on the corollary concept of SOF work: 

[Special] operations conducted by specially organized, 
trained, and equipped military and paramilitary forces to 
achieve military, political, economic, or psychological objec-
tives by unconventional military means in hostile, denied, or 
politically sensitive areas. These operations are conducted 
during peacetime competition, conflict, and war, independent 
or in coordination with operations of conventional, non spe-
cial operations forces. Politico-military considerations fre- 
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quently shape special operations requiring clandestine, covert, 
or low visibility techniques and oversight at the national level. 
Special operations differ from conventional operations in the 
degree of physical and political risk, operational techniques, 
modes of employment, independence from friendly support, 
and dependence on detailed operational intelligence and 
indigenous assets." 

Furthermore, the doctrine highlights eight major roles that define 
American SOF by function: 

• Direct Action — "Operations of an overt, covert, clandestine 
or low visibility nature conducted ... in hostile or denied 
areas." (e.g., raid, ambush, direct assault, sabotage, stand-off 
attacks from air and ground). 

• Strategic Reconnaissance — Intended to collect specific, 
well-defined, and time-sensitive information of national or 
theatre-level significance (depends primarily on human-
intelligence agents). 

• Unconventional Watfare (UW) — May replace, complement, or 
supplement conventional military operations. It involves covert, 
clandestine, or low profile assistance for insurgents. Raids, sab-
otage, deception, and survival techniques are key to UW. 

• Foreign Internal Defence — Strategic defensive counterpart 
to UW. In essence assistance to foreign powers to forestall 
or defeat selected insurgencies, resistance movements, and 
lawlessness. 

• Counterterrorism — Counterterrorism may attack terrorists 
before they can strike or be reactive. It emphasizes passive 
protection for personnel and installations — but the passive 
element is not considered an SOF function. 

• Combat Search And Rescue (CSAR) — The recovery of serv-
ice personnel in distress on land or sea in trying conditions. 

• Psychological Operations — The purposeful use of informa-
tion and actions to influence the emotions, attitudes, and 
behaviour of target audiences in ways that expedite the 
achievement of security objectives in peacetime and war. 

• Civil Affairs — The support of humanitarian and civic 
action operations. 
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Equally, one can look at a Canadian adopted definition of special 
operations to glean their doctrinal approach to SOF, which is in 
accordance with NATO policy: 

military activities conducted by specially designated, organized, 
trained, and equipped forces, using operational techniques and 
modes of employment not 'standard to conventional forces. 
These activities are conducted across the spectrum of military 
operations independently or in co-ordination with operations 
of conventional forces. SOF units are strategic assets that lack 
the size and equipment for direct involvement in major battles. 
They are built around carefully selected and highly trained peo-
ple and rely o the use of intelligence, stealth, surprise and oper-
ational flexibility to achieve their objectives.' 

Lastly, the Australian Defence Force view of SOF provides yet 
another doctrinal example: 

as specially selected military personnel, trained in .a broad range 
of basic and specialist sldlls, who are organised, equipped and 
trained to conduct Special Operations ("measures and activities 
conducted by specially trained, organised and equipped forces 
to achieve military, political, economic or psychological objec-
tives by, means outsides the scope of conventional forces"). 
These operations may be conducted during, peacetime, conflict 
and war, independently or in conjunction with conventional 
forces and other government departments. 4 ' 

The doctrinal definitions given, including the clarifying roles, echo 
many of the former concepts, specifically the notion of specialized 
training and organization, unusual techniques and employment, and 
the idea of specialized areas of operation. But they also place emphasis 
on the political element, as well as the sphere of their use as in peace-
time, conflict, or war. Moreover, they specifically introduce the idea of 
political oversight and approval, and establish the idea that the risk of 
employment in itself defines SOF as "special." 

As such, the evolution of the definition of SOF emerges — high-
lighting, in particular, the complexity and uniqueness of SOF. Colin 
Gray correctly sought a more expansive way of looking at SOF when he 
wrote, "in order to secure a sufficiently holistic understanding of special 
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operations, it is useful to think of them in terms of three things: a state 
of mind, forces and a mission." In this vein, U.S. Defence Secretary 
William Cohen in his Annual Report to the President and Congress, 1998, 
wrote that SOF: 

are the forces of choice in situations requiring regional orienta-
tion and cultural and political sensitivity, including military to 
military contacts and non-combatant missions like humanitar-
ian assistance, security assistance, and peacekeeping operations 
[and are] warrior-diplomats capable of influencing, advising, 
training, and conducting operations with foreign forces, offi-
cials and populations." 

Together these definitions begin to portray a component beyond 
the traditional paradigm. Although there is no argument that SOF is 
partly defined by the fact that they contribute special skills and unique 
c,apabilities beyond the capacity of conventional units and that they are 
rapidly deployable in times of peace or war, the true nature of SOF is 
found in the operators that conduct the missions  What sets them apart 
goes beyond special sldll-sets that can be taught to conventional units 
such as parachuting, counter-insurgency, or close quarter battle drills. 
Rather, the heart of SOF pertains to their intellectual and philosophical 
capability — their distinct way of thinking. 

It is for this reason that selection is such an important component of 
SOF. Military historian James Ladd noted from the beginning that the 
foundation of SOF success was the high standard of selection and metic-
ulous training. He stated that the aim was to select and produce individ-
uals capable of carrying through a mission on their own when others in 
their group were killed or put out of action." Now more than ever, SOF 
warriors are also required to be able to operate effectively and successful-
ly in volatile, uncertain, complex, ambig-uous, and dangerous environ-
ments, whether in peace, conflict, or war, often with minimum direction 
and supervision. Therefore, it is not surprising that selection has become 
a major identifier and definer of SOF. For example, Charles Heyman, the 
editor of Jane's World Armies, is now one of many who classifies SOF on 
selection processes.' Major-General Miroslav Stojanovski, deputy chief of 
the general staff, Macedonian Army SF, agreed. "The human factor is key," 
he argued, "Without the right soldier, the best equipment is useless."' 

As such, a universally accepted three-tier system for SOF has been 
developed that roughly corresponds to both the rigour of the selection 
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standards, as well as the respective role equated with each level. For 
example, "Tier 1" SOF consists of primarily "Black Ops," or counterter-
rorism hostage rescue operations. Normally, only 10 to 15 percent of 
those attempting selection are successful. What makes this number so 
impressive is that a large percentage of those trying are already second-
or third-tier SOF members. Organizations that fall into this category 
include the U.S. 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment — Delta; 
the German Grenzschutzgruppe-9 (GSG 9); the Canadian Joint Task 
Force Two (JTF-2); and the Polish commandos — Grupa Reagowania 
Operacyjno Mobilnego (GROM, Operational Mobile Response Group), 
to name but a few." 

"Tier 2" SOF reflects those organizations that have a selection suc-
cess rate of between 20 and 30 percent. They are normally entrusted 
with high value tasks such as Strategic Reconnaissance and 
Unconventional Warfare. It is at this level that selection is separated 
frorn training because the skill sets are considered so difficult, that the 
testers are looking only for attributes that cannot be inculcated. The 
actual skills required can be taught later during the training phase. 
Some examples include the American Special Forces (Green Berets); the 
American SEALs; and the British, Australian, and New Zealand SAS." 

The final grouping, or "Tier 3," consists of those units, such as the 
American Rangers that have a selection success rate of 40 to 45 percent, 
and whose primary mission is Direct Action. At this level selection is 
mixed with training. However, the quality control line is drawn here. 
Generally units below this line are not considered SOF." It is for this rea-
son that airborne forces are most often not considered SOF as contem-
porary airborne success rates are approximately 70 percent." 

So, in the end, how do you define SOF? It is generally accepted that 
modern SOF are organizations specially selected, organized, trained, 
and equipped military and paramilitary forces that conduct high-risk, 
high-value special operations to achieve military, political, economic, or 
informational objectives by generally unconventional means in hostile, 
denied, or politically sensitive areas, in peace, conflict, or war.' 
Furthermore, SOF, as described above, are further defined internally by 
a three-tier system based on selection standards. In essence, however, 
the SOF soldier is defined by his role, intellect, and philosophical 
approach to warfare. In the end, its all about the individuals and teams 
that ensure success. 
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Finding the Right Stuff: 
Special Operations Forces Selection 

Tony Balasevicius 

Two of the "fundamental truths" consistently espoused by those 
employed in Special Operations Forces (SOF) are that SOF cannot 

be mass-produced and competent SOF cannot be created quiddy after 
emergencies oc,cur.' This can be easily understood. The level of training 
needed by SOF is extremely demanding and few who consider attempt-
ing the arduous SOF selection and training process will ultimately suc-
ceed. By way of example, the average failure rate on the American 
Ranger course is 42 percent,' while the attrition rate at the Fort Bragg 
Special Warfare School for their Special Forces (Green Berets) is about 
70 percent,' and the same is true for the Sea Air Land (SEAL) forces.' 
This high failure rate is sig,nificant as the cost of training each soldier is 
extremely expensive both in terms of money and resources. 

It takes about three years from the time a SEAL is selected into the 
program until he is combat ready and it costs approximately $800,000 
(U.S.) to train a SEAL durlilg the fi rst year alone.' This prohibitive 
financial outlay has forced many militaries to develop sophisticated pro-
cedures that are able to quiddy assess a candidate's suitability to under-
take the rigorous training requirements. 

This initial filtering mechanism has proven extremely cost-effective 
and ensures a higher rate of success on training, which ultimately saves 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

scarce resources. However, over the years various myths have developed 
regarding the SOF selection process and what it is designed to accom-
plish. Even to those who have successfully gone through the process it is 
viewed as little more than an exhausting "bag drive" and more impor-
tant, a "right of passage." This lack of understanding, about what the 
process is designed to accomplish, has been exacerbated by its secretive 
nature and stories that circulate, which are largely based on the percep-
tions of candidates. The purpose of this chapter is to examine SOF 
selection. Specifically, it will look at how the process was developed and 
scrutinize some of the underlying philosophies used to govern its 
organization and conduct. 6  

Despite extensive advances in the area of personnel selection since 
1945, the make up of the contemporary soldier that is sought and so 
highly prized by SOF organizations has changed little since the incep-
tion of the first modern SOF units in the early stages of the Second 
World War. Many of the first SOF units used a rudimentary process that 
induded basic fitness testing and a series of interviews. The real selec-
tion of the individual was based on selection by training attrition that 
was little more then a candidate's ability to complete a physically 
demanding training period or course such as that used by the British 
Commandos. Although this type of selection was effective, it could not 
drive candidates to their physical limits and teach them highly special-
ized skills at the same time. As a result the process produced a product 
that was little more then a highly trained soldier. The first organizations 
to see a need for a separate and extensive multi phase selection program 
were the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS)' and its British 
counterpart the Special Operations Executive (SOE). 8  

The Americans created the OSS during the Second World War to 
conduct clandestine operations in Axis-occupied countries. In order to 
carry out these operations they required agents that could be trained to 
operate behind enemy lines for extended periods with little or no super-
vision and they wanted to ensure that they were getting the right type of 
candidates. Rather then using the standard military training package as 
part of the selection process, which was a common practice at the time, 
William J. Donovan, the founder and wartime head of the OSS, asked a 
group of prominent American psychiatrists to develop a method of 
screening and selecting candidates that was based on the specific 
requirements of the OSS. 9  

Due to its unique mission and the fact that the OSS had not started 
operations there was no institutional knowledge on which to base the 
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specific requirements of work to be done by the agents. As a result, 
much of the research carried out by the psychiatrists was both innova-
tive and groundbreaking." The research team looked at two possible 
approaches to assessment — organismic and elementalistic. 

According to Major Sam Young, former deputy inspector general 
for inspections, U.S. Army Special Operations Command, "the organ-
ismic approach assesses an individual's performance on an assigned 
task or in a difficult situation. For example, an individual is given an 
axe and a set of climbing spurs and is instructed to retrieve an object 
from a tree. The way the individual accomplishes the task reveals 
much about his personality and behavior.' He explained, "while the 
organismic approach requires assessors to develop situations that will 
allow them to evaluate behavior, the elementalistic approach, which 
was in its infancy during the early 1940s, identifies personality traits 
through written tests. For instance, a series of questions can reveal 
behavioral or personality traits about an individual when he answers 
in a particular fashion or pattern.' Over time the researchers con-
cluded that the best method of evaluating a candidate's capabilities 
and a better method of predicting performance outcomes was to use a 
combination of the two approaches.' 

Eventually, the researchers were able to come up with a job descrip-
tion of what the agent was likely to do when deployed. This work result-
ed in a list of requirements, on which all candidates were assessed and 
included such things as motivation for assignment, energy and zest, 
practical intelligence, emotional stability, social relations, leadership 
ability and security.' 4  The research team also developed methods to test 
candidates for each of these specific requirements. Although ratings 
were made on each of the dimensions, the OSS selection process was 
based on the concept of the "whole person" and that each part of the 
process is mutually dependent on each other."' In order to get an 
appropriate assessment, candidates were required to undergo three days 
of evaluation at the OSS's main assessment centre (Station S) located,  in 
Fairfax, Virginia. 

An assessment centre is a facility where the testing is done under 
the observation of staff responsible for the process. This allows a stan-
dardized assessment of behaviour to take place, which is based on mul-
tiple evaluations including job-related simulations, interviews, situa-
tional tests, paper-and-pencil examinations, psychodrama, and casual 
observation and/or psychological tests.' Assessment centres allow 
judgments on behaviour to be made, which are then pooled among 
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assessors or by using some type of averaging process.' In Fairfax, tests 
were developed so that each activity could assess a number of individ-
ual traits. For example: 

One of the many tests administered was a leaderless group sit-
uation called the "Brook Test" during which the candidates, in 
groups of six, would be taken to a shallow, quiet stream whose 
banks were eight feet apart On one bank was a heavy rock, on 
the other a log. Various materials, such as logs, rope, a pulley, 
and barrel were available. The candidates were told to move a 
delicate piece of equipment (the rock) across this stream, leav-
ing all materials on the opposite side when done. Candidates 
were assessed on individual traits such as leadership, energy, 
initiative, leadership, and physical ability.' 

Other tests included giving the candidates a diagram and telling 
them to build a structure without themselves constructing it. At the 
site, two workers, who were directed beforehand by the testers not to 
be very helpful, greeted the candidates when they arrived. The idea 
was to see whether the candidate could provide the necessary leader-
ship and diplomacy to get and keep the workers focused on the task. 
In addition, there were a number of elementalistic tests that included 
psychological, memory, and interrogation testing as well a number of 
group discussions. 

Over time the OSS researchers were able to use these comprehensive 
psychological evaluations of candidates to develop a profile of the per-
son whom they felt would be needed to perform the hazardous mis-
sions. The criteria of compatibility, integrity and stability were given 
great weight throughout the assessment process and many of these pro-
cedures were changed or moclified based on experience." Although 
there is some debate as to how good the assessments were at predicting 
the eventual success of the volunteers, there is no question that the work 
carried out by the OSS researchers had a profound effect on the devel-
opment of personnel selection after the war. 

Despite its significance, the contributions of the OSS on personnel 
selection did not have an immediate impact in the SOF community. 
This may be partly due to the fact that historically SOF organizations 
tended to develop in an ad hoc manner and outside the military's insti-
tutional rules of governance. As a result, they generally started their 
existence based on sponsorship by a key military or political champion, 
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but do not always enjoy full institutional support." This has always left 
SOF units stretched for both personnel and resources as they try to set 
up their internal organizations and remain focused on their first prior-
ity, which is the operational mission. As a result, they tend to stay with 
what they know works and in this regard they generally used the con-
cept of selection by training attrition. 

Although selection by training attrition has proven to work, it can 
be extremely wasteful. By the late 1980s, the American Special Forces 
(SF) realized this and they were looking for ways to streamline their 
selection and training processes and this search resulted in significant 
changes to the way they carried out both. Using the principles estab-
lished by the OSS selection and training became clearly separated» but 
closely related activities, pritnarily to reduce training time and resources 
by increasing the overall efficiency of the process." 

This decision was based principally on the high attrition rates being 
experienced on the American Special Forces Qualification Course 
(SFQC). Failures were forcing the American SOF organization to pay 
the costs of moving the candidate to and from the training location. In 
an effort to find a better way of predicting a candidate's success on the 
course and save financial resources, the Special Warfare Center and 
School (SWCS) developed Special Forces Assessment and Selection 
(SFAS) courses.' 

SFAS allowed the centre to bring candidates to the process on tem-
porary duty and if it was determined the candidate had potential to pass 
they were then posted to the SWCS. "The new temporary-duty pro-
gram" explained Lieutenant-Colonel Marrs, "afforded Special Forces a 
cost-effective means of assessing a candidate's physical and mental abil-
ities. At the same tirne, the screening effect of SFAS limited attrition in 
the SFQC.?' 23  The process of change started in 1987, when SWCS began 
working with researchers from the American Army's Research Institute 
to determine desirable personality traits needed by successful candi-
dates and then to develop effective methods of assessing those traits. 
Work progressed rapidly, and by the following year, it had advanced to 
the point where SWCS was able to carry out the first Special Forces 
Assessment and Selection course." The development of this approach 
not only saved money but, more important, provided the Americans 
with a number of other benefits. 

The flexibility of having a separate but sophisticated selection 
process allows SOF organizations to move the difficult physical and 
other high failure requirements up front. It also allows continuing 
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research that links changing operational requirements to training and 
directly back to the selection process, and this lets units evolve the selec-
tion of their people relative to the changing requirements of operations. 
In fact, this process creates a more learning orientated environment that 
remains flexible and adaptive, a concept especially relevant since future 
SOF tasks are likely to remain both diverse and complex. 

Despite the high skill levels eventually attained by SOF soldiers to 
deal with these diverse and complex situations, their selection is gov-
erned by the same basic principles that prevail in the selection of many 
other civilian organizations seeking people for a specific job. What makes 
the selection of SOF stand out from others is the high physical and the 
increasingly high cognitive requirements needed to do the job. Selection 
procedures for SOF, like all other selection processes, are designed to do 
nothing more then predict future job performance on the basis of the 
applicant's ability to perform specific tasks.' The ability to predict job 
performance cannot be properly measured unless the job the soldier 
must do is fully understood. Therefore, before a selection process can be 
developed SOF organizations must carry out what is commonly called 
— in the field of personnel psychology — a job analysis. 

The job analysis is a process of "breaking down the complexities of 
the job into logical parts that include specific duties and tasks. This 
analysis helps identify and organize the knowledge, skills, and aptitudes 
required to perform the job correctly. This is accomplished by gathering 
taslcs, activities, and requirements through observation, interviews, or 
other recording systems.' 26  Getting the job analysis completed is an 
extremely important first step of the process for SOF. Research has 
shown that "both the selection and training process designed for SF are 
inextricably linked to the requirements of the job that SF must accom-
plish.' Findings emphasize that the job analysis accomplishes three 
important objectives: 

• Identifying what soldiers are expected to do. That is, it spec-
ified the dimensions of the SF job performances and identi-
fied tangible examples of successful and unsuccessful per-
formance on each dimension or category 

• using this information to construct behaviourally anchored rat-
ing scales that could be used to assess SF job perforrnance, and 

• Identifying attributes that were the best bet predictors of SF 
job performance." 
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Identifying these critical predictors and criterion measures for SOF 
organizations is another important aspect of the selection process. In 
thé case of the American special forces, unclassified research acknowl-
edges that there as many as "11 SF roles that cover 26 basic perform-
ance categories and these are linked to 29 attributes that are deemed 
critical to effective performance.' 29  From these results, researchers 
identify selection instruments that are the most likely to correlated 
with performance for the specific job. Multiple assessment methods are 
normally used in a selection process, as one technique is unlikely to 
assess all attributes. 

When multiple assessment methods are used, it becomes extremely 
important to determine what is to be tested and how many times the 
test needs to be done during the process. The wrong decision at this 
stage will result in wasted time and resources. For example, researchers 
Zazanis, Kilcullen, Sanders, and Crocker found that American special 
forces view communication attributes as important. However, "results 
of the SME surveys indicate that SFAS provides a high level of assess-
ment regarding the set of physical-fitness attributes, a moderate level of 
assessment regarding the cognitive and personality attributes and a low 
level of assessment regarding the set of communication attributes.' 3° 
They explained, "results also suggest that culture/interpersonal adapt-
ability, although rated as one of the top 10 attributes, is not required 
until Phase III [well into the training process] of the SFQC."' 

Generally, these types of omissions are precisely what the selection 
process attempts to avoid, as incompatibilities between training and 
selection create difficulties and, more important, inefficiencies 
because candidates who will ultimately fail required attributes are 
allowed to move on. This becomes especially important when training 
is complex and spread over an extended period. The ability of the sys-
tem to determine failure at the early stages of the process is the key to 
its efficiency. In this respect, what is important to know at the begin-
ning of the process is what attributes are necessary to successfully 
carry out the training. 

Attributes that are needed and tested during the selection process 
are generally broken down into broad areas that include physical fitness, 
cognitive, personality/interpersonal, and communication. Each of these 
categories is further broken down into sub-categories with between 
three and 11 specific attributes. Lieutenant Sam Simpson, a former 
member of the Australian Special Air Service (SAS), provides a good 
perspective on where the emphasis should be placed when researchers 
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and assessors are considering important personnel attributes within 
these sub-categories. "Technical efficiency can be taught," he observed, 
"the personal qualities required for long-range, long-term operations in 
enemy territory however are part of a man's character and, although 
they may be developed over a period, they must be learnt in child-
hood."32  He added, "These qualities are: initiative, self-discipline, inde-
pendence of mind, ability to work without supervision, stamina, no fear 
of height, patience and a sense of humor." 33  

Attributes are designated for testing during the selection process 
because they are needed to meet the job requirement specified by the 
SOF unit. Once this has been established all designated attributes must 
be looked at several different ways using various tests, as in the case of 
the OSS examples. The philosophy behind many of these checks is 
straightforward. The "no fear of heights," attribute is a good example. If 
the operational requirement is for the SOF team to cross an obstacle 
using a rope bridge up to 500 metres above the ground, the soldier must 
have the technical ability to traverse the rope. Therefore, that ability 
becomes a teaching requirement during the later training phase. 
However, to cross the rope 500 metres above the ground demands that 
a candidate not have a fear of heights. As a result, "no fear of heights," is 
designated as an attribute needed for the training, and must be evaluat-
ed during selection. 

Once an attribute has been designated for evaluation during selec-
tion, the next step is to determine the best methods to carry out the 
test. The most effective means to evaluate an attribute is to develop the 
test to mirror the actual operational requirement, having them actual-
ly cross an obstacle 500 metres above the ground, for example. If this 
cannot be done, having them look over the side of a 500-metre cliff 
(tied to a rope) or having them climb a very tall  obstacle will quickly 
ascertain if fear is present. It is understood that putting a candidate in 
a position of danger will likely cause them to become nervous; as a 
result, standards are normally established to differentiate between what 
constitutes nervousness and what represents fear. Each attribute that is 
designated is reviewed in this type of detail and is based solely on the 
job requirement. 

Selection processes are designed to evaluate most designated attrib-
utes a number of times and when necessary, under various circum-
stances and conditions. This allows the SOF organization to get the 
broadest and fairest possible assessment of each candidate. Once the 
specific areas have been selected and the tests developed they are 
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reviewed to determine when they will be sequenced into the assessment 
process to achieve the necessary results. In most cases, assessment prob-
lems are designed to find a balance between conducting versions of the 
same tests as many times as possible, the cost of administering the test, 
and when the test needs to be sequenced during the process for optimal 
results. In order to get the necessary quantity of evaluations, most SOF 
organizations have introduced a number of pre-screening phases into 
their processes. 

These pre-screening phases can be grouped together or separated 
both in time and by location. Regardless, of how they are organized or 
how many pre-screening phases there are, each phase is linked to the 
operational requirements of the unit and is designed to weed out inap-
propriate candidates as early in the process as possible. Despite format-
ting differences between organizations the basic instruments used for 
testing during the process are relativity consistent and well established. 

These include such things as medical screening, the gathering of 
biographical data, general info briefing, interviews, physical abilities 
test, psychological testing, personality test, cognitive ability tests, work 
sample tests, physical and abilities test, and self/peer assessments.' Most 
SOF organizations also use some type of assessment centre at the end of 
the process where they bring and closely observe the candidates. 
However before going to an assessment centre candidates must normal-
ly initiate the process by requesting permission to apply for selection. 

With this request the candidate enters the pre-screening or initial 
screening phase. This first phase serves two purposes, it indicates to the 
SOF organization that the person is interested, and it provides potential 
candidates with an opportunity to get some idea of what they can 
expect in terms of the intensity and the level of difficulty of the selec-
tion and training process. It also provides soldiers with an idea of what 
the working conditions in the unit are like should they be successful. To 
this end, many SOF organizations have developed Internet sites, phone 
centres, or recruiting locations where candidates can go to find basic 
recruiting information. 

Should the candidate prove interested they will be required to get a 
medical examination to certify they meet the specific requirements out-
lined in the prerequisites. The most important event during this phase 
is the candidate's ability to complete a physical fitness predictor test, 
which will include a combination of aerobic endurance (running or 
rucksack marching), upper body strength (pull-ups and push-ups), and 
abdominal strength (sit-ups) tests. Many SOF units tend to use their 
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Army's standard fitness test but at a much higher cut off mark because 
SOF researchers find it quite easy to tie physical performance levels on 
their selection process to these commonly used tests. 

To better illustrate this point, the U.S. Army research institute, 
found that candidates having achieved a score of 226-250 on the 
American Army Physical Fitness Test (APFT) had a 42 percent possibil-
ity of passing while candidates achieving a 276 or higher had better then 
78 percent chance of passing." Tying physical performance levels on 
their selection process to commonly used military tests gives SOF units 
the ability to test physicâ predictors locally and this is one reason why 
they are generally included in the pre-screening process. 

Once the candidate has passed the physical predictors test their 
request along with the results of other pre-screening requirements, their 
service file and a commanding officer's recommendation are forwarded 
to a selection or processing centre for review. At this point candidates 
may receive an initial interview and carry out some additional (inex-
pensive) testing. The interview is a face-to-face conversation between 
the candidate and a member of the selection staff. The purpose of the 
interview is to give candidates a realistic preview of the role, task, and 
mission of the unit as well as the working conditions they can expect 
and to answer any question the candidate may have. The initial inter-
view also allows additional information to be gathered by the SOF 
organization including the candidate's service background, an assess-
ment of various personal attributes, personal circumstances, known 
phobias, athletic activities, proven ability to cope with stress, language 
ability, and motivation. Finally, a preliminary appraisal and recommen-
dation on the suitability of the candidate is developed based on the 
information collected. 

Depending on the sophistication of the process information on 
candidates will likely be entered into a database for future reference. The 
candidate's service file and commanding officer's recommendation will 
be closely evaluated as most SOF organizations want to get a good 
overview of the candidate and his work history as it is generally accept-
ed that past performance is a good predictor of future performance. 
This information and the initial assessment are also important if the 
unit has a large pool of candidates and a limited number of vacancies 
for their selection phase at the assessment centre. Candidates who meet 
the requirements will then be rated, based on the information already 
provided. A cut-off line may be designated and anyone above the cut-
off line will be given an opportunity to advance to the next phase. 
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The next phase of the process is normally carried  out at the assess-
ment centre and depending on the type of SOF organization, these 
assessment centres can keep a candidate from anywhere between 10 and 
30 days. The U.S. Army tells soldiers wanting to attend the Special 
Forces (Green Berets) selection process that, "Soldiers attend SFAS on a 
temporary duty status" and "should plan to be at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina for up to 30 days." Staff at the assessment centre will evaluate 
all attributes needed for the effective performance of the SOF soldier. 

During the first part of this phase candidates will  go through most 
of the initial psychological, personality, and cognitive ability testing. 
This stage also includes the use of written and oral tests, interviews, and 
possibly some other types of job simulation tests. Much of this initial 
assessment will be done in a classroom, small office, or in the area near 
the main camp. Tests such as phobias are usually completed in a series 
of stands that are similar in concept to those used by the OSS. However, 
the main focus during this initial period is sldlls training and physical 
conditioning in order to get candidates ready for the physical fitness 
attribute testing. 

Historically, physical fitness has been an important attribute for the 
SOF soldier and it is a key aspect of the SOF selection process. More 
important, fitness is not an attribute that can be viewed in isolation and 
must therefore be put into its context within the overall job require-
ment. In this regard, the personal qualities and skills required for long-
range, long-term operations in enemy territory dictate that, among 
other things, soldiers must be able to navigate while carrying heavy 
loads over long distances. Consequently, carrying heavy loads and nav-
igating must be tested together under the physical fitness requirement 
because the soldier must remain sufficiently alert to effectively navigate 
during periods of significant physical fatigue. However, navigation is a 
sldll, and if testing is going to be fair, training on navigation will have to 
occur to bring everyone up to the same standard prior to assessment. 

The need to provide skills training, such as navigation, prior to the 
actual testing phase forces designers of the selection process to incorpo-
rate an instruction phase that also includes a series of workup exercises 
so that candidates are not starting off with 30-kilometre marches. 
Unfortunately, this also extends the length of the process. In the case of 
selection course for Britain's Special Air Service (SAS) the process 
begins with 10 days of fitness training and map-reading where candi-
dates perform their tasks in small groups. This stage is followed by 
another 10-day phase where candidates are expected to carry out 
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marches alone." This initial training and work-up period allows candi-
dates to get a feel for what will be expected, and it allows the assessors 
to determine whether the candidate has the ability to move on to the 
next phase. 

During the testing phase candidates are expected to travel sig,nificant 
distances, over a period of days or weelcs with little sleep and few days off. 
They generally do so by moving from checkpoint to checkpoint, which 
is designed to achieve a munber of things. Checkpoints allow staff to 
monitor the overall progress and to check the condition of the candi-
dates as they move through. They also serve as "assessment stands," 
which test different attributes that must be assessed during periods of 
fatigue and stress. Tasks at checkpoints are based primarily on projective 
and situational tests. For instance, candidates may be required to per-
form an unexpected task, such as stripping and reassembling a weapon 
that they are not familiar with, or they may have to answer questions 
concerning the terrain they have passed to test powers of observation." 
These tests are nothing more then a continuation of the testing that 
started during the pre-screening phase and in fact, some may be the same 
tests that were administered earlier but under different circumstances. 

This phase of the assessment is extremely important because the 
physical and mental stress candidates will go through, as an SOF soldier, 
can never be underestimated. According to researcher Martha L. 
Teplitzky, who worked on physical performance predictors for SF 
assessment: "Special Forces soldiers are distinguished by many charac-
teristics, among them, their physical endurance and ever present ruck-
sacks. Deploying without the logistical support available to convention-
al forces, Special Forces soldiers carry on their back what they need to 
survive and fight. A fully loaded operational rucksack can easily weigh 
up to 100 pounds and for many missions this load must be carried long 
distances over difficult terrain.' 39  

Like many aspects of the selection process, the conditions and 
standards expected for SOF rucksack marches during the selection 
process are classified. This is due to two factors. First, it provides part 
of the physiological uncertainty the candidates must be evaluated on, 
but more important, if the selection process is a true reflection of the 
job requirements then the distances and conditions will be very close 
to the operational requirements of the particular organization. To put 
the overall physical fitness requirements into better context, assume 
the operational requirement is for the SOF soldier to complete a tour 
of 20 days behind enemy lines navigating on average 20 kilometres a 
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day carrying 100 kilograms of kit, the selection process testing for this 
event must by necessity be very close to this requirement. This is one 
reason why the process is carried out over an extended period.' 

Apart from the gruelling physical requirements, one of the most dif-
ficult aspects of the selection process for candidates to deal with is the fact 
that they are never told how they are doing. The reason for this lack of 
feedback is simple, According to Carl Stiner, A former SF commander: 

Special Forces soldiers, who must operate in environments in 
which every ldnd of support is minimal, absent, or transitory. 
Some soldiers have the spirit and will to handle that situation, 
but many others don't. The Special Forces sensory-deprivation 
training program is designed to find who has what it takes. 
Soldiers are not told the goals or the standards they are expect-
ed to reach, or whether they're doing well or badly ... He is not 
told whether he has passed or failed, or. if he made the journey 
in the correct time. Success in this exercise comes not only from 
accomplishing a difficult task, but from doing it totally out of 
his own internal resources.'' 

In addition to proving they have the required level of physical fit-
ness and that they can work in sensory-deprivation, candidates must 
also show they possess those other attributes such as initiative, self-
discipline, independence of mind, ability to work without supervision, 
stamina, patience, and a sense of humour, while experiencing high lev-
els of fatigue and coping with significant physical and mental stress." At 
some point the combinations of stressors begin to have an effect. 
According to author Tony Geraghty, "As the course continues, the vol-
unteer finds his judgment is becoming eroded by a lack of sleep. Each 
day begins at about 4 am and ends with a briefing at 10.30 pm or later 
for the next days exercise. The effect is cumulative over the whole 
twenty-one days."' 

However, having the necessary physical ability is not enough. Many 
candidates believe, incorrectly, that if they complete the process they 
have passed. They could not be more wrong. Completing the process 
means sùnply that the candidate has demonstrated the needed physical 
attributes. To be successful, individuals must show that they have all of 
the necessary attributes needed by the SOF organization. A soldier can 
be the fittest person in the world but if psychological testing indicates 
criminal tendencies, or if cognitive capabilities ,are not adequate to meet 
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the pace of training, or personality test shows the candidate cannot 
work with different cultural groups they will not be accepted into the 
SOF community. Confusion in the candidate's mind about where they 
stand in the process is compounded by the fact that security and or legal 
requirements, as in the case of psychological testing, may prevent a full 
debrief of the candidates weaknesses. 

In the end, acceptance into the SOF community means being able 
to prove that you have all of the "right stuff." Not surprisingly, few are 
capable of reaching the high standards needed by these units and for 
many Western SOF forces shortages in manning will continue to be an 
ongoing problem. This difficult situation has become worse as the SOF 
have taken a lead role in the war on terror after the 9/11 attacks, and is 
compounded by the fact that the number of potential candidates has 
been dropping. According to Marrs, this situation is the result of a 
number of factors: "The personnel strengths of today's Army is signifi-
cantly lower than it has been in the past, substantially decreasing SF's 
recruiting pool. Changing attitudes and a lack of motivation among 
some of today's soldiers has further exacerbated the difficulty of SF 
recruitment. Furthermore, today's Army does not train soldiers in fun-
damental tasks as vigorously as it once 

This shortage is compounding the problem for SOF organizations 
that see the need to develop a more adaptive soldier for the future. SOF 
organizations realize that there is a "continuing and expanding role for 
regional orientation; a greater level of interagency work; and the 
increasing importance of diplomacy-related functions, operating con-
tinuously in the turbulence of the multinational and interagency envi-
ronment ... create a greater need for flexibility and problem solving.' 
It is clear that the future is calling for a more intelligent and adaptive 
soldier in SOF units and this is likely to have a significant impact on the 
future of the selection and training process. 

Notwithstanding the significant advances made to SOF selection 
over the years, historically, the process has and continues to be based on 
physical fitness with the belief that mission-essential skills can be given 
to the soldier as long as he can be trained. From an American perspec-
tive, "Trainability is defined as the candidate's aptitude for learning, and 
SFAS employs land-navigation exercises as the primary means for deter-
mining that aptitude." This philosophic outlook has been supported 
by research, which "suggests that the strongest predictors of perform-
ance in the SFAS are the physical measures (induding the APFT and 
pull-ups) and the Measures of Army experience (including Ranger 
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qualification, combat-arms-branch type, and airborne qualification).' 47  
The research goes on to reveal that, "Subject Matter Experts ratings 
indicate that the physical fitness attributes are the most highly assessed 
attributes in SFAS, and that there are fewer opportunities to measure 
the cognitive and personality attributes."' 

This heavy reliance on assessing physical performance is the result 
of historical development and the reluctance of the SOF community to 
drop the physical standards that are currently in place and which are 
believed to be doing the job. In an effort to get as many people as pos-
sible through the process without dropping the physical standard SOF 
units are starting to make changes to the way they treat candidates dur-
ing the selection process. In 2000, the 1st Special Warfare Training 
Group completed a program for the SFAS, which represents a signifi-
cant change to the methodology. The new selection course emphasizes 
teaching, coaching, training, and mentoring as important aspects of the 
process. The British are also moving to this type of program. "Today, the 
solicitude is probably genuine and the volunteer, far from being seduced 
into abandoning the march, will be reminded: only another ten miles. 
You've corne more then half way. Stick with it."" However, this new 
approach is being done at the expense of some of the sensory-deprivation 
training, which has been viewed as a critical aspect of the process. 

Whether these changes will be sufficient to solve the recruiting and 
selection issues currently being faced by SOF units is difficult to say. If 
the future is calling for a more intelligent and adaptive soldier modifying 
the process by emphasizing teaching, coaching, and mentoring are not 
likely to help in the long run. As warfare becomes more complex and 
technical the competition for quality people will become more intense. 

Under these circumstances, SOF will have to make some tough 
decisions, will they release an intelligent and adaptive soldier who has 
everything necessary to be an SOF soldier, but lacks fitness, or do they 
keep him and get him up to shape. Of course, for those who have suc-
cessfully gone through the process, such a suggestion is blasphemous. 
The argument of current members is that if a candidate does not have 
the parts to come to the table with the fitness they do not have the nec-
essary qualities to be an SOF soldier in the first place. Certainly, this has 
been the standard in the past. However, times have changed, and the 
future of SOF depends on its ability to adapt and think outside the box. 
Regardless, the road ahead is, as it has always been, a difficult one and 
for anyone engaged in selecting the SOF operators of the future it is 
nowhere they have not been before. 
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Understanding Excellence: 
Training Special Operations Forces 

Tony Balasevicius 

Special Operation Forces (SOF) have played an increasingly impor-
tant role in military operations throughout the world as part of the 

war on terrorism, which was initiated in earnest in the aftermath of the 
11 September 2001 terrorist attack against the United States. As a case 
in point, they proved adaptable to changing circumstances in 
Afghanistan. With an investment of only 300 soldiers on the ground, 
SOF teams were able to successfully rally rival and unorganized anti-
Taliban opposition groups into a Northern Alliance, which eventually 
defeated the Taliban forces. In this instance, the contribution of SOF 
proved extremely effective. Kandahar fell only 49 days after these forces 
became directly involved in operations.' 

This efficiency, specifically the ability to conduct economy of force 
operations against an asymmetric enemy is propelling SOF into the 
forefront of current military activities. This is particularly evident in the 
United States where the "White House has given US SOF forces greater 
responsibility for the planning and directing of worldwide counterter-
rorism operations. '2  This trend is not surprising to those who under-
stand the nature of these organizations and the quality of soldiers they 
possess. SOF warriors operate comfortably in ambiguous situations and 
possess the necessary skills to successfully complete complex missions. 
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These attributes, combined with outstanding individual initiative, have 
allowed SOF to transform specialist-training competencies into relevant 
capabilities that have thus far proven sufficiently adaptive to meet the 
changing threats and challenges of the twenty-first century. 

In order to achieve their high levels of operational proficiency, SOF 
soldiers must undergo a significant period of training where they are 
given a variety of highly advanced skill sets. Over time, this training has 
evolved into a sophistkated program comprising a number of different 
stages with each phase building on the training outcomes of the previ-
ous. The basic components of SOF training are relatively straightfor-
ward and include individual skills, advanced skills, collective training, 
infiltration techniques, and language training. Within this context, 
training outcomes are designed to produce highly skilled and adaptive 
soldiers that have a great deal of confidence in their own ability and 
absolute trust in the skills of their team members.' This chapter will 
look at the evolution of modern SOF training and highlight the opera-
tional requirements that have made specific training a necessary part of 
many of today's SOF programs. 

The basic philosophies that govern SOF training are the same as 
those that guide conventional military forces. In this respect, training is 
designed to achieve a number of outcomes; these include imparting 
within each soldier a common understanding of an organization's tac-
tics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs) and allowing soldiers to prac-
tise these TTPs on a regular basis. More important, training allows an 
organization to instill in its soldiers a common set of ethos and values, 
which, it is hoped, will help create an atmosphere of mutual under-
standing, trust, cohesion, and operational excellence. 4  That being said, 
SOF training differs significantly, in that it is more intense and out-
comes are focused on producing soldiers who are independent and ver-
satile, yet able to comfortably work well within the context of a team. In 
fact, this philosophy is a key aspect of SOF training and has its roots in 
the Second World War origins of the first SOF units. 

The first modern SOF capability to be developed was the Direct 
Action unit, that owes its genesis to the British Commandos. Direct 
Action units were conceived as "mobile and hard-hitting light troops 
that could raid or operate for a limited period behind an enemy's lines."' 
During the Second World War some 30 Commandos (as the tactical 
units were called) were formed and all were trained and equipped to 
conduct offensive operations against German defences along the occu-
pied coasts of Europe. Military leaders envisioned that these operations 
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would be classic DA missions consisting of "short-duration strikes and 
other offensive actions to seize, destroy, capture, recover, or inflict dam-
age on designated personnel or materiel.' 6  As such, the training pro-
gram for these units emphasized the development of the individual sol-
dier and although the skill sets they provided the trainee were little 
more then advanced combat techniques they were acquired under 
extremely demanding and realistic conditions.' 

The intensity of Commando training produced an excellent combat 
ready soldier while quicldy weeding out weaker candidates. In this 
regard, British experience in the area was so influential among the Allies 
that the Americans decided to have the first group of their Rangers 
attend the British Commando course at Achnacarry Castle, Scotland.' 
The study of the Ranger experience during their commando training is 
of interest mainly because their experience provides a good perspective 
of the training philosophy developed for Direct Action units and this is 
particularly relevant given the fact that the Rangers are still very much 
an active part of America's SOF capability.' 

By the time the Rangers went through the Commando Training 
Centre at Achnacarry the British had evolved the course into an out-
standing training package.'° The program was based on a "trilogy of 
training" which consisted of first, each soldier having to learn the use of 
all of the unit's weapons and equipment; second, battle preparations, 
which involved training that was as realistic as possible, and third, phys-
ical conditioning.' 

The corner stone of the Commando's fitness program was the 
emphasis it placed on marching, which started out with short hikes of a 
few miles, and gradually increased to 16-mile speed marches. Colonel 
William Darby, the first commander of the Rangers, expected his men 
to "average better than four miles an hour over varied terrain, carrying 
full equipment."" Marches, observed Darby, "gave maximum develop-
ment to lungs and legs, and most importantly, to feet."" He added, "In 
the early marches we had blisters by the bushel. Finally, though, we 
became hardened, and our feet were able to stand up under any kind of 
pounding.' The Physical conditioning program also included 
unarmed combat training and a series of obstacle courses. In addition 
to testing physical fitness, some of the obstacles were specifically 
designed to test a man's courage. One event was the death slide, where 
candidates were expected to climb to 40 feet and slide down at a "dizzy 
angle of about forty-five degrees to another tree on the far bank of a 
roaring river."' 
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The second part of the "trilogy" focused on developing the soldiers' 
combat skills. Every man was expected to meet extremely high stan-
dards in the employment of all unit weapons and equipment from the 
use of radios and the operation of vehides to mastering small arms and 
section weapons such as machine guns and bazookas. "The training in 
weapons," stressed Darby, "was more comprehensive than that received 
by the average infantry soldier at the time."' But the mastery of 
weapons was only one part of the combat skills these early SOF soldiers 
needed to possess. In addition, skills such as orienteering, stalking, silent 
Idlling, basic survival skills, scouting, patrolling, street fighting, dis-
abling fortifications, and knocking out pillboxes using demolitions, 
were also taught to the soldiers. To do this in as realistic a manner as 
possible the British incorporated, into their training plan, the third part 
of the "trilogy" which was called battle preparedness.' 7  

Battle preparedness was designed to indoctrinate the soldiers to 
battle conditions. The British achieved this through a variety of cours-
es, which emphasized the importance of aggressiveness and teamwork. 
According to Darby, one such lesson was called the "me-and-my-pal" 
course. The purpose of the training was to stress the importance of two 
men working together as a team: 

One man would always cover his buddy and "as the latter 
approached a low building the man being covered by his pal 
would knock out a window and while hugging the building toss 
in a grenade. Then under his buddy's cover, he would enter and 
make sure the room was clear. Quiddy, thereafter, he would 
motion for his companion to join him. Throughout the course 
over stone fences, under barbed-wire entanglements, across 
streams, up hills, the constant requirement was for one man to 
cover the other. Targets would spring up unexpectedly, causing 
one to have to shoot over his pal's head. Dangerous as this was, 
it stressed the confidence that a soldier must have in his friends 
and the type of cooperation necessary in the Rangers."' 

Another important part of this phase of training was the concept 
of the three-day endurance exercise, with each event ending with a 
mock battle. The Commandos believed that most soldiers had little dif-
ficulty going through physical events on the first day. A good soldier 
could hang on for the second day, but only the best could take the 
abuse for three days and still fight.' 9  Once these basic fighting skills 
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were ingrained into the Rangers they moved on to their next phase of 
training, infiltration. 

As the primary role of the Commandos was that of coastal raiders, 
emphasis during this phase was placed on amphibious and cliff assaults 
where companies "moved across the loch in canvas boats and then 
scrambled ashore under sniper fire.' 2°  The first Ranger battalion com-
pleted its training and was fed into battle on 8 November 1942, during 
Operation Torch, the Anglo-American invasion of French North Africa. 
During the operation it quicldy became evident that the training the 
Rangers had received at Achnacarry Castle had hit the mark. During 
their debut in battle they quickly secured their objectives and in the pro-
ceeding months set a standard of battlefield excellence that would 
secure their place in history as a first class fighting unit. 

The Commando Training Centre at Achnacarry Castle and the pro-
gram it developed achieved a number of things for SOF training. It set 
the benchmark for the individual combat skills required by the SOF sol-
dier. Specifically, these skills included "physical fitness, weapons han-
dling (including both friendly and enemy weapons), demolitions, ori-
enteering, close quarter combat, silent killing, signalling, basic survival 
skills, amphibious and cliff assault, and the operation of vehicles."' Not 
surprisingly, a number of other SOF training traditions began with the 
Commandos and these reappear in various forms within SOF training 
programs to this day. Long days of training under realistic conditions, 
officers and men working together on the same course, the maintenance 
of high standards, the "buddy system," and common instruction on all 
the unit's weapons and equipment are but a few. In fact, the Commando 
training plan of 1942 was so good that the concept of individual train-
ing as the foundation on which to develop more advanced skills is a key 
part of today's SOF training philosophy. 

By 1942, however, the need for large-scale DA missions was dimin-
ishing. Units such as the Commandos and the Rangers were originally 
raised as highly trained raiders, but over the course of the war their role 
continued to narrow so that by the time of Operation Torch, they had 
become little more then light infantry forces expert in amphibious 
assault. Propitiously, even before large-scale DA missions had begun to 
wane as an SOF capability, special operations began to evolve towards 
employing small teams that were trained to carry out a broader range of 
tasks over a much longer period." 

However, in order to deploy for extended periods small teams need-
ed to be self-contained. This meant that they required very specific 
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skills, which by necessity had to be distributed among all members. 
Over time these specia lized skills became critical to the success of the 
SOF mission and came to dominate the organization of the teams. The 
Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), which had a mission to deploy deep 
behind enemy lines to report on enemy movements and activities in the 
African desert, is a good example of this evolution. 

The LRDG organized their 15-man patrols around four specialties 
which meant each patrol required a signalman, a navigator, a mechan-
ic, and a medical orderly. The remaining team members became drivers 
and gunners who could also be cross-trained in one of the four skills to 
provide some redundancy within each patrol." "Men in L.R.D.G. were 
specialists in something," explained Captain Kennedy Shaw, an officer 
with the group. He added, "of all these experts the signalmen were prob-
ably the most important, though the navigators ran them close." 

Shaw believed that the LRDG was primarily a reconnaissance unit 
so the ability to maintain communications with its operational head-
quarters was essential. "Without them a patrol, three or four hundred 
miles away from its base, could neither send back vital information nor 
receive fresh orders. If signals failed the best thing to do was to come 
home.' According to historian Eric Morris, "these operators were a 
vital part of the team and it was their task to ensure that when the time 
came to signal coded data to Headquarters, they and their sets were on 
top line." This meant that the team's signallers had to learn how to 
operate the communications equipment, carry out basic communica-
tion procedures and techniques. More important, they had to learn how 
to repair and maintain their equipment while they were away from 
home base. 

The importance of good navigation skills in the desert becomes evi-
dent "when you consider that on a journey of 500 miles a two-degree 
error would miss the objective by 17 miles, and for a patrol behind 
enemy lines, or one searching for a supply dump and much needed 
replenishment, that could spell disaster."" As there were few maps of 
Africa available to the unit, the LRDG had to navigate by using compass 
and astro-fix observations. As a result, members of the unit were given 
extensive training on how to navigate by making a sun compass, which 
is little more then a circle fixed to a horizontal plane divided into 360 
degrees. Soldiers were taught, "That by rotating the circle, which is fixed 
to the dash board of the truck, throughout the day to correspond to the 
sun's movement through the sky, the shadow is made to indicate the 
true bearing on which the truck is travelling." 
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Clearly, the LRDG patrols were totally dependent upon their vehi: 
cles. Therefore, SOF operators had to be trained to maintain and fix the 
vehicle during the long periods away from camp. As such, soldiers had 
to be trained in mechanics, specifically the ability to maintain, fix, and 
make modifications to various parts of the vehides, as well as under-
standing the procedures for servicing and troubleshooting when neces-
sary. They also had to understand maintenance procedures for every-
thing from engine cooling, lubrication, and udiaust systems, to trans-
missions, steering and suspension systems, and the engine itself. 
However, their key asset was their ability to improvise with a limited 
amount of available spare parts." 

Despite the impressive level of skills developed by many of these 
soldiers the most important capability imbedded within the teams was 
the patrol's medic. Soldiers that carry the medical speciality had to 
have sufficient knowledge to be capable of providing basic primary 
care for their team throughout the mission. More important, they had 
to be capable of sustaining a combat casualty for a short period. In this 
respect, SOF medics must be trained to function as independent health 
care providers while the team is deployed. Tony Geraghty, an author 
and noted authority on the Special Air Service (SAS)," reinforced the 
importance of this specialist skill to the functioning of the SOF team. 
"The need for a medical specialist well versed in emergency first-aid 
and basic surgery," he observed, "does not require a qualified doctor to 
satisfy it. If the situation is critical, a doctor will be flown or parachut-
ed to the scene and the casualty will be evacuated. A good 'bush doc-
tor' [medic] will know whether such assistance is imperative. He will 
also weigh against that need the risk that the turbulence and noise 
inherent in a casualty evacuation may 'blow' the security of a secret 
operation ..."" Geraghty added, "The patrol medic is also valuable in 
dispensing simple medical care to civilians and their farm stock in a 
primitive environment as part of ... policy to gain the co-operation of 
the indigenous population ..."" 

Within conventional military organizations, this level of knowledge 
can only be found in specialized sections or units. Moreover, because 
these capabilities are often in short supply they are temporarily allocat-
ed to sub-units as required and based on priorities and mission needs. 
As SOF teams cannot fall back on this type of limited support, particu-
larly once they are deployed, they have to bring the most essential of 
these skills with them and this is what specialized SOF training is 
designed to achieve. 
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The SOF operator must also be able to live for long periods of time 
in remote, harsh environments. The ability to operate behind enemy 
lines for extended periods requires soldiers that understand the realities 
of the environment they are working in. For western military forces 
based in temperate climatic zones this can sometimes be a challenge. 
Captain Shaw, put the situation the British had to face in North Africa 
during the Second World War into perspective: 

There can be no doubt whatever that much of the early and con-
tinued success of L.R.D.G. was due to the speed and thorough-
ness with which the New Zealanders learned desert work and life. 
For it is not enough to have learned how to operate, in the mili-
tary sense, in the desert, though that may be half of the battle. 
Naturally the driver must be able to drive in conditions entirely 
new to him, the signalman to keep in touch, the navigator to fmd 
his way, the gunner to have his sand-filled Vickers ready for 
instant use. But there is more to it than that. To exist at all in the 
Qattara Depression or in the Sand Sea in June or in the Gebel 
Akhdar in February is in itself a science which practice develops 
into an art. The problem is to make yourself so much master over 
the appalling difficulties of Nature — heat, thirst, cold, rain, 
fatigue — that, overcoming these, you yet have physical energy 
and mental resilience to deal with the greater object, the winning 
of the war, as the task presents itself from day to day.' 

The capacity to master the difficulties of nature can be an arduous 
task. As a result, most SOF forces put a great deal of emphasis on teach-
ing specific environmental skills to their soldiers. They do this by inte-
grating environmental acclimatization into their normal training pro-
gram, as was the case with the LRDG or by moving all, or some, of the 
training into specific geographic/environmental areas. For example, in 
today's SAS training is still heavily influenced by the unit's experience in 
the jungle during the Malayan campaign in the 1950s. 

The SAS was created in 1941 under the command of David Stirling 
for the purposes of carrying out small-scale DA missions behind 
German lines in North Africa." The majority of the original recruits for 
this force were selected from soldiers of 8 Commando, where Stirling 
had been an officer. Because the unit's principle task was to be DA mis-
sions the commando skills many of them possessed provided a good 
fotmdation for their further training. In fact, the unit's initial training 
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added to and improved on many of these skills but was focused to meet 
the specific requirements they thought would be needed to operate in 
the "desert."' 

Despite some early setbacks the concept of a smaller unit carrying 
out small-scale DA missions worked extremely well. With the defeat of 
the Germans in 1945, the SAS, like many other SOF units that were 
raised during the war, was removed from the order of battle, albeit it was 
retained as a territorial unit. However, the SAS was brought back to life 
in the 1950s as a result of a specific capability gap in the regular British 
Army. The British were trying to deal with a guerrilla war in Malaya, and 
were loolcing for a way to counter the insurgents that were operating 
deep inside the Malaysian jungle." The SAS were seen as being able to 
fill this void. 

During its Malaysian operations the SAS had to endure significant 
hardships in the jungle and this experience had a lasting effect on the 
regiment. Veterans of the campaign believed that there was no harsher 
environment in which to operate than in the jungle and reasoned that 
anyone who could operate in that environment could operate anywhere 
in the world. For this reason, SAS candidates are still sent to the British 
Jungle School for six weeks of their training program. During this phase 
of their training they are taught how to live, move, navigate, use demo-
litions, and fight in the jungle environment." 

Other techniques that are taught during this environmental phase 
include the construction of tools and survival equipment, preparation 
of various types of game for food, shelter construction, and starting a 
fire, as well as identification of poisonous and edible plants and ani-
mais." Once the basic survival skills are provided to the soldier he tends 
to gain much greater confidence in himself and in his ability to master 
his own destiny regardless of where he may be operating. 

Nonetheless, self-sufficiency and self-reliance is only one important 
asset. In order to be operationally effective, SOF soldiers must also be 
able to work extremely well as a member of a team. The LRDG under-
stood this requirement well. As members of the unit completed their 
specialized/environmental training, they were formed into patrols and 
immediately started the next phase of training. While one purpose of 
this subsequent stage was to confirm newly acquired individual skills, 
the main aim was to mould soldiers so that they could work in a collec-
tive setting as a member of a team. 

Collective training, as it is commonly known today, is a mechanism 
by which a commander takes a full complement of qualified soldiers 
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and with time, resources, and applied doctrine and standards, produces 
a cohesive combat-capable tactical grouping." This phase of training is 
structured to be progressive in nature and can include a number of lev-
els depending on the size of the teams to be employed. Within each level 
there are three stages that must be completed: preliminary, practice, and 
confirmation. The confirmation stage of training is the final step at each 
level of the collective training experience and is generally carried out in 
the form of a military exercise that is of sufficient scope and duration to 
adequately test teams in all aspects of the missions and tasks that they 
could be assigned.' 

Confirmation training for the LRDG was a key part of their collec-
tive training program and involved each patrol traveling into the desert 
where they set up caches that contained petrol, water, and other supplies 
along designated ingress and egress routes. This allowed patrols to start 
working together while they carried out low-risk operational missions. 
In fact, confirmation training went extremely well for the unit and with-
in a relatively short period the patrols were ready for missions." 

In the end, the many innovative training approaches of the LRDG 
added a number of new dimensions to SOF organization and training. 
Namely, if small teams wanted to remain deployed for extended peri-
ods free of national support, each soldier needed to become far more 
independent and much more highly specialized than the well-trained, 
general purpose soldiers that existed in the Commandos." More specif-
ically, the LRDG introduced the concept of a specialized training phase 
where each SOF team member received a different skill set above the 
individual combat skills common to all team members. They also 
introduced the idea of environmental training and a collective and 
integrated confirmation phase that is now common practice within 
many SOF programs. In fact, the training regime and organization 
established by the LRDG to meet their requirements are now funda-
mental to many of today's SOF units. In addition, subsequent opera-
tions carried out by the LRDG validated the concept of employing 
small patrols behind enemy lines for extended periods. They demon-
strated that such operations could succeed if small very skilled groups 
carried out sound planning, had an adaptable organization, the right 
training and equipment, proper communications, and the ability to 
move in and out of their area of operations. 

SOF's ability to infiltrate in and out of their area of operations has 
been an important capability from their inception and remains a key 
component of their training process. In the case of the British 
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Commandos and American Rangers, insertion capabilities focused on 
amphibious operations and were c,arried out at the end of their training 
program." Due in part to the necessity to conduct large-scale DA oper-
ations these units generally focused on only one primary method of 
infiltration, which was limited to those methods capable of deploying 
and sustaining a large number of troops. These capabilities include air-
borne (static line), maritime (amphibious) and airmobile techniques. 
Smaller SOF teams, such as the SAS, tend to use smaller teams and 
therefore, have the option to use a greater variety of infiltration meth-
ods, which provides them with far more flexibility and a better oppor-
tunity to enter an area of operation undetected. 

The philosophy of training SOF team members in a number of 
infiltration methods has its roots in creation of the SAS during the 
Second World War. Its founder David Stirling hypothesized that by hit-
ting multiple targets at the same time, fewer troops and less equipment 
would be needed, as they could use the resulting surprise to exploit the 
situation. Stirling realized that there were a number of challenges to this 
concept, and that the key to success in mounting such operations would 
be based on surprise, mobility, and the ability to inflict significant dam-
age to the enemy with so much speed, shock, and violence that his force 
could withdraw before the enemy could react." He believed that by 
using multiple insertion techniques the necessary surprise and mobility 
could be achieved. Ultimately, Stirling was able to convince the chain of 
command of the value of his idea and the SAS was born. In fact, dur-
ing the course of the war the SAS used an assortment of airborne, mar-
itime, and over land vehicles as their primary insertion techniques. 

Over time, common infiltration capabilities have grown to 
include techniques based on these three categories. They include the 
use of small boats, underwater vehicles, parachuting, paragliding, 
walking, and the use of land vehicles.' Having the ability to enter an 
area of operations using a myriad of options provides SOF units with 
greater flexibility. This in turn gives them a better chance to achieve 
surprise. However, each additional capability adds significantly to the 
overall training requirement. Not only is there a bill for the initial 
qualification training, but there can also be a considerable cost for a 
continuation training program, and in some cases, the infrastructure 
that is necessary to support the capability. This burden can be seen 
when one considers an insertion capability such as parachuting. 

A three week course is needed to complete a basic static line jump 
course and this must be done before the soldiers can move on to more 
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advanced stages where they are taught freefall techniques. After this 
training is completed a jump is required every three months in order for 
the soldier to remain current. If the soldier loses currency they must 
undergo what is commonly referred to as refresher training, which must 
be carried out prior to jumping. To maintain the capability the unit 
needs various specialists to maintain both a safe capability and to plan 
and coordinate specific insertion operations. More important, manning 
these positions with SOF soldiers takes them out of the teams. 

To overcome this problem SOF units tend to focus on providing 
soldiers with low skill insertion techniques such as walking or the use 
of small boats, in shallow inland water operations, during the various 
phases of the initial training process, while providing more advanced 
skills once the soldier is in the unit. In order to accommodate the ever-
growing list of additional infiltration and environmental skill sets, 
SOF organizations have begun to designate sub-units as environmen-
tal and infiltration centres of specialization. For example, today's SAS 
has created a system of specialized troops within each of its squadrons. 
Currently, each squadron is "organised into an Air Troop specialising 
in parachuting insertions, a Mountain Troop, a Boat Troop and a 
Mobility Troop."" 

Mobility Troop focuses on the operation of specialized vehicles. To 
achieve this, members must go through weeks of training where they 
learn the mechanical aspects of maintaining and fixing the vehicles, as 
well as how to drive them in cross-country conditions. Interestingly, 
Mobility Troop traditionally functions in the desert and is still trained 
to use sun compass, theodolite, and astro-navigation. Boat Troop con-
centrates on all types of water insertion. Soldiers posted to the troop 
learn how to conduct amphibious operations using small boats, canoes 
or in some cases even submarines. 

Air-insertion Troop is given training in advance free-fall practises 
such as HAHO (High Altitude High Opening). This troop normally 
operates in the path-finding role, going in ahead of the main force to 
secure and mark a drop zone or landing area when necessary." Mountain 
Troop is responsible for acquiring lcnowledge in all aspects of moun-
taineering and skiing and their training also includes rock-climbing and 
ice and snow work." Mission requirements will determine which troop 
will be deployed or will take the leading role in an operation. 

Another key component of the SOF soldier's capabilities, particu-
larly when the mission requires teams to deal with the local popula-
tion, is language and cultural training. The importance of language 
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and cultural training for SOF soldiers c,annot be overstated, as the ben-
efits of speaking the native tongue were clearly evident when the Allies 
deployed teams into the German-occupied territories during the 
Second World War to carry out covert activities.' The British Special 
Operations Executive (SOE) and American Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS) were specifically setup to coordinate covert activities in occupied 
Europe. These activities included everything from radio broadcasts into 
occupied territories to the insertion of highly trained teams to support 
resistance movements by providing advice, arms, or other aid. In fact, 
many of the SOE and OSS agents were Allied foreign nationals recruit-
ed specifically for their language ability and cultural knowledge of the 
local area." 

The importance of language ability and cultural knowledge was 
reinforced for the British in Malaya where they were trying to win the 
hearts and minds of the locals. They needed to establish contact, and 
thus an understanding the local language became critical. To meet the 
needs of a counter-insurgency campaign some SAS soldiers "were start-
ing to learn the Malay language or at least a sort of 'lingua franca: which 
allowed them to conduct basic conversations with the aborigines who 
lived and worked in many of the areas of interest. Strangely, the impor-
tance of this skill was not recognized by the newly formed unit until a 
very late stage of the conflict and then formal language training 
began.' With the move of many western SOF forces into unconven-
tional warfare (1.1W) operations, which are designed to organize, train, 
equip, advise, and assist indigenous and surrogate forces in military and 
paramilitary operations and where interaction with the local popula-
tions is critical to the success of the mission, language, and cultural 
training is becoming increasingly important in the SOF skill set. 

In theory, each SOF soldier is provided with extensive cultural 
training and a worlcing knowledge of the principal language in his unit's 
designated area of focus, so that when they enter a country, they under-
stand the customs of the local population and do not alienate the peo-
ple they want to help.' The reality is often quite different. Unless the 
soldier has been selected, based in part on his language skills, the 
amount of training that is necessary to gain an effective skill level is sig-
nificant. More important, most SOF units are small and can only focus 
on language sldlls in select areas, and if they are not deployed to that 
area most of their language training is wasted. As a result, despite sig-
nificant efforts, proficiency in second language skills among SOF sol-
ders is at best inconsistent. 
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Notwithstanding this, language training does receive a high priori-
ty within most SOF forces and is carried out in one of two ways, at the 
end of the initial training process in a one, nine, or 10-month course or 
as a series of three to four month blocks that are given at various times 
throughout the process. Language training, along with  ail the other 
training given to SOF soldiers continues once he is posted to his opera-
tional unit. In order to put all these skill sets into the context of a mod-
ern SOF training program we will  examine the sequence and training 
objectives of the U.S. Special Forces (SF). 

Modern American SF specializes in LTW. Intriguingly, this SOF mis-
sion had its origins outside the conventional military establishment 
during the Second World War. It started when the OSS developed the 
concept of the Operational Groups (OG). The OG could either work 
independently or in cooperation with partisan groups and carried out a 
number of tasks such as ambushing enemy columns, disrupting lines of 
communications, blowing up railroad lines and bridges, as well as help-
ing to provide supplies to the various resistance factions.' 

At the end of the war the OSS was disbanded and most of its oper-
ational intelligence activities were handed over to the newly created 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Initially, the U.S. military did not see 
a need to develop an unconventional warfare capability; however, to 
meet the growing Soviet threat in Europe, the 10th Special Forces Group 
(Airborne) was activated in 1952 for the purpose of conducting UW 
behind Soviet Army lines in the event of a Russian invasion of Europe.' 

The organization of the 1952 SF Operational Detachment was sim-
ilar to the OG that had deployed to France.' It was authorized a 
strength of 15 men, which included a detachment commander, an exec-
utive officer and 13 enlisted personnel. Theoretically, the FA team was 
capable of organizing, supporting, and directing a regimental-sized 
guerrilla organization. The functional specialties within the team 
included medical, demolitions, communications, weapons, as well as 
operations and intelligence.' 

This organization was heavily influenced by people such as Colonel 
Aaron Bank, "who was a member of the Special Operations Branch of 
the OSS, and was involved in and exposed to the OSS/SOE field activi-
ties in the European, Mediterranean, and China-Burma-India theatres 
of operation.' 59  Over the years the structure of the SF has remained basi-
cally the same but their training program has been refined significantly. 
In the late 1980s the SF introduced a number of major changes to the 
way their selection and training process was conducted.' This process is 
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now commonly referred to as the Special Forces Qualification Course 
(SFQC) and is broken down into five phases: Individual sldlls, military 
occupation specification (MOS) qualification, collective training, lan-
guage training, and out-processing.' 

The Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS) program is 
designed to select soldiers for attendance on the Special Forces 
Qualification Course (SFQC). Selection allows the SOF an opportunity 
to assess various attributes that are considered essential to the SOF sol-
dier. This process can take up to 30 days and includes both training and 
assessment in key military subjects that will be needed to carry out the 
assessment process. The focus of this phase is on navigating though var-
ious points between 18 to 50 kilometres carrying increasing amounts of 
weight as the assessment phase progresses. Successful candidates are 
allowed to continue to the next phase, commonly referred to as the 
"individual skills" phase. The course content given during this phase is 
similar, in many respects, to the skills taught to the British Commandos 
in 1942 and to the Rangers today.' 

The individual skills phase is approximately 13 weeks and candi-
dates start with land navigation (cross-country), marksmanship train-
ing, and military operations in urbanized terrain." They then move on 
to more advanced subjects such as small unit tactics, mission plan-
ning, live fire exercises, and a number of patrol exercises." General 
Carl Stiner, former commander of SOFCOM, captured the essence of 
this training: 

Everyone in an A-Detachment was trained in the following: 
each soldier had to be an expert marksman on his individual 
weapon (a pistol) and his M-16 rifle, and be familiar with 
weapons, such as AK-47s ... He had to be able to shoot them 
with reasonable accuracy, and to take them apart and maintain 
them. In the case of larger weapons such as mortars and 
machine guns, he had to be able to emplace and employ them 
properly ... Each soldier was trained in explosives.... [and] was 
capable of operating any kind of communications gear they 
might be using. Each soldier received advanced first-aid train-
ing [and] learned how to ... set up a field for landing airplanes 
and bring them in, and how to set up parachute drop zones.' 

Once soldiers have completed the individual skills phase they move 
on to what is referred to as their functional specialties. This stage of 
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training can last between 26 and 59 weeks and may include activities 
such as language training depending on the length of a candidate's spe-
cialized training. According to unclassified sources, soldiers are also 
trained in different functional specialties that include: 

• Detachment Commander — training emphasizes the leader-
ship skills necessary to "direct and employ other members of 
his detachment."' 

• Weapons Sergeant — covers "tactics, anti-armor weapons 
utilization, functioning of ail types of U.S. and foreign light 
weapons, indirect fire operations, man portable air defense 
weapons, weapons emplacement, and integrated combined 
arms fire control planning.?"7  

• Engineer Sergeant — trains in "construction skills, field for-
tifications, and use of explosive demolitions. 

• Medical Sergeant — receives training in "advanced medical 
procedures to include trauma management and surgical 
procedures."' 

• Communications Sergeant — training includes the instal-
lation and operation of SF high frequency and burst com-
munications equipment, antenna theory, radio wave prop-
agation, as well as communication operations procedures 
and techniques." 

According to the Americans, the decision regarding who goes into 
which specialty is based on a number of factors including the individual's 
background, aptitude, desire, and the specific needs of the organization.' 

SFQC (Phase V): Language Training may be up to 24 weeks  indura
-tion  or may be exempted if the soldier already possesses an appropriate 

SF language profile." 
Once all this specialty training is completed SF candidates are 

brought back for collective training and a final confirmation phase, 
which lasts about 38 days. During this time soldiers are given addition-
al common sidlls training, but these focus specifically on the SF's pri-
mary mission focus, unconventional warfare techniques." 

The final exercise in this phase is called Robin Sage and is conduct-
ed to amalgamate all the instruction and training together. During the 
exercise candidates are formed into simulated detachments and 
deployed to a fictional country where they must organize locals into 
guerrilla organizations. Finally, SFQC (Phase V) arrives and lasts about 
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a week. This phase is little more than an out-processing routine for the 
solder. It involves his move to his initial posting within the SOF com-
munity, where he will be expected to put his training to good use at a 
key member of the SOF team. 

The training qualifications today's SOF soldiers bring to their 
teams have evolved directly from the missions they were originally 
formed to carry out and the conditions under which they were expect-
ed to operate. These factors have had an important impact on the 
rnethods SOF units organize and train their soldiers. Despite its com-
plexity and length the basic components of this training process 
remain rather simple. What differs between various SOF units is the 
emphasis on what speciality training occurs and what each phase of the 
training will emphasize. 

In this regard, there is no right or wrong combination as good train-
ing plans are a combination of art and science. That being said, all sol-
diers are initially provided with some type of baseline training that is 
similar to what the British Commandos received during the Second 
World War. From this baseline training SOF unit's advance to more spe-
cialized training where, like in the case of the American SF and the 
LRDG, they receive specialized skills needed to keep the team function-
ing while deployed and to carry out their missions. They then go on to 
conduct some type of confirmation training. Furthermore, soldiers who 
are expected to operate in harsh theatres of operation for extended peri-
ods of time will receive environmental training and training in survival 
techniques. At some point they will also receive training in specialized 
advance infiltration, which may be done during initial training or at a 
later time. All this training gives SOF organizations a great deal of flex-
ibility, which is why they are called upon to do so many things. 

Although SOF organizations are very flexible, they do have their 
limitations. It must be remembered that the flexibility of the SOF team 
is derived from the scope of capabilities given to the individual soldiers 
and by the fact that they can do a number of these taslcs very well. In this 
respect there is a limit to how many skills can be given to each soldier 
and still maintain a high standard. 

Whatever the future holds for the SOF it successes will  continue to 
be based on their soldiers' ability to get the job done. This can only be 
accomplished with excellent training. However, it must also be remem-
bered that training, regardless of how good it is, will only be effective if 
it is being given to the right people. Equally important, these people 
must be led by the right leaders. 
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Thinidng Outside the Box: 
Understanding SOF Leadership 

Tony Balasevicius 

Experts in the field of leadership believe that for military organiza-
tions to be successful in the new environment of the twenty-first 

century they will need to develop leaders who can analyze and deal with 
complex problems in the new multifaceted political, military, and social 
environment that has been emerging during the past 10 years. More 
iniportantly, they feel that to be effective, military leaders must be able 
to quickly align their operational activities with other governmental and 
non-governmental agencies.' These skills apply to all levels of command 
but have special significance at the junior level where leadership is at its 
most inexperienced and where leaders are often at the forefront of con-
flict with little or no time to rationalize the decisions they must rnake. 
According to Colonel Bernd Horn, a prolific writer on the subject of 
leadership and future war: 

The future battlespace will be volatile, uncertain, constantly 
changing, and ambiguous. There will be an increased emphasis 
on information operations and small, agile, dispersed, situa-
tionally aware units operating in a non-linear environment 
su.pported by instantaneously delivered precision-effects 
weaponry.... Conflict will become increasingly complex 
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because of the asymmetric nature of the threat, [and] the use of 
urban terrain.... Furthermore, operations will be multi-dimen-
sional, requiring not only the close integration of all three envi-
ronments, but also that of governmental and non-governmen-
tal agendes to achieve desired outcomes.... To function in this 
daunting environment will require a reorientation of how we 
think and operate on the battlefield.' 

Although this evolving environment may represent a "new" devel-
opment for conventional military forces, in many respects, Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) have always had to operate in a complex 
asymmetric and multi-dimensional battlespace. 3  In order to succeed in 
these circumstances, SOF has placed a great deal of trust in well-trained, 
intelligent, and resourceful junior leaders. These leaders are expected to 
operate on their own for extended periods of time, often in austere and 
hostile environments where they must exert control over all aspects of 
the political, administrative, and operational activities within their 
assigned area of operations.' 

The scope of SOF duties is such that they demand leaders that can 
be relied upon to carry out their mission with little or no supervision or 
direction. People selected for such positions must have high levels of 
cognitive, physical, and technical abilities, and they must possess a flex-
ible and adaptive leadership style that can maximize the c,apabilities of 
the soldiers and resources under their command. From the start, during 
the early stages of the Second World War, SOF has had the good fortune 
to attract just such leaders. 

The early leaders were extremely fit, possessed high levels of cogni-
tive ability, and had a very charismatic style of leadership. Moreover, 
they were visionary men, not encumbered by traditional conservative 
ideas. They were able to think outside the box and often developed 
practical solutions to the operational problems they faced. Out of 
necessity they inculcated future generations of SOF leaders with many 
of these same traits and in the process developed a unique and far more 
flexible style of leadership than that found in conventional military 
units. Over the years this supple and adaptive leadership style has come 
to dominate SOF command philosophy creating a relaxed but extreme-
ly innovative culture. 

The basis of this innovative and adaptive culture has evolved from 
a number of factors, which include a general lack of formal military 
experience on the part of many of the early officers arriving at the newly 
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created SOF units, and the high level of technical skill and experience 
possessed by the soldiers. This combination had the effect of making 
soldiers more independent and, as a result, they tended to accept far 
more responsibility for their actions than conventional soldiers. This 
notion of the "independent soldier" developed from the early opera-
tional concept of the British Commandos, which were initially designed 
to produce soldiers capable of fighting unconventionally, but when nec-
essary they could be quickly be brought together to form ad hoc units 
for specific missions.' 

The characteristic of "independence" has remained fundamental to 
SUF. It became evident that the type of soldier best suited to carry out 
SOF operations was an independent-minded person possessing initia-
tive and intelligence, who was highly motivated. It was also quickly real-
ized that such men needed to be treated differently and that they did not 
have to be subjected to the parade square discipline found in the con-
ventional military units to produce effective results. In fact, over time, 
SOF organizations began to see the benefits gained from treating high-
ly skilled soldiers as partners in the planning and conduct of missions 
and this was to have an important impact on the development of their 
leadership philosophy.' 

To properly understand SOF leadership, it is critical to comprehend 
how it has evolved to meet the specific requirements of SOF forces. 
However, before undertaking such a study, a general definition of lead-
ership must be determined and an examination of the leadership model 
common to conventional military units must first be provided as a base-
line of analysis. Once this is understood an examination of the evolu-
tion of SOF leadership can then be undertaken. In this respect, this 
chapter will examine SOF leadership philosophy and its evolution from 
the conventional military models. 

Leadership and the people who successfully practise it have always 
fascinated the corrunon person, but despite the enormous amounts of 
research into the subject, leadership is still a concept not well under-
stood. Over the last 30 years many people have defined leadership many 
different ways.' Unfortunately, most definitions are wrapped around 
personal experience and individual perspectives that may or may not be 
linked to the direct practice of leadership. According to Gary Yuld, a 
leading researcher on the subject, "Leadership has been defined in terms 
of traits, behaviour, influence, interaction patterns, role relationships, 
and occupation of an administrative position."' Yuld goes on to suggest 
that most definitions of leadership reflect to some extent the assumption 
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that it involves a process whereby one person exerts intentional influ-
ence over other people to guide, structure, and facilitate activities and 
relationships in the group or organization.' 

This definition has merit as the concept of effective leadership from 
the perspective of the conventional military establishment. Many mili-
tary manuals on the subject define leadership as "the art of influencing 
human behaviour so as to accomplish the mission in a manner desired 
by the leader."' The American Army's doctrine on leadership also fol-
lows this theme and states; "Leadership is influencing people — by pro-
viding purpose, direction, and motivation — while operating to accom-
plish the mission and improving the organization." Within this frame-
work the expectation of good leadership is seen as someone that can 
give clear direction, show consideration for the follower, exhibit profes-
sionalism and set a good example.' However, the practical applications 
of this type of military leadership must be placed in context. 

Although modern militaries are becoming increasingly complex 
and will continue to demand more highly sophisticated and intelligent 
soldiers, the skill sets of military followers, who must do most of the 
close combat, will by necessity remain basic in its nature. This is because 
military training during periods of major conffict is focused on training 
a nation's reserves and this training is designed to produce soldiers as 
quicldy as possible. Within this perspective, the combat soldier's skills 
are generally limited to those absolutely necessary in the performance of 
basic battlefield tasks." As a result, specialization of tasks within the 
basic combat grouping of a section (10 men) or platoon (35 men) is 
limited and interaction between the leader and follower is for the most 
part restricted to giving and following orders. 

This narrow interaction process is achieved by ensuring followers 
quickly adapt to established group and institutional norms and is 
accomplished by using the transactional leadership model.' Bernard 
M. Bass, a noted authority in leadership theory, believes transactional 
leadership "depends on the contingent reinforcement, either by posi-
tive contingent reward, which is the method used when a leader 
assigns or gets agreement on what needs to be done ' and promises 
rewards or actually rewards others in exchange for satisfactorily carry-
ing out the assignment, or by the more negative active or passive 
(component) form of management by exception. In the active form 
the leader arranges to actively monitor deviancies from standards, 
mistakes, and errors in the follower's assignments and take corrective 
action as necessary." 5  
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Bass goes on to say that the more passive form of the transactional 
style implies waiting passively for deviancies, mistakes, and errors to 
occur and then taking some type of corrective action.' This process 
emphasizes the traditional aspects of authoritative leadership and is the 
dominant style of command within conventional military forces at all 
levels in the chain of command. 

The U.S. Army identifies three very distinct levels of leadership: 
Strategic, Organizational and Direct.' However, it is at the level of direct 
leadership that junior leaders both within SOF and conventional forces 
generally operate and it is at this level where the styles of leadership used 
by each differ significantly. According to the U.S. Army, direct military 
leadership is defined as, "Face-to-face, first-line leadership. It takes place 
in those organisations where subordinates are used to seeing their lead-
ers all the time: Teams and squads, sections and platoons, companies, 
batteries, and troops — even squadrons and battalions. The direct 
leader's span of influence, those lives he can reach out and touch, may 
range from a handful to several hundred people!' 

The major source of direct leadership within any military organiza-
tion is found at the non-commissioned officer (NCO) and junior offi-
cer level. These two groups generally face more certainty and less com-
plexity than organizational and strategic leaders because they are close 
enough to the action to see the situation unfolding. They are responsi-
ble for supervising the soldiers that carry out orders, so they can see 
how things are working. This gives them the ability to quickly assess, 
and if necessary, address problems in a timely manner.' 

Furthermore, it is the junior officer and senior NCO that are pri-
marily responsible for training the soldiers they lead and they are 
expected to develop the follower's skills with emphasis on obedience to 
orders and instructions, while instilling the notion that the completion 
of the mission must, and will, come first." In this regard, the transac-
tional leadership style has proven very effective in combat. It is a partic-
ularly efficient type of leadership when an army must quicldy mobilize 
large 'numbers of inexperienced citizens and turn them into soldiers 
who can fight. 

The main weakness of transactional leadership lays in the fact that 
it relies on the leader personally possessing the knowledge and experi-
ence necessary to carry out all tasks assigned to the group. In this 
respect, junior combat leaders are not necessarily trained in the art of 
military leadership as much as they are trained to direct and supervise 
specific events. For example, soldiers undergoing leadership training 
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are taught to carry out an attack; they are given a checldist and told to 
follow each of the steps in the process outlined for attacks. If they can 
do this, they are considered to be effective leaders. Unfortunately, the 
emphasis on this type of leadership training is placed more on con-
trolling soldiers through each step of the task rather then actually 
leading them.' 

In effect, the leader directs his followers through each mission 
under very close supervision using one style of leadership based on the 
"I say — you do" concept that is so prevalent in the transactional model. 
In this type of environment the leader controls his followers based on 
his authority, and knowledge of the specific skills needed to complete 
each of the group's tasks. In this regard, the leader maintains control 
over the group through his level of knowledge. According to William 
Darryl Henderson, a former U.S. Army officer and writer, "the leader 
derives his influence over the follower from several bases of power. One 
of these bases comes from what Henderson refers to as expert power.' 

Henderson defines expert power "as the soldier's compliance with a 
leader's orders because the leader is perceived as having superior knowl-
edge  and  ability important to the soldier's survival within the context of 
a current or expected situation. In hardship situations and in combat 
especially, leadership expertise that allows the leader to cope successful-
ly with the situation is a significant source of power." Henderson goes 
on to argue that "The proven ability to carry out a tactical plan, to 
arrange for and adjust artillery, to demonstrate professional expertise 
with weapons, to navigate well, and to provide medical care and sup-
plies are all significant sources of power.' 23  Although the transactional 
approach towards leadership works well in high-stress situations where 
the leader is practised and many of the subordinates are inexperienced, 
it does have drawbacks. 

The main difficulty with the transactional approach is that it leaves 
little room, outside of a leadership position, for the follower to be a con-
tributing and proactive member of the team. This is due to the under-
lying assumption that the follower lacks the highly developed skills nec-
essary to participate in any meaningful way. As young soldiers are usu-
ally inexperienced, the ability of the conventional military leader to 
move away from the transactional model is difficult and institutionally 
is generally not encouraged. However, this style of leadership becomes 
problematic once a leader must deal with experienced or more highly 
skilled soldiers that are commonly found in long standing professional 
military forces and who are prevalent within SOF organizations. 
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SOF soldiers tend to be older, more intelligent, better trained, and 
more experienced then their conventional counterparts. Brigadier 
Michael Calvert, former wartime Special Air Service (SAS) Brigade 
commander and the founder of the post—Second World War SAS, 
summed up the difficulty of having these better quality soldiers to con-
ventional military forces where he stated, "Volunteer units such as SAS 
attract officers and men who have initiative, resourcefulness, independ-
ence of spirit, and confidence in themselves. In a regular unit there are 
far less opportunities of making use of these assets and, in fact, in many 
formations they are a liability, as this individualistic attitude upsets the 
smooth worldng of a team. This is especially true in European warfare 
where the individual must subordinate his natural initiative so that he 
fits into a part of the machine."' 

Calvert's assessment is backed up by Kennedy Shaw, a former offi-
cer in the Long-Range Desert Group (LRDG), "Brains, initiative, relia-
bility, endurance and courage," he argued, "were probably of equal 
importance" People with such qualities allow SOF organizations to 
provide soldiers with a verity of highly developed skill sets that play an 
essential role in the overall success of the team.' In fact, the idea of pro-
viding soldiers with a greater versatility of skills was a key part of the 
LRDG's operating philosophy. 

The LRDG's concept of operating behind enemy lines for extended 
periods relied heavily on the ability of small groups to be self-sufficient. 
As the size of the patrols was relatively small, the skills needed for them 
to function had to be distributed among its members regardless of their 
rank. Over time these sldlls became extremely specialized and leaders 
were forced to rely on the qualifications of the soldiers to ensure the 
patrol's success. Shaw provides clarity on this unique military situation. 
"Men in the LRDG were specialists in something," he stated, "of all these 
experts the signalmen were probably the most important, though the 
navigators ran them close." He added, "For what was primarily a recon-
naissance unit good signals were essential. Without them a patrol, three 
or four hundred miles away from its base, could neither send back vital 
information nor receive fresh orders. If signals failed the best thing to do 
was to come home." 

Under such circumstances SOF leaders were no longer able to rely 
solely on their ability to dominate followers with their extensive knowl-
edge, their skill sets, or their institutional authority as they could easily 
do in the transactional style of leadership. In order for the teams to 
function, SOF needed to develop a more flexible way to command, one 
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that would take full advantage of the highly developed skill sets pos-
sessed by the soldiers. The solution was to move the emphasis away 
from the leader-follower relationship towards a focus on the leader and 
his command of the team. This change in emphasis refocused the 
dynamics of leadership within the context of the group and fundamen-
tally changed the role of the military leader. Under this new arrange-
ment the leader was expected to involve members of the team in the 
decision making process and to coordinate the activities of each mem-
ber's expertise towards the accomplishment of the team's mission.' 

Although the evolution towards this team-based leadership 
approach within SOF occurred for very practical reasons, the back-
ground and philosophic outlook of the early SOF leaders also heavily 
influenced the development of this unique leadership philosophy. In 
most cases, these leaders had either limited military experience or were 
somewhat unconventional in their thinking. David Stirling, the founder 
and first commander of the British SAS, is an example. 

Before the outbreak of war Stirling attended Ampleforth College 
and Cambridge University, and was an art student in Paris. He also 
trained to be an architect and then went on to be a cowboy in North 
America. Interestingly, he was training in the Canadian Rockies for a 
proposed climb on Mount Everest when the war started. He quicldy 
returned to England and became a volunteer in the embryonic 
Commandos." Stirling was typical of leaders drawn to the early SOF 
community. Not only were they intelligent adventurers, they were also 
very intellectual men with the vision and influence to effect the neces-
sary transformation within what tended to be very conservative estab-
lishments reluctant to embrace change. Arguably, one of the most intel-
lectual of these early leaders was Major Ralph A. Bagnold. 

Bagnold becarne an officer in the British Army Royal Engineers in 
1915, and after the First World War he studied engineering at 
Cambridge University, receiving an honours degree in 1921, after which 
he returned to active duty with the Army. Between the world wars he 
spent much of his free time exploring the African desert, and after his 
retirement he continued his research, eventually publishing his findings 
in 1941 under the title The Physics of Blown Sand and Desert  Dunes. 
Although retired, he was recalled to active duty as a signals officer in 
North AfTica after war erupted in Europe." 

Understanding the dynamics of desert war, Bagnold was concerned 
about the immense unprotected desert flank west and south of Cairo, 
and proposed the establishment of a small organization equipped with 
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desert-worthy vehicles to travel deep behind enemy lines for extended 
periods. They were to observe traffic along the coastal road in northern 
Libya and Egypt and if the opportunity presented itself to attack 
remote desert outposts and airfields. The proposal was eventually 
accepted and the LRDG was created." The type of leaders that Bagnold 
and other SOF commanders selected for their new commands were at 
first glance somewhat odd choices. In the case of the LRDG few were 
experienced soldiers, which appears to go against the common held 
perception that to be effective SOF can only be commanded by experi-
enced military officers. 

However, all of Bagnold's officers had considerable intellect and 
highly specialized areas of expertise. They also held extensive knowledge 
of the desert and an understanding of how to live and travel in that 
inhospitable terrain. Pat Clayton, who served under Bagnold as a cap-
tain in the LRDG, was a government surveyor in Tanganyika prior to 
the war. During the 1930s, he had explored much of the desert with 
Bagnold. Shaw was a curator at the Palestine Museum in Jerusalem and 
during the 1930s, he too was a desert explorer who had been associated 
with Bagnold's expeditions." 

Bagnold was the only leader in the LRDG that had knowl-
edge in both military affairs and the complex environment in the desert. 
However, he was able to use his knowledge and leadership skills to bring 
together people with different capabilities and turn them into a cohesive 
entity in a relatively short period. Accdrding to Shaw, "Starting from 
scratch, in five weeks the LRDG had been created. I do not think that 
any one except Bagnold could have achieved this. Some had the neces-
sary knowledge of the Army, others the necessary experience of the 
desert, none had both." The academics and adventurers that became 
Bagnold's patrol leaders had little concept of the traditional aspects of 
transactional leadership that was practised by the military and out of 
necessity, as much as circumstances, they brought to the SOF a very dif-
ferent approach to the way soldiers were connnanded." 

This different approach to command focuses on the potential of the 
leader/follower relationship within the larger context of the team and is 
significant given the historical success of many SOF units like the 
LRDG. Much of this success was derived from the highly developed 
leadership traits that were found in these early pioneers. Understanding 
the specific leadership qualities exhibited by these leaders is important 
to gaining insight into the SOF leadership philosophy. However, to do 
so it is necessary to develop a construct of an effective leader within the 
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context of the leader/follower and their relationship within the team 
and determine specific traits that produce success. 

Interestingly, Bass believes that in order to be effective, leaders must 
have five basic competencies that will not only make them better 
equipped to meet the demands of the new environment but will also 
provide a foundation for the future development of these leaders to 
more senior appointments. These include critical evaluation and prob-
lem detection, envisioning, communication skills, impression manage-
ment; and the knowledge to empower followers.' Interestingly, these 
five competencies represent many of the traits exhibited by the early and 
high profile SOF founders and leaders. This style of leadership is com-
monly referred to as the transformational model." 

Transformational leaders generally take a more proactive approach 
with followers and often produce excellent results: 

[They] do more with colleagues and followers than set up sim-
ple exchanges or agreements. They behave in ways to achieve 
superior results by employing one or more of the components 
of transformational leadership ... The components include 
leadership that is charismatic such that the follower seeks to 
identify with the leaders and emulate them. The leadership 
inspires the follower with challenge and persuasion providing a 
meaning and understanding. The leadership is intellectually 
stimulating, expanding the follower's use of their abilities. 
Finally, the leadership is individually considerate, providing the 
follower with support, mentoring, and coaching.' 

In this environment the extent to which SOF leaders are able to 
exert real power rather than merely symbolic authority is based on the 
leader's qualities and ability to utilize these resources. Specifically, they 
must understand the dynamics of the team and tap into team members 
wants, motives, expectations, attitudes, and values in order to induce or 
compel members to behave as required.' The essence of the SOF 
leader's power in this context has less to do with style and role and more 
to do with their ability to satisfy the specific needs of the follower while 
keeping those needs within the overall goals of the group." As a result, 
SOF leaders must develop and employ a number of leadership styles to 
meet these different and constantly competing requirements. 

The concept of SOF advanced successfully because leaders such as 
Stirling and Bagnold were able to provide that flexible approach to 
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leadership that was needed and ensured mission success. In turn, these 
early SOF leaders were able to provide the necessary leadership because 
they possessed the traits described by Bass in his transformational 
model. For example, they were able to envision that success in conven-
tional military operations could be achieved with assistance from 
unconventional methods. They were able to think outside of the box 
and put forward a compelling vision of what they could achieve and 
how. The concept of envisioning is defined as the process of consider-
ing and understanding the art of the possible and can be "fostered in 
learning programs that develop the creative thinking process. These 
two competencies teach the leader how to vary or change their behav-
iours and to contemplate profound changes." In order for Stirling and 
Bagnold to come up with their original concepts or visions they need-
ed the ability to critically evaluate the situation by defining the prob-
lem and then producing a solution. According to Bass, evaluation and 
problem detection is defined as "the ability to understand the problem 
and come up with an effective solution." 

In this respect, the importance of Bagnold's evaluation and prob-
lem detection, which led to his vision for the LRDG, is placed into prop-
er context by Shaw. "Three years later, looking back to 1940," comment-
ed Shaw, "one saw how sound Bagnold's original conception had been. 
With a few minor changes the organisation had stood the test of time 
and battle ... and what is more, I think no one had also the vision to see 
just what was needed for the job.' In fact, the development of the SAS 
concept by Stirling for small-scale direct action missions was based on 
the same sound conceptual thinldng and critical assessment used by 
Bagnold and advocated by Bass. 

In 1941, Stirling, only a lieutenant at the time, believed that com-
mando raids such as those conducted on German positions along the 
coast of Cyrenaica by Layforce (British Commandos commanded by 
Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Laycock) 4 ' were of little value since the 
Germans had started constructing heavy defensive positions around key 
costal installations. As a result, these operations were placing heavy 
demands on both personnel and resources, and at best delivered only a 
temporary inconvenience or setback to the enemy. Moreover, experi-
ence had shown that even if initial surprise could be achieved the action 
would always draw local reserves, which always resulted in a fighting 
withdrawal and heavy casualties. 42  Stirling believed that if a small force 
could overcome the difficulties of moving over the vast desert areas to 
the south it would be possible to infiltrate a force behind enemy lines 
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and withdraw them quicIdy. He produced a paper entitled, "A Special 
Service Unit," detailing his thoughts on the potential for small teams of 
Special Forces to attack enemy airfields, transport and fuel parks.' 
Ultimately, Stirling was able to make a compelling argument in support 
of such an organization and the SAS was born." 

Both Stirling and Bagnold were able to use highly developed crit-
ical evaluation and problem solving techniques to create a vision. As 
well, each was also able to articulate that vision to superiors and incor-
porate the concept into existing military operations that worked 
extremely well. This ability to think outside the box and come up with 
unorthodox solutions is a key attribute required by successful lead-
ers." HoWeyer, regardless of its importance, the process of creative 
thinking, envisioning, and the ability to articulate that vision to supe-
riors and subordinates is only part of the leaders domain and it does 
not explain what made the operational SOF teams function as well as 
they did nor does it explain the cohesiveness that was achieved within 
rnany of those teams. 

The success of SOF units like the LRDG and the SAS was also due 
to the training and cohesiveness of their patrols. Cohesiveness is based 
on group identity and comes from a number of things including mutu-
al respect and trust among members and between leaders and subordi-
nates. SOF soldiers develop that bond because they perceive themselves 
as a valued members of the team. This perception of worth is derived 
from the willingness of the leader to accept the follower's advice based 
on area of expertise, the strength of the idea, and not on rank. More 
implicitly, it is the ability of the SOF leader to empower followers to do 
their job the way they see fit based on the extensive abilities each fol-
lower possesses that provides the basis of trust. This concept of 
empowerment is a critical component of SOF leadership and a key part 
of the dynamics within the SOF team. 

Empowerment is the process of giving the follower the ability to 
provide advice and make decisions. This enables the follower to buy into 
the mission and become a stakeholder with a shared interest in its suc-
cessful completion. It is further enhanced when members feel they actu-
ally participate in the decision making process. The concept of 
empowerment has always been an important element of SOF culture 
beginning with the establishment of the first British commandos in 
1940." It is this concept combined with a greater emphasis on the indi-
vidual that has helped create the less formal but far more innovative 
working environment fowid within the SOF. 
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The less structured and more informal environment is often misun-
derstood by outsiders and tends to create a perception of an ill-disciplined 
organization. This negative view is especially prevalent with conven-
tional military leaders that do not understand the concept of leader-
ship and discipline within the transformational context. Unfortunately, 
this perception has been further reinforced by the unique working con-
ditions SOF soldiers experience; their need to adapt to the extreme 
environments they must often face; and poor command decisions. 
Shaw elaborates on this situation. "A stranger meeting a LRDG patrol 
returning from a month's trip in Libya," he explains, "would have been 
hard put to it to decide to what race or army, let alone to what unit, 
they belonged. In winter the use of battle dress made for some unifor-
mity, but LRDG in summer, with a month-old beard thick with sand, 
with a month's dirt (for the water ration allowed no washing), skin 
burnt to the colour of coffee, and clad in nothing but a pair of torn 
shorts and `chapplies' (i.e., the North West Frontier [of India] pattern 
sandals imported by Bagnold) a man looked like a creature from some 
other world."" 

A similar experience was faced by the SAS in Malaya, where relaxed 
dress became an issue with the chain of command. Captain John 
Woodhouse, a future commander of the SAS, commented "men were 
allowed to grow beards in the jungle, which was a sensible idea in that it 
did hide a white face in the undergrowth but unfortunately they were 
allowed to keep the beards when they came out.' 49  He added, "This was 
contrary to all sorts of military traditions and the sight of smelly, 
scruffy, bearded soldiers coming out of the jungle was one which caused 
apoplexy in the staff and derision amongst all the other units of the 
army.' 5° It is important to remember that the conditions under which 
SOF often operates are extremely harsh and the standard conventional 
issue of equipment has not always been suited to those particular 
demands. This situation results in SOF leadership allowing some leeway 
with things such as dress if it rnakes sense to do so.' 

For all its benefits, the practical leadership style developed by SOF 
is not without its shortcomings. Such an approach can be dangerous in 
situations where leaders do not fully understand the dynamics they are 
facing or when soldiers are allowed to abuse the latitude they are given 
and attempt to set cultural norms in an effort to gain dominance with-
in the team. The reintroduction of the SAS during the Malaya campaign 
clearly demonstrates what happens under such circumstances. "Despite 
a sound operational concept, Calvert's original capability had difficulty 
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because many of its soldiers did not have the aptitude or the self-disci-
pline to handle the particular demands of Special Forces soldiering" 
Woodhouse believed that the reason for the many problems was "that 
the officers and men were not selected in the latter sense, they didn't go 
through a selection course; as far as the soldiers were concerned they 
were simply selected in the sense that volunteers volunteered and, as far 
as I know, all those who volunteered were accepted." 

More important, the SAS's leadership appeared unable or unwill-
ing to deal with those soldiers who should not have been in the unit. 54  
"Discipline?' explained Woodhouse, "was really non-existent [in the 
unit]. Why Colonel Calvert didn't clamp down hard I've never entirely 
understood ... other officers including myself didn't take a firm line 
with the troops at that time" Having even a small number of poor 
soldiers in SOF units becomes problematic and will have a disruptive 
affect on the entire unit. This is because the unit relies on the ability 
and proficiency of small teams for its operational efficiency and if these 
teams are not functioning properly the unit suffers. As Woodhouse 
points out, "It's a bit unfair to brand 'A' Squadron as being just a bunch 
of buccaneers. There were many good soldiers in that squadron, in fact 
certainly a majority and the same was true of the early officers in the 
troops. I would say that certainly four out of five officers would have 
passed into the SAS at any time in later years, so the material was quite 
good" The situation faced by the SAS during the Malayan Emergency 
emphasizes a key aspect of SOF leadership, which is despite the leader-
ship model one is using the leader is still in command, as such he will 
always be responsible for the discipline and the success and failure of 
the team's activities. 

In this regard, the leader must be able to balance the requirements 
between the needs of very highly skilled and forceful soldiers with the 
demands of the mission, which can at times be a difficult process. This 
often complex environment tends to create significant problems for 
newly arrived transactional-oriented leaders who are quickly confront-
ed with unfamiliar and often aggressive leadership situations. This is 
due to the fact that prior to entering the world of SOF, the leader is given 
respect based on his rank and this is reinforced by an institutional struc-
ture that ensures respect is maintained, whether deserved or not. 

In the context of SOF, however, respect is given based on the per-
ceived competence of the individual and what that individual can pro-
vide to the team. It is also likely that all members within the SOF team 
are leaders in their own right and could easily command effectively, 
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given the opportunity. Under these circumstances the leader may be 
appointed', but in the eyes of the group he must still earn the right to 
lead. This is achieved by showing the team that he, like them, has passed 
through the selection and training process, and that he is capable of 
coordinating each of the different individuals and tasks within the team. 
In the end, if he can prove he can do the job he will get the respect he is 
seeking. Shaw provides an example of how this process of gaining 
respect is earned within the SOF: 

Occasionally it fell to a British officer to command a New 
Zealand patrol. Knowing the conventional opinion held by the 
New Zealanders of the average Englishman this was a task 
approached with some misgivings. But if you could show that 
your first object was to get on with the job, and that you knew 
as much or even a little more than they did about doing it, then 
the patrol, awarding perhaps the high praise that you were not 
such a bad sort of bastard after all, would achieve all and more 
than you could ask.' 

The need for the leader to gain the respect of his team before it can 
begin to operate as a cohesive entity is an unknown concept within 
transactional leadership. And under any drcumstances this process can 
be very intimidating for a leader to undertake. Reactions to this situa-
tion vary but can generally be broken down into one of three possible 
courses of action. First, if the leader is good he will naturally adapt his 
style to meet the requirements of the specific group and or situation he 
is involved in. Second, if he does not have a flexible leadership style and 
is unable to develop it he will likely maintain his transactional leader-
ship approach. Although such an approach will provide the necessary 
leadership to maintain discipline, it is likely to undermine cohesion and 
limit the overall performance potential of team members. The third, 
and most risky outcome, which partly explains the problems faced by 
the SAS in Malaya, is when the leader backs off and takes a laissez-faire 
approach to the leadership of the group believing this is the way good 
teams should work and develop." 

In taking a laissez-faire approach, the leader allows the group to 
control events as he fools himself into believing this is the way it is done 
in the unit or this is how good teamwork is developed. The situation 
becomes dangerous when a leader with a laissez-faire style of leadership 
is paired with poor soldiers who are attempting to dominate the team. 

101 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

To prevent this from happening SOF attempts to gets the type of lead-
ers they need by putting leadership candidates through a leadership 
selection process and then providing them with specific training and 
development opportunities that will allow them to effectively lead in the 
SOF environment. 

Before describing the leadership selection process, it is important to 
review the competencies leaders need to command SOF soldiers. In this 
respect, it cannot be forgotten that the primary task of a military leader 
is to lead soldiers during highly stressful operations and in this regard 
the transactional leadership style has withstood the test of time. Thus, 
the requirement for SOF leaders to use the transactional approach as 
part of their command philosophy will always be necessary and the con-
ventional leadership training they receive provides a sound basis on 
which to develop the SOF leader. However, SOF leaders also require a 
more effective and multi-dimensional approach with their subordinates 
who are expected to play a more active and meaningful part in the 
accomplishment of the group's mission than their conventional coun-
terparts. 

To this end, SOF leaders must be good and adaptive military 
commanders who know their job and understand the people that 
work for them. As a starting point the early SOF leaders provide an 
example of the common traits that are necessary for commanding 
SOF soldiers. In a broad sense, these traits include those described by 
Bass such as critical evaluation and problem detection, envisioning, 
communication skills, impression management, and the capacity to 
empower followers. However, in addition to those, one must also 
include physical fitness, the ability to lead by example, the skill to 
maximize available resources and the ability to take criticism and 
advice from subordinates." 

During the SOF leadership selection phase candidates are tested 
for these traits a number of times in a process that will normally last 
three to five days and involve a number of stands/tests similar to those 
they would have encountered during the all ranks selection process. 
However, the stands or tasks tend to be very specific and their focus is 
on problem solving, planning, and the ability to delegate. To achieve 
this, in a military context, candidates will often be given a tactical 
problem and be asked to assess it and then be prepared to brief an 
evaluator on a number of possible options. They will then be asked to 
provide a recommendation on the best course of action. In fact, part 
of the process of modern SAS selection is to have veteran soldiers as 
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evaluators who will critique the performance of these potential lead-
ers. For example: 

Among officers who volunteer for SAS selection, the sickener 
factor, though no longer Icnown by that name, is still apparent. 
For a week before the begliming of the basic course, they are 
taken on long and tiring marches round the hills, then brought 
back to the Hereford base to be given Staff tasks — for exam-
ple, calculate the amount of fuel and ordnance required to 
move a troop to a particular objective and demolish it, and pro-
duce a plan for the operation. The officer must then present his 
plan to a conference of veteran  SAS troopers and NC0s, who 
will treat it with derision. 'You must be joking!"Where were 
you trained, the Boy Scouts?' are not responses young lieu-
tenants have been taught to expect from other ranks. For some 
it is a punishing emotional experience. The officer's reaction to 
such criticisms will be carefully noted.' 

The reactions to the criticisms are carefully noted because this type 
of test can determine whether the leader, in this case an officer, is will-
ing to accept criticism from soldiers, which he deems below his rank 
level. If he is unable to tolerate this type of criticism from subordinates 
he is unlikely to be able or willing to adapt to the specific needs of the 
SOF where soldiers expect to be given the opportunity for a fair hear-
ing. It is important to understand that during the selection stage evalu-
ators are only looking for the potential of the candidate to transition to 
a more transformational style, as it is understood that most candidates 
have been trained in the transactional model and will initially rely heav-
ily on this training. Once a leadership candidate passes the selection 
phase they start training. 

The leadership style expected of SOF leaders is inculcated into 
them throughout most of their training. For example, officer candi-
dates in the U.S. Special Forces are expected to successfully complete 
the detachment officer course, which is a separate phase of training for 
leaders and includes instruction in Special Forces tactics, techniques, 
and procedures and mission planning. This training is all about inno-
vation in the face of uncertainty. Susan Marquis, a researcher and 
author on the subject of U.S. Special Operations Forces, notes, "Special 
Forces training emphasizes creativity and innovation under physical 
stress, and leadership and problem solving in the middle of isolation 
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and uncertainty."' In effect, they are expected to be at ease when deal-
ing with change and ambiguity. 

To develop this ability, training emphasizes planning and students 
(Army captains and their NCO team members) take the data and mis-
sion given to them to produce a detailed mission analysis and plan over 
the course of some days. This leads to what is commonly referred to as 
the "brief back" where each member of the team stands up and details 
his specific aspect of the plan and how it will support the overall mis-
sion. This is an important aspect of the leader's conditioning process. 
Training emphasis is on the leader being able to delegate work relying 
on each member of the team doing his part. In this case success or fail-
ure will be in front of the boss. Over time, the adaptive leader gains con-
fidence in the abilities of his subordinates and becomes comfortable 
with the idea of sharing control to achieve team objectives. It is only 
then that the true potential of the team is realized. 

The ability of SOF to move its leaders from a transactional to a 
transformational style of leadership will require a constant emphasis 
and development. However, history has shown it is worth the effort. 
After all, as Walter F. Ulmer has stated, "Transformationâ leaders have 
been identified in both military and commercial settings as more effec-
tive than are leaders who rely heavily on transactional or management-
by-exception leadership styles."' Leading well-trained, experienced and 
technically cornpetent soldiers in the increasingly complicated opera-
tional situations flow  being experienced by SOF puts far more empha-
sis on finding better educated and more sophisticated leaders. 

In fact, the leaders SOF is looking for to command these special 
individuals have changed little from the early days. In a broad sense, 
these leaders must have basic leadership traits that include critical eval-
uation and problem detection, envisioning, communication skills, 
impression management, the capacity to empower followers, physical 
fitness, the ability to lead by example, the ability to maximize available 
resources, and the capacity to take criticism and advice from subordi-
nates." These traits have been a hallmark of successful SOF leadership 
from the initial creation of these forces and it will be the foundation that 
moves them forward into the future. 
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When Cultures Collide: 
The Conventional Military/SOF Chasm 

Bernd Horn 

The culmination of the evolution of Special Operations Forces 
(SOF) and their ultimate legitimacy became evident in the after- 

math of the terrorist attacks in New York on 11 September 2001. The 
immediate reliance on SOF by political and military decision makers 
to strike back at those responsible for the unprecedented attack sig-
nalled that SOF had completed their transformation from a force of 
desperation to the force of choice. Nonetheless, the road to this point 
for SOF was a difficult one. Throughout their relatively short history 
there have been constant themes, such as the competition for scarce 
resources, unorthodox concepts of discipline and accountability, and 
divergent cultural and philosophical methodologies of operation, 
that have always been, and remain, associated with the debate on 
their existence. 

Ironically, the unique attributes and characteristics of SOF that have 
made them the potent capability that they are today are in some ways 
their Achilles heel. Their uniqueness and definable difference from the 
conventional military, has always created a barrier, if not a chasm. As 
such, although SOF are now positioned to be the workhorse of asym-
metrical operations, they must educate themselves, as well as others, 
and strive to work in an interdependent manner with the conventional 
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military. If they fail do so, they risk again becoming constrained and 
marginalized at a time when they are needed most. 

WHO ARE THESE SHADOW WARRIORS? 

Special Operations Forces are generally defined by jou rnalists as "the 
toughest, smartest, most secretive, fittest, best-equipped and consistent-
ly lethal killers in the U.S. [or any other] military."  However, a more tra-
ditional definition spawned from SOF's Second World War and post-
war beginnings describes them as forces that are "specially selected, spe-
cially trained, specially equipped, and given special missions and sup-
port."' But this somewhat simplistic description has been eclipsed by a 
more comprehensive and nuanced explanation that better captures 
their shadowy role in the international security environment. It is gen-
erally accepted that modern SOF are specially selected, organized, 
trained, and equipped military and paramilitary forces that conduct 
high-risk, high-value special operations to achieve military, political, 
economic, or informational objectives by generally unconventional 
means in hostile, denied, or politically sensitive areas, in peace, conflict, 
or war.' 

Not surprisingly, as with most military concepts, equipment, and 
organizations, the United States normally sets the standard. It is no dif-
ferent with SOF. As such, the Americans look to SOF to conduct nine 
core tasks: 

• Counterterrorism (CT) — actions taken to preclude, pre-
empt, and resolve terrorist actions throughout the entire threat 
spectrurn, including antiterrorism and counterterrorism4  

• Special Reconnaissance (SR) — reconnaissance and surveil-
lance actions conducted as special operations in hostile, 
denied, or politically sensitive environments to collect or ver-
ify information of strategic or operational significance, 
employing military capabilities not normaLly found in con-
ventional forces. 

• Direct Action (DA) — short-term seize, destroy, exploit, cap-
ture, damage, or recovery operations. 

• Unconventional Warfare (U1N) — organizing, training, 
equipping, advising, and assisting indigenous and surro-
gate forces in military and paramilitary operations of long 
duration. 
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• Counter-proliferation (CP) — combating the proliferation 
of nuclear, biological and chemical weapons; intelligence 
collection and analysis; support of diplomacy; arms con-
trol; and export controls. 

• Foreign Internal Defence (FID) — organizing, training, 
advising, and assisting host-nation military and paramilitary 
forces to enable these forces to free and protect their society 
from subversion, lawlessness, and insurgency. 

• Civil Affairs Operations (CAO) — activities that establish 
relations between military/civil authorities to facilitate mili-
tary operations. 

• Psychological Operations (PSYOP) — planned operations to 
influence behaviour of foreign forces and governments. 

• Information Operations (JO) — actions taken to achieve 
information superiority by affecting adversary information 
and information systems while defending one's own infor-
mation and information systems.' 

EVOLUTION OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES 

The nine core tasks represent the mandate of modern SOF. However, 
those principal missions have evolved over time. Special Operations 
Forces are largely a phenomena of the Second World War. Paradoxically, 
they were largely born in crisis from a position of wealuiess. In the 
immediate aftermath of the early German victories, the Allies found 
themselves devoid of major equipment, with questionable military 
strength, and on the defensive throughout the world. Nonetheless, com-
bative British Prime Minister Winston Churchill gave direction that 
action be taken by "specially trained troops of the hunter class" to cre-
ate a reign of terror on the coast line of the occupied territories based 
on the "butcher and bolt" principle scant days after the dramatic with-
drawal from Dunkirk. Churchill realized that this offensive capability, 
limited though it might be, would be a tonic to public morale, maintain 
an offensive spirit in the military, and force the Germans to dedicate 
resources to the defence. 

As such, during the early years of the war a plethora of SOF units 
and organizations such as the British Commandos, Long Range Desert 
Group (LRDG), the Special Air Service (SAS), Special Operations 
Executive (SOE), and American Rangers, emerged, creating a means to 
strike back at the seemingly invincible German military machine. As the 
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tide of the war shifted, they evolved to provide specific capabilities not 
resident with the larger conventional military and perform distinct tasks 
such as raiding, sabotage, and economy of effort missions to tie down 
enemy forces. But these activities were soon eclipsed by tasks such as 
strategic reconnaissance and unconventional warfare. 

In the end, despite the overall success and value of special opera-
tions, SOF never fully received acceptance by the larger military com-
munity. The irregular nature of the tactics, the unconventional, if not 
rakish nature of the operators, who were often seen as lacking discipline 
and military decorum, as well as the almost independent status of the 
SOF organizations were alien and distasteful to the more traditional and 
conservative-minded military leadership. Not surprisingly, at the end of 
the war most SOF organizations were disbanded. 

However, in the post-war world unique circumstances that called 
for specific skill sets not readily available in the conventional military 
once again necessitated the resurrection of special operation forces. The 
savage wars of peace in Malaya, Oman, and Yemen, to name but a few, 
highlighted the strength of specially trained and highly skilled SOF 
manned by intelligent, adaptive, and highly capable individuals. 
Increasingly, these relatively small units were very effective and success-
ful against countering insurgencies and other low level conflict. 

Their success also became in some ways a handicap. It generated 
increased antagonism and jealousy between SOF and the conventional 
military. In addition, it led to them being offered as a panacea in all kinds 
of situations. For instance, as America became more involved in Vietnam 
there was an explosion of SOF-type units in response to the war's esca-
lating and complex nature. As unique tasks emerged, such as long-range 
reconnaissance and interdiction, riverine operations, and unconvention-
al warfare, new units were created to address each requirement. 
Unfortunately, the sudden spike in demand was met in many cases by 
lowering selection standards, where in fact they existed, which inevitably 
led to a lowering of the overall standard of individuals serving in those 
wilts. This resulted, rightly or wrongly, in the reputation of SOF as large-
ly a collection of "snake eaters," cowboys, and soldiers of questionable 
quality running amok This legacy would haunt them for decades. 

Not surprisingly, much like the experience in the Second World 
War, SOF were still, if not increasingly, marginalized by the main-
stream Army. Very few saw the utility of SOF in the Cold War para-
digm of "Air Land Battle" which pitted large heavily armoured mass 
formations against one another on the North European plain. But 
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despite the conventional force bias, a fundamental shift in the threat 
picture to Western industrialized nations erupted in the early 1970s 
ensuring SOF received renewed support. Terrorism became recog-
nized as a significant "new" menace that required specific skills that 
were not resident within the military institution at large. Once again, 
specially selected individuals who were capable of agility in thought, 
adaptable in operations, blessed with superior martial skills, and able 
to conduct high-risk operations provided the solution. 

This turn of events provided an increased impetus for SOF. 
Relatively small, highly skilled, and mobile units that proved extremely 
effective in operations, and that presented a relatively small footprint, 
provided the political and military leadership with a viable response. 
Moreover, they soon realized that SOF could be employed in a myriad 
of potentially politically sensitive operations. As such, SOF underwent a 
renaissance in the late 1980s and early 1990s, most visibly represented 
by the creation of the United States Special Operations Command 
(USSOCOM) in 1987. American Special Operations Forces now had a 
unified command, control over their own resources and representation 
in the highest levels of the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD). SOF, in 
the American  case at any rate, seemed to have been finally accepted as a 
fundamental component of the military. This was solidified to some 
extent in the Gulf War of 1990-91. SOF provided strategic reconnais-
sance, rear area interdiction, and direct action raids, and carried out the 
politically charged task of hunting Scud missiles. In the process they 
seemed to earn a new respect from the mainstream military. 

But their acceptance, utility, and relevance became even more pro-
nounced in the new millennium. The devastating terrorist attack on the 
twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City on 11 
September 2001 transformed the perception of SOF and resulted in 
their acceptance as a core element of any military. Faced with an elusive 
foe that relied on dispersion, complex terrain, and asymmetric tactics, 
many key political and military decision makers quickly rea lized that 
only a flexible, adaptive, and agile response would suffice. SOF, with its 
organizational flexibility, rapid mobility, and underlying strength of 
exceptionally trained personnel answered the call yet again. 

CONSTANT THEMES 

But the rise of Special Operations Forces to its current preferred status 
was not an easy road, and its future is not necessarily assured. Quite 
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simply, there has always existed a cultural and philosophical chasm 
between the conventional military and SOF. Their differences are sub-
stantial, fuelling an ever smouldering fire. In essence, detractors argue 
that SOF are "expensive, independent, arrogant, out of uniform, [oper-
ate] outside normal chains of command, and [are] too specialized for 
[their] own good."' Major-General Julian Thompson, captured the 
essence of the traditional argument when he stated that "descending on 
the enemy, killing a few guards, blowing up the odd pillbox, and taking 
a handful of prisoners was not a cost-effective use of ships, craft and 
highly trained soldiers:" Similarly, renowned American military analyst 
Tom Clancy observed that SOF "units and their men are frequently seen 
as "sponges," sucicing up prized personnel and funds at the expense of 
"reg-ular' units:" In essence, the criticisms and enmity are long-standing. 
They are also based on constant themes that revolve around competi-
tion for scarce resources, concepts of discipline and accountability, and 
a distinct difference in cultural and philosophical methodologies. 

Competition for Resources — "Skimming the Cream" 

Nothing flames institutional enmity more than the competition for scarce 
resources. A nation's treasure allows for expansion, modernization, orga-
nizational well-being, and training. Simply put, it dictates effectiveness, 
power, and status. However, there is never enough — and access to it is 
always tenaciously guarded. From the begirming SOF were seen as inter-
lopers that siphoned off sc,arce personnel, equipment, and money. 

No issue engenders animosity between conventional forces and SOF 
more than the "poaching" of personnel. It is not surprising that com-
manders are resentful that some of their best officers and men are 
attracted to, or recruited by, SOF units. "Almost invariably the men vol-
unteering," explained historian Philip Warner, "are the most enterpris-
ing, energetic and least dispensable." 9  The "poachers" themselves con-
ceded as much. "In the first place, there is probably quite a bit of under-
standable jealousy that any newly formed unit should be given priority 
as to men and equipment," acknowledged Major-General David Lloyd 
Owen, the commander of the LRDG. He added, "It is only the normal 
reaction of any good Commanding Officer to resent having his best 
men attracted to such <crackpot' outfits."' 

It was for this reason that Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, Chief of 
the Imperial General Staff, never agreed with Churchill's special forces 
policy. He felt that it was "a dangerous drain on the quality of an 
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infantry battalion." The legendary Field Marshal Viscount Slim was in 
strong agreement. He noted that special units "were usually formed by 
attracting the best men from normal units by better conditions, prom-
ises of excitement and not a little propaganda ... The result of these 
methods was undoubtedly to lower the quality of the rest of the Army, 
especially of the infantry, not only by skimming the cream off it, but by 
encouraging the idea that certain of the normal operations of war were 
so difficult that only specially equipped corps d'élite could be expected 
to undertake them." 

The post-war attitudes were no different. SOF "ate up far too many 
junior leaders who were badly needed in the infantry battalions," criti-
cized Lieutenant-Colonel J.P. O'Brien in an article in the Army 
Quarterly, in 1948.' 3  Former serving Canadian officer and historian 
John A. English agreed. He argued that Moshe Dayan's emphasis on 
expanding the Israeli airborne force, during his tenure as chief of staff, 
actually detracted from the effectiveness of the Israeli infantry as a 
whole. He believed that the expanded recruitment had a strong "skim-
ming effect" that lowered the quality of soldier that was received by the 
standing force Golani Brigade.' 4  Similarly, Tom Clancy in his ongoing 
analysis of American combat capability wrote, "a private in an airborne 
unit might well be qualified to be a sergeant or squad leader in a regu-
lar formation."' To exacerbate this problem, SOF units most often uti-
lize a higher proportion of senior non-commissioned officers (NC0s). 
This has the result of reinforcing the claim that the quality of the Army 
suffers from the deficiency of good NCOs." 

Another problem with the "skimming effect" was the negative con-
sequences the process was thought to have on those who failed to pass 
the high standards normally imposed during selection. Alan Brooke and 
Slim were two of many who were convinced that those rejected had 
their confidence undermined by failure.' Furthermore, the nature of 
these highly selective units created an impression that everyone else was 
second-best. But it is more than just an impression. It is a belief. "I was 
glad they [those not selected] left camp immediately and didn't say any 
awkward farewells," confessed one SOF operator, "They were social lep-
ers and I didn't want to risk c,atching the infection they carried." 8  This 
attitude is a dangerous one. As one former SAS member noted, "elitism 
is counter-productive, it alienates you from other people." 9  

But the condemnation of SOF does not rest solely on the issue of 
purloined personnel. Another general complaint, as voiced by Field 
Marshal Slim, was that "the equipment of these special units was more 

121 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

generous than that of normal formations."" One historian observed 
that "Special forces are often the subject of envy, dislike and misunder-
standing because they are ... issued with equipment which is often more 
lavish than that provided to their parent units."' 

There is a timelessness to this issue as demonstrated by the comments 
of General Fred Franks in regards to the expansion of Americ,an SOF in 
the mid-eighties, specifically the Rangers. "As an elite force [Rangers]," 
observed Franks, "they were given ample training budgets, stable person-
nel policies (less rotation in and out than normal units), their pick of vol-
unteers, and leaders and commanders who were already experienced 
company commanders!'" This type of special status generated continual 
complaints. The core of the argument was always that the investment of 
valuable, highly skilled, and scarce personnel, combined with the lavish 
consumption of material resources, failed to provide a worthwhile return 
for the costs incurred. The efforts of special units were likened to "break-
ing windows by throwing guineas (gold coins) at them. '23  

In short, conventional commanders, whether justified or not, were 
continually incensed at the cost of SOF. Special Operations Forces were 
perceived to receive the best personnel and too much funding, despite 
the fact that they normally spent less actual time in combat. But what 
incensed the conventional military even more was the fact that when 
SOF did undertake combat operations their casualty rates were often 
horrendous, reinforcing their argument of wastefulness. On the surface 
their argument seems to be justified. A brief sampling of operations 
during the Second World War quickly demonstrates the high-risk 
nature of SOF endeavours. For example, the British Commando raid at 
Tragino suffered a 100 percent casualty rate;" the first SAS raid in North 
Africa 64 percent the mission to kill  Rommel 96 percent' and the 
British Commando landing at Marina, in Italy 48 percent. For the 
"greatest raid of all," St. Nazaire, the cost was 79 percent of the com-
mandos and 52 percent of the naval force, who were either killed or cap-
tured.' In total, British Commandos suffered a significantly higher 
wartime mortality rate than the rest of the Army." The experience of the 
Australian  commandos was similar. They incurred a wartime casualty 
rate of 34 percent.' 

In addition, naval combat demolition units suffered a casualty rate 
of 52 percent" and the First Special Service Force suffered an incredible 
78 percent c,asualty rate in Italy. In the same theatre, during the attempt-
ed break-in at Cisterna, of 767 American Rangers who crawled forward 
in the early morning of 30 January 1944, only 6 returned.' In summary, 
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it is generally accepted that SOF suffered a higher percentage of casual-
ties although normally employed for less time in actual combat. 

More contemporary SOF operations reinforce the trend. During 
Operation Eagle Claw, the attempt to rescue the American hostages in 
Iran, in 1980, all casualties at Desert One were SOF. During Operation 
Urgent Fury, the invasion of Grenada in 1983, 47 percent of American 

 casualties were SOF and six years later during the action in Panama, 
Operation Just Cause, the number stood at 48 percent. SOF casualties in 
Desert Storm in 1991, represented 17 percent of those suffered and 62 
percent in Mogadishu in 1993. As of 2003,63 percent of American casu-
alties suffered as part of Operation Enduring Freedom were SOF." "The 
commandos [SOF]," calculated one military analyst, "are statistically 
nine times as likely to die as regular soldiers...." 

Concepts of Discipline and Accountability 

Although the apparent preferred sta ffing and wastefulness of SOF 
engenders ill will, nothing creates more contention then the perceived 
lack of discipline and military decorum of SOF. To those on the outside, 
units that do not fit the conventional mould, specifically those 
described as elite, special, or unique, are often criticized for being a "law 
onto themselves." Sociologist Charles Cotton, in his studies of military 
culture, noted that "their [ SOF/elite] cohesive spirit is a threat to the 
chain of command and wider cohesion."' 

This is often a result of the fact that the leadership and discipline are 
informal within SOF and the normal protocol and emphasis placed on 
ceremony and deportment relaxed. Professor Eliot Cohen revealed, "an 
almost universa lly observed characteristic of elite [SOF] units is their 
lack of formal discipline — and sometimes a lack of substantive disci-
pline as well." His research determined that "elite units often disregard 
spit and polish or orders about saluting." 

He was not mistaken. General de la Billière recalled that as a junior 
officer in the SAS, "The men, for their part, never called me Sir' unless 
they wanted to be rude." Historian Eric Morris noted, "the LRDG and 
other like units did offer a means of escape from those petty tediums 
and irritants of everyday life in the British Army. Drills, guards, fatigues 
and inspections were almost totally absent." Another military histori-
an observed that "[mad Mike] Calvert, [Commander 2 SAS Brigade] 
like many fighting soldiers was not particularly concerned by the trivia 
of, for example, military appearance [since] uniformity and smartness 
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have little bearing on a unit's ability to fight." But without a doubt this 
"trivial" aspect has an enormous impact on how the respective unit is 
perceived by others, namely outsiders. 

This was not lost on the special operators. "We were already conspic-
uous by our lack of dress code," confessed one SAS non-commissioned 
officer (NCO), "The green army always dresses the same." One new 
American special forces operator rec,alled his amazement on arriving at 
his unit. "Sergeants Major are the walking, breathing embodiment of 
everything that's right in the US Army," he explained. Yet his first 
glimpse of his new sergeant-major caught him unprepared. "This guy 
looked lilce Joe Shit the Rag,man," he exclaimed, "His shirt was wide 
open and he wore no T-shirt. His dog-tags were gold plated. His hat was 
tipped up on the back of his head, and he wore a huge, elaborately 
curled and waxed handlebar moustache.' 4°  in Afghanistan a reporter 
observed, "Few complete uniforms were in evidence" in the company of 
SOF soldiers. "These troops," he wrote, "wore jeans, T-shirts, and pho-
tojournalist vests, plus fleece jackets to shield themselves from the harsh 
Afghan winter [and] their hair hung lank around their ears." He added, 
"All had thick, bushy beards.' 4 '  A Canadian staff officer in Afghanistan 
observed, "all [ SOF] wore beards like it was part of their uniform." He 
added, "you couldn't recognize who they were from a distance — 
whether they were friendly or enemy. They had different vehicles, no 
uniforms — you could spot them a mile away.' 

The fact of the matter is that SOF realize that their lax discipline 
and dress codes irritate the conventional Army. This is part of the SOF 
appeal, as is their need to clearly differentiate themselves from the "reg-
ular" Army. This is also why it generates such enmity from the conven-
tional hierarchy. Nonetheless, much of this dynamic is based on the 
type of individuals that actually join these units. David Stirling, the 
founder of the SAS, reflected that the "Originals" were not really "con-
trollable" but rather "harnessable."" Sergeant Dave Richardson, con-
ceded the Marauders, "hated the GI routine of garrison life, standing 
formations and inspections?" The Rangers were acknowledged to con-
sist largely of "mavericks who couldn't make it in conventional units.' 45  
William Darby, the Ranger's first commanding officer, said command-
ing them "was like driving a team of very high spirited horses. No effort 
was needed to get them to go forward. The problem was to hold them 
in check?'" 

American Special Forces ("Green Berets"), were later similarly 
described as those "who wanted to try something new and challenging, 
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and who chafed at rigid discipline.' Furthermore, General de la Billière 
observed that "Most officers and men here do not really fit in normal 
units of the Army, and that's why they're here in the SAS, which is not 
like anything else in the Services?'" He assumed, most of the volunteers, 
like himself, "were individualists who wanted to break away from the 
formal drill-machine discipline" which existed in the Army as a whole." 
This fits a similar pattern. According to General Peter Schoomaker, who 
joined Delta under its founding commander Colonel Charlie Beckwith, 
"Beckwith was looking for a bunch of bad cats who wanted to do some-
thing different."' 

This element of self-selection, combined with the feeling of accom-
plishment, as one of the few who has successfully passed selection; and 
the self-confidence born from challenging, difficult, and hazardous 
training, creates an aura of invincibility and an intense loyalty to what 
is perceived as a very exclusive group. An intimate bond is deepened fur-
ther through shared hardship and danger. Members of these "special" 
groups frequently develop an outlook that treats those outside the 
"club" as inferior and unworthy of respect. Often, this sense of inde-
pendence from the conventional Army, as well as the lack of respect for 
traditional forms of discipline, spawn what some analysts describe as 
the emergence of units that are more akin to militant clans than mili-
tary organizations.' Needless to say, this type of organization and insti-
tutional attitude is anathema to a military that prides itself on decorum, 
tradition, and uniformity. 

Not surprisingly, the arrogance and deliberate insubordination of 
SOF operators often fuels the fire. No image is more representative than 
the scene from Black Hawk Down when a captain gives direction to a 
group of senior NCOs. Upon completion, the group, less one, acknowl-
edges the orders. The captain quicldy confirms with the recalcitrant 
NCO if he understood the direction. The Delta Force sergeant replies 
nonchalantly, almost contemptuously, "yeah, I heard ya." This is a clas-
sic of art reflecting reality. One operator laughingly described how he 
had failed to salute two "crap-hat" [regular Army] captains. He 
explained that he "couldn't because he was smoking and couldn't do 
two things at once."' Similarly, while en route to the Falkland Islands in 
1982, an SAS NCO recalled that naval officers in the fleet expected peo-
ple to move when they came through the narrow passageways of the 
ship. However, he amusedly recounted, "our guys did not — it caused 
problems." He explained, "Our guys were not used to being talked to 
that way.' 53  
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In another case, a former support officer of a CT organization 
revealed, "assaulters would refuse to listen to others regardless of rank 
because `you hadn't done selection.'"  A staff officer overseas complained 
that a clear double standard existed between SOF and conventional 
troops. For example, the fraternization policy was aggressively enforced 
— troops were punished, but the SOF were not touched. Similarly, an 
executive assistant to a sector commander in Bosnia disclosed that 
"whenever they [ SOF operators] didn't like what they were told they 
went in to see [circumvented the chain of command] the commander." 

In the end, the arrogance and aloofness, bred from a cult of elitism 
that is often endemic within groups that are specially selected, develops 
and nurtures an "in-group" mentality that is dangerously inwardly 
focused. They trust only themselves, that is those who have passed the 
rigorous selection standards and tests. Anthropologist Donna Winslow 
confirmed the negative aspects that often arise from an emphasis on the 
exclusivity of this "warrior cult." It nurtures an unassailable belief, she 
insisted, that "only those who have done it know, or can be trusted, or 
more dangerously yet, can give direction." Alan Bell, formerly of the 
SAS, confessed that we "tended to have an arrogance that we knew it all, 
did it all, and had nothing to learn." Moreover, he acknowledged that 
they would work only with Delta Force or Sea Air Land (SEAL) Team 
Six — no one else. "We figured it wasn't worth our time," he confessed, 
‘`we doubted their capabilities.' In the Falklands War in 1982, the 
refusal iof  some SAS operators to listen to civilian experts cost them 
dearly when they crashed their helicopters during the retaking of South 
Georgia Island. "We didn't take their advice," conceded a member of the 
SAS, "because they were civilians [British Antarctic Survey team]." 

As shown in the example above, this type of attitude has conse-
quences. Aside  from  the operational impact is the often ignored institu-
tional effect. "Too often," observed Tom Clancy, "there's friction, com-
petition, and rivalry — a situation often made worse by the sometimes 
heavy-handed ways of the SOF community." In the end, this reluctance 
to work with others, compounded by arrogance, breeds animosity, mis-
trust, and barriers to cooperation and information sharing with outside 
agencies. In the end, everyone loses. 

Divergent Cultural and Philosophical Methodology 

Competition for scarce resources and disagreement on comportment 
and discipline were not the only basis for conflict, disagreement and 
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antagonism. Rather, these elements only support the larger issue — the 
divergent cultural and philosophical methodology of SOF and the con-
ventional Army. General Leslie Hollis captured the essence of the debate 
when he stated that there existed a misconception within the conven-
tional Army that special formations are "a lot of resolute but irrespon-
sible cut-throats, who roam around the campaign area, spreading con-
fusion amongst their own troops and consternation amongst those of 
the enemy.' 6° 

But part of the problem is generated from a limited and restrained 
philosophical understanding of war. M.R.D. Foot, a Second World War 
intelligence officer for the SAS and British historian, stated that special 
operations "are unorthodox coups ... unexpected strokes of violence, 
usually mounted and executed outside the military establishment of the 
day."' For those trapped in a dogmatic conventional doctrinal mind set 
— SOF, almost by definition, become problematic. "To the orthodox, 
traditional soldier," explained Colonel Aaron Banks, "it [UW] was some-
thing slimy, underhanded, illegal, and ungentlemanly. It did not fit in the 
honor code of that profession of arms.' Almost 50 years later, the same 
sentiment remains. "There is a cultural aversion on the part of conven-
tional soldiers, sailors, and airmen," explained Lieutenant-General 
Samuel Wilson, "to things that smell of smoke and mirrors and feats of 
derring do.... It's a little too romantic.... It's not doing it the hard way.' 63  

The nature of war and how it is fought was not the only issue of 
concern. Commanders often likened SOF to "Private Armies," that often 
tend to "become an object of suspicion to the public army."' This is 
often due to the fact that SOF value action and have little institutional 
patience for bureaucracy. Coupled with an "ends justifies the means 
attitude" conventional feathers are likely to get ruffled. "One danger of 
the private army [ SOF]," commented one senior officer, "is certainly 
that it gets into the habit of using wrong channels.' 65  He was not wrong. 
Calvert conceded that "A private army ... short-circuits command." 66  

This is not surprising since SOF-type units have often owed their 
existence or survival to a powerful mentor who is well-positioned to 
look after his wards. For instance, Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
took great interest in the development of the commandos and he sup-
ported other similar, aggressive, unorthodox units. General George C. 
Marshall personally pushed his subordinates to support the establish-
ment of the American  Rangers, and his political master, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt allowed the director of the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS) to maintain a direct pipeline to the White House. Later, 
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President John R Kennedy heaped lavish attention on the American 
Special Forces much to the chagrin of his conventional chiefs of staff, 
and recently, it was former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld who 
personally ensured that American SOF received starring roles in U.S. 
operations, as well as hefty increases in personnel and budgets. Not sur-
prisingly, SOF are more than willing to use their special connections to 
further their cause. Equally evident, this type of special access and priv-
ilege infuriates conventional commanders who often try to even the 
score whenever possible. 

The refusal to cooperate or work with conventional forces, due to 
"security concerns" creates another impediment to co-existence. Often 
SOF operators arrive in theatre to conduct secret missions without 
informing the "in-place unit." Their presence normally generates suspi-
cion with belligerent forces who recognize "new players," as well as sub-
sequent negative consequences if SOF action occurs. However, at the 
end of the normally short operation the "in-place" conventional force 
must deal with the brunt of the belligerent reaction. To add insult to 
injury, the need for "operational security" is normally used as the reason 
for completely ignoring conventional forces. Yet, paradoxically, the 
compulsion to ensure that they are easily recognized from their con-
ventional military brethren, in all  settings, seems to override the need 
for secrecy. In fact, it compels them to utilize exotic equipment, uni-
forms, and dress codes completely apart from the normal military pat-
terns, even when not required to do so for operational purposes. As a 
result, paradoxically, they are routinely easily identified.' 

A corollary detrimental effect to their exaggerated emphasis on 
secrecy and refusal to work with conventional forces is the fact that they 
are often misunderstood or not understood at all. "I was appalled," con-
ceded former SAS Commander Major-General Tony Jeapes, "by the lack 
of understanding of the Regiment's capabilities by those in high posi-
tions." He conceded that the "Regiment's insistence upon secrecy in all 
it did had become counterproductive" Although operational security 
is paramount, secrecy in and of itself often becomes a tool to avoid 
scrutiny and build barriers to the outside world. This security con-
sciousness has also led in some cases to a refusal to use computers that 
are connected to the outside world. This inflated sense of secrecy is not 
only laughable at times but more important, an impediment to progress 
and a contributor to the gulf between SOF and conventional forces. 

But it is not only practices and overt attitudes that elicit conflict. 
The philosophical outlook of individuals that are drawn to SOF also 
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creates tension. "Of course, we're all concerned with people who are dif-
ferent," exclaimed a former commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment, 
"We are uncomfortable with it ... in particular in the military because it 
is so structured and when all of a sudden you have unstructured beings, 
people are not comfortable with them.... We had some people who had 
tremendous capabilities, tremendous sldlls, but people didn't want to be 
around them ... These free thinkers. These people who did things in an 
unconventional manner. ' 69  This has always been a major issue that is not 
always understood. Mavericks, critical thinkers, individuals who are 
capable of conceptualizing innovative tactics, equipment, and method-
ologies that are alien to the conventional wisdom were, and still are, 
often marginalized. Yet their ideas and contributions, once properly 
harnessed and allowed to flourish, provide incredible pay back. This is 
the strength of SOF. 

This was evident from the start. "You'd volunteered for the 
Commandos," explained one recruit, "they realised that you were 
human beings and you had a bit of sense, that you didn't need to be 
roared at and shouted at, screamed at all the time." He added, "Not only 
that, if you did anything, even in training, everything was explained to 
you. If you'd a different idea, even as a lowly Private, you could say 'Well, 
sir, don't you think if we went that way instead of this way it would be 
easier?' If you were right that was the method that was adopted.' One 
SAS commander explained the concept. "I never had a roll call or kit 
checks before operations [in Malaya]," he stated, "If a man could not 
look after himself our opinion was that he had no place in the SAS." He 
added, "The men responded to this trust and never once did I have 
cause to regret it."' 

It is this philosophy that is so alien to the conventional Army but 
resonates so strongly with SOF. It is SOF's greatest strength. It is the 
greatest cause for the chasm between SOF and conventional forces — 
the individual operators. 

THE STRENGTH OF SOF: THE MAN AND THE ORGANIZATION 

Nothing better encapsulates the essence of the individual operator than an 
anecdote from the Vietnam War. An American Studies and Observations 
Group (SOG) team was completely surrounded by North Vietnamese 
Army (NVA) forces. In response to the forward air controller's grim assess-
ment that "It sounds pretty bad," the SOG team leader replied, "No, no. I've 
got them right where I want 'em — surrounded from the inside." This 
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mix of confidence, bravado, and single mindedness of purpose highlights 
the essence of the SOF operator. 

From the beginning the SOF warrior was distinctly different from 
his conventional brethren. "In truth," explained a Second World War 
journal, "they [ SOF] have the best qualities of the modern soldier to a 
high degree — intelligence, initiative, skill and cool, calculating 
courage." Undeniably, SOF operators are a breed apart. "In the 
Regiment," confided one SAS member, "we thrived on impossible mis-
sions. They were our lifeblood. Our job was to make the impossible pos-
sible.' 74  To achieve that goal meant adaptability, intelligence, tenacity, 
and toughness. "The reality is quiet, often tired, but determined bodies 
of men, working together to overcome adversity," explained one former 
commando, "their most important quality is the ability to keep going 
until the job is done." 

And, it is not just anyone who is capable of such a feat. The focus on 
the individual, specifically their capability is not surprising when one 
considers the rigorous selection process and the subsequent standards 
achieved. As such, SOF can be broken down into roughly three tiers that 
correspond to both the rigour of the selection standards, and the 
respective role equated with each level. For example, "Tier 1" SOF con-
sists of primarily "Black Ops," or counterterrorism. Normally, only 10 to 
15 percent of those attempting selection are successful. What makes this 
number so impressive is that a large percentage of those trying are 
already second or third tier SOF members. Organizations that fall into 
this category include the U.S. 1st Special Forces Operational 
Detachment — Delta, the German Grenzschutzgruppe-9 (GSG 9), the 
Canadian Joint Task Force Two (JTF-2), and the Polish Commandos — 
Grupa Reagowania Operacyjno Mobilnego (GROM) (Operational 
Mobile Response Group)." 

"Tier 2" SOF reflects those organizations that have a selection pass 
rate of between 20 to 30 percent. They are normally entrusted with high 
value tasks such as strategic reconnaissance and unconventional warfare. 
It is at this level that selection is separated from training because the skill 
sets are considered so difficult, that the testers are looking only for attrib-
utes that cannot be inculcated. The actual skills required can be taught 
later during the training phase. Some examples indude the American 
Special Forces (also referred to as Green Berets), the American SEALs, 
and the British, Australian and New Zealand SAS.' 

The final grouping, or "Tier 3," consists of those units, such as the 
American Rangers that have a selection success rate of 40 to 45 percent, 
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and whose primary mission is "Direct Action!' At this level selection is 
mixed with training. However, the quality control line is drawn here. 
Generally units below this line are not considered SOF." 

Undeniably, selection is all important. "Our assessment and selection 
programs," explained General Wayne Downing, a former USSOCOM 
commander, "are designed to get people who do things in an unconven-
tional manner. Who are accustomed to working in scenarios and in situ-
ations that are very unstructured.... Our people will generally come up 
with a very novel approach of how to solve problems, and many times 
people on the conventional side of the anned forces are very uncomfort-
able bec,ause our people do not do things in the traditional ways.'79  Rear-
Admiral Ray Smith, a former commander of the Naval Special Warfare 
Command was more to the point. "We want a kid who can think," he 
asserted, "who can make decisions on his own ... under very stressful con-
ditions!' As such, it is no surprise then that USSOCOM commander 
General Charles Holland proclaimed that "The SOF warrior is one of our 
Nation's great assets: Superbly trained, physically tough, culturally aware, 
an independent thinker — a quiet professional."" 

In the end, the SOF soldier is defined by his intellect, role, and 
philosophical approach to warfare. Moreover, they are capable of oper-
ating in an environment of ambiguity, complexity, and change. 
Undeniably, SOF operators have evolved from the toughened comman-
do killers of the Second World War to warriors capable of adapting to 
and thinking through the complex environment that the military now 
finds itself in. These are surroundings that require a warrior ethos 
combined with language proficiency, cultural awareness, political sen-
sitivity, and the ability to use Information Age technology — in 
essence, warrior-diplomats." 

A HISTORY OF INSTITUTIONAL HOSTILITY 

But, as already elucidated, there exists a historic chasm between the SOF 
operator and his unit, almost by virtue of their characteristics and prac-
tices, and the conventional military (and their dogrnatic and limited 
mind-set). "Almost all of the elite [ SOF] units we have studied!' revealed 
Professor Cohen, "faced considerable bureaucratic hostility — enmity 
translated into effective harassment!'" Noel Koch, a key DoD proponent 
of SOF reform in the 1980s, resignedly acceded that "I have discovered in 
critical areas of the Pentagon, on the subject of special operations force 
revitalization, that when they [DoD offidals] say no, they mean no; 
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when they say maybe, they mean no; and when they say yes, they mean 
no, and if they meant anything but no, they wouldn't be there.' 

This attitude has always been the case. Even the authoritative Prime 
Minister Churchill had a difficult time establishing commandos and 
other unconventional organizations. "The resistances of the War Office 
were obstinate," reflected Churchill, "and increased as the professional 
ladder was descended." He explained that "the idea that large bands of 
favoured 'irregulars; with their unconventional attire and easy-and-free 
bearing, should throw an implied slur on the efficiency and courage of 
the Regular battalions was odious to men who had given all their lives 
to the organization and discipline of permanent units." He added, "The 
colonels of many of our finest regirnents were aggrieved." One official 
report acknowledged, "Home Forces have consistently used their pre-
dominating influence at the War Office to thwart the efforts of those 
well disposed to us. 'TM  In trying to raise the SAS, Stirling admonished 
that "I found during this and subsequent stages, that the A.G. [Adjutant 
General] Branch was unfailingly obstructive and uncooperative."' 

Field Marshal Sir William Slim was representative of the tradition-
al military mind set at the time. "Private armies," he proclaimed, "are 
expensive, wasteful, and unnecessary." His disdain for their ideas and 
what they represented was dearly evident in the profile he painted. He 
stated that these "racketeers" were in essence of two kinds, "those whose 
acquaintance with war was confined to large non-fighting staffs where 
they had had time and opportunity to develop their theories, and tough, 
cheerful fellows who might be first-class landed on a beach at night with 
orders to scupper a sentry-post, but whose experience was about the 
range of a tommy-gun ... Few of them had anything really new to say, 
and the few that had, usually forgot that a new idea should have some-
thing to recommend it besides just breaking up normal organization." 

The American case was no different. General Douglas MacArthur 
successfully refused to allow OSS operations in the Pacific." American 
Army historian David Hogan observed that "except for some isolated 
instances, conventional U.S. generals discarded special operations in 
Europe and focused almost totally on conventional warfare once their 
forces had consolidated beachheads in North Africa, Italy, and France.' 
The institutional hostility towards SOF flourished as the war drew to a 
close. As hostilities neared completion SOF organizations were quicldy 
disbanded or severely curtailed. Among the casualties were such well-
known organizations as the LRDG, SAS, British "Phantom," Layforce 
(British Commandos commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Robert 
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Laycock), First Special Service Force (FSSF), OSS, the U.S. Army 
Rangers and the U.S. Marine Corps Raider Battalions. 

Later, in the post-war period, when Colonel Aaron Banks arrived at 
Fort Bragg to begin work on establishing Special Forces, he was warned 
that he would "have to work carefully and not step on toes, since there 
was not only apathy about a UW army capability but also actual resist-
ance to elite special units.'  In 1952, when Bank began recruiting, he 
attributed his initial difficulty to the "less than enthusiastic Army wide 
support for the program" His experience was not unique. The rejuve-
nated post-war SAS also found itself short of recruits because "the 
Regiment's reputation stood so low that C,ommanding Officers of other 
units were making it difficult for their people to go on selection course." 

This attitude was also mirrored in 1963, when the French Foreign 
Legion (2nd REP) attempted to radically reform some of its elements 
into a rapid deployable SOP-type unit. As the unofficial unit historian 
noted, "This was a revolutionary concept at the time and not one to 
please desk bound conservatives in the French military. To these officers 
the word 'special' conjured up nonconforming, rogue units" Even in 
the depths of Africa, torn by internal strife and rampant with insur-
gency, a lethargy to new ideas remained. Lieutenant-Colonel Ron Reid 
Daly, in his efforts to establish the Selous Scouts in the former Rhodesia, 
observed, "I began to get the feeling of a distinct resistance block against 
me personally, and the scheme as a whole." 

Even during the Vietnam War, institutional prejudices within DoD 
worked against SOF. General Maxwell Taylor recalled that despite 
President Kennedy's urging, "not much heart went into [the] work [of 
placing greater emphasis on SOF]." Taylor, like many senior command-
ers, believed that Special Forces were not doing anything that "any well-
trained unit" could not do.' Major-General Harold Johnson agreed. 
Then acting Army deputy chief of staff for Military Operations, he 
acknowledged that the Kennedy regime was pushing Special Forces and 
that the "Army agreed that this was a good idea." However, he also con-
ceded that the Army "sort of yawned in backing it up." In 1963, sever-
al attempts to transfer a list of officers with known ability and experi-
ence to Special Forces were ignored and the "talent received was almost 
invariably inferior.' Once the war was over, a virtual blood-bath 
occurred. By the mid-1970s the Army slashed special forces manning by 
70 percent and its funding by 95 percent.' At its lowest point in 1975, 
the SOF budget represented one tenth of one percent of the total 
American defence budget.' 
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Neither its budget, nor its future improved substantially in the short 
term. Lingering images and hostility continued. The antipathy towards 
SOF was particularly resilient. "Over the years in the United States," con-
fessed Secretary of the Army John Marsh in 1983, "there has been resist-
ance among leaders of conventional forces towards unconventional 
methods."' This was clearly evident a year later, when in the fall of 1984, 
a three-star U.S. Air Force general testifying before a classified session of 
a Senate Special Operations Panel repeatedly referred to Delta Force as 
"trained assassins" and "trigger happy." In addition, he aired his personal 
concerns that Delta might "freelance" a coup d'état in a nation friendly to 
the USA.' Fours years later at the activation ceremony of the USSO-
COM, Admiral William J. Crowe, Jr., the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
beseeched those assembled to "break down the wall  that has more or less 
come between special operation forces and other parts of our military."' 
This appeal, however, had limited impact. The Gulf War revealed that 
ingrained resentment still existed against the concept of SOF. 

Journalist and author Douglas Waller observed, "No one nurtured 
the animosity more than CENTCOM's [Central Command] command-
er General H. Norman Schwarzkopf III. Stormin' Norman Schwarzkopf 
despised special operators." The reason was almost predictable. Firstly, 
he had a negative image of SOF operators because of his experience 
with them in Vietnam and later in Grenada.'" Secondly, "In an Army 
now giddy over light divisions and paratroopers," explained Waller, 
"Schwarzkopf was somewhat of an anachronism — a tank officer whose 
first love was heavy armored units."' As a result, he initially refused 
their inclusion in his force. But the animosity went both ways. Officers 
in USSOCOM considered Schwarzkopf a "meat and potatoes thinker, a 
pompous, plodding tactician who knew little about unconventional 
warfare and didn't care to learn much more.'" He seemed to ably rep-
resent the conventional military. And it would seem that the sentiment 
remains smouldering under the surface. As recently as the fall of 2001, 
General Tommy Franks, the commander-in-chief of CENTCOM who 
was responsible for prosecuting the war in Afghanistan, questioned the 
use of special forces, reportedly believing it was a conflict for "heavy 
metal conventional units."°'  

Not surprisingly, throughout the evolutionary process most SOF 
operators, particularly officers and senior NCOs felt that SOF employ-
ment was career limiting. They were not wrong. For instance, "Marine 
Officers assigned to the Joint Special Operations Command or to 
USSOCOM," conceded one former high-ranking officer, "for the most 
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part have not fared well before promotion boards."' But this was not a 
revelation; after all, there has always udsted a cultural chasm that was 
difficult to breach. 

CONCLUSIONS 

But the dismal assessment is not entirely without a happy ending. As 
stated, SOF has evolved and has actually achieved acceptance by politi-
cal and military decision makers. Consequently, the divide between SOF 
and conventional forces is now less of a barrier. The creation of USSO-
COM in 1987, was an important factor. SOF now had control over their 
own resources so they could better modernize their organizations. They 
had a single commander who could promote inter-operability and 
ensure all SOF assets could operate effectively together. Finally, the pro-
vision of a "four-star" commander-in-chief and an assistant s.ecretary of 
defense for Special Operations and Low Intensity Conflict gave SOF 
representation in the highest councils of the DoD. Quite simply, SOF 
could defend themselves in the halls of power. They had come of age. 

In addition, the positive image of SOF continued to grow. 
Internationally in the 1980s and beyond, SOF units scored repeated suc-
cesses against terrorists. But of great importance, during the Gulf War 
of 1990-1991, coalition SOF made a significant, publidy recognized 
contribution to the war effort (i.e., strategic reconnaissance, direct 
action raids, economy of effort activities such as deception operations, 
and liaison/training missions with the less advanced non-NATO coali-
tion partners), as well as their most well-known, public mission of 
"Scud busting" — a strategically essential task that was critical to main-
taining the Coalition, because it kept Israel from retaliating against 
Saddam Hussein's Scud missile attacks on its cities.' In the execution of 
these tasks, SOF received enormous favourable press. Their public 
image soared. 

Clearly, internationally, SOF was on the rise. They proved them-
selves effective in the murky war against terrorists, in the blowing sands 
of a conventional war in the Gulf, as well as in the savage peace that pre-
vailed. Globally, they were used for the traditional roles of unconven-
tional warfare, strategic reconnaissance, and direct action raids as well 
as for their other core missions. In addition, they also successfully con-
ducted the capture of war criminals in the "former" Yugoslavia."' 

Their importance increased because political decision makers and 
senior military commanders finally realind their true value. Quite 
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simply, relatively small, highly skilled, and mobile units that proved 
extremely effective in operations, and that presented a relatively small 
footprint, provided the political and military leadership with a viable 
response. SOF could be employed in a myriad of potentially politically 
sensitive operations without the risk or negative optics that would come 
with the deployment of a large number of troops. Mass could be 
replaced by quality. This was not only an economic factor but one of 
effectiveness. In the volatile, uncertain, and ambiguous environment of 
conflict, SOF were normally more agile and adaptable. Their higher lev-
els of intelligence, skill, and ingenuity provided a better chance of suc-
cess. Importantly, conventional commanders, stuck in the reality of 
today's complex security environment, also began to realize the benefits 
of SOF. As such, acceptance, albeit reluctant at times, emerged. 

The change in momentum became obvious. Using the Americans as 
a case study, SOF deployments, manning, and budgets have been on the 
rise since the early 1990s. The U.S. SOF budget was increased yet again 
in 2004, reaching a staggering $6 billion.' As of May 2003, there were 
apprcodmately 20,000 special operators, representing almost half of the 
entire Special Operations Forces of 47,000, involved in ongoing con-
flicts in Afghanistan and Iraq alone.' Moreover, U.S. SOF are joined 
there by a large number of allied SOF contingents. 

The acceptance of SOF, particularly their qualities of utility and rel-
evance, by the mainstream military and political decision makers has 
finally become pronounced in the new millennium. The tragic terrorist 
attack of 9/11 finalized the transformation of the perception of SOF and 
represented the culmination of their acceptance as a core element of any 
military. Although their future is not certain, SOF have seemingly 
evolved from a force of desperation, born in the initial crisis of the 
Second World War, to a force of choice in the aftermath of 9/11. Once 
marginalized and considered as a nuisance to real soldiering, SOF have 
become the workhorses of the future. They will provide decision mak-
ers with the needed political and cultural astuteness and military finesse 
required to succeed in an increasingly complex and chaotic world. 

However, traditional barriers and prejudices will not die easily. 
Although the cultural divide has apparently been spanned, it is but a 
footbridge that must be carefully maintained and improved upon. This 
will take the continued efforts of both the conventional and SOF com-
munities. To progress, both must learn to understand the characteristics, 
needs, and roles of the other. Only if a more cooperative, informed, and 
transparent relationship develops will the chasm be permanently closed. 
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When the Guns Stop: 
Leveraging SOF for Post-Conflict Success 

Bernd Horn 

The brazen terrorist attacks on the United States on 11 September 
2001 undeniably became a defining moment of the new millenni- 

um. Arguably, those acts ushered in a new era, an epoch that changed 
Western views on security, terrorism, and the manner in which warfare 
is waged. In the aftermath of those tragic events, the United States 
embarked on a war against terrorism that continues to this day. Of 
note, was the immediate and principal reliance on Special Operations 
Forces (SOF). 

This in itself was surprising. Although an obvious choice, based 
on their ability to respond to the ambiguous, elusive, and asymmet-
ric nature of the threat, SOF have traditionally been marginalized by 
political and military decision makers and shunned by their conven-
tional military brethren. They have largely been the black sheep of 
the family. 

This phenomenon was evident when they were created in the chaos 
of the Second World War when the Allies were devoid of the ability or 
means to strike back at the seemingly invincible German military 
machine. Then, small specialized forces became the primary tool for 
limited offensive action. The image of SOF that developed these early 
days was that of tough hardened killers and desperate cut-throats 
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capable of violence and efficient killing, but virtually uncontrollable 
and lacking any sense of military decorum. Moreover, their operations 
were judged by many conventional commanders to be resource inten-
sive, but lacking in substantive value to the larger war effort. 

Despite the opposition, SOF were established and provided tan-
gible results. Born from crisis, they filled a pressing need. They 
enabled the Allies, particularly the British, to operate offensively from 
a position of weakness as an economy of effort weapon. However, as 
the tide of the war shifted so did their support, as feeble as it was. 
Raiding and direct action were soon eclipsed by the less glamorous 
tasks of unconventional warfare and strategic reconnaissance. And, as 
the large conventional forces achieved a foothold in the respective 
theatres of operation, SOF were largely ignored or simply utilized as 
normal ground troops. Predictably, SOF units were largely disbanded 
by the end of the war. 

The post-war era was no more friendly to SOF. They were consis-
tently marginalized until a specific need arose, at which time they were 
directed to fill the void. Even then, they failed to be embraced by the 
larger institution. As such, SOF evolved during the Cold War from their 
raiding roots, towards tasks associated with unconventional warfare, 
counter-insurgency and counterterrorism. 

But legitimacy for Special Operations Forces did not begin to solid-
ify until the post—Cold War period that generated an entirely new geo-
political environment that was laden with new threats. Gone was the 
stability and predictability of the Cold War that was managed by two 
global superpowers. Instead the world became fragmented and increas-
ingly dangerous as flash points erupted worldwide. In this volatile cli-
mate, SOF evolved once again. Their specialization, small organization-
al footprint, and ability to conduct missions that fell into the grey area 
of political/military operations that are normally politically sensitive, 
expanded their utility. 

As such, the culmination of the evolution of SOF and its ultimate 
legitimacy became evident with the reliance on SOF in the aftermath of 
9/11. It became clear that they had completed their transformation 
from a force of desperation to a force of choice. Their importance 
increased because political decision makers and senior military com-
manders finally realized their true value. Quite simply, relatively small, 
highly sldlled, and mobile units that proved extremely effective in oper-
ations, and who presented a relatively small footprint, provided the 
political and military leadership with a viable response. SOF could be 
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employed in a myriad of potentially politically sensitive operations but 
without the normal risk or negative optics of a large-scale deployment 
of troops. Mass could be replaced by quality. This was not only an eco-
nomic factor but one of effectiveness. In the volatile, uncertain, and 
ambiguous environment of conflict, SOF were normally more agile and 
adaptable. Their higher levels of intelligence, skill, and ingenuity pro-
vided a better chance of success. 

These attributes and strengths are critical. They provide govern-
ments with a powerful tool to not only win the war, but also the peace. 
Quite simply, SOF's new legitimacy and acceptance, positions them to 
become the workhorses of the future, particularly in the realm of post-
conflict resolution. The unique skill  sets and abilities of SOF, namely 
their small footprint, cultural awareness, adaptive and flexible mindset, 
greater intelligence, aptitudes, experience, and training, provide politi-
cal and military decision makers not only with a lethal force that is nor-
mally the first in during conflict, but also with warrior-diplomats capa-
ble of ensuring the hard won gains of combat are not lost in the power 
and security vacuum that normally follows the cessation of hostilities. 
As such, the expansive capabilities of SOF must be leveraged once the 
guns stop, if the peace is to be won. 

SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES IN POST-CONFLICT 
RESOLUTION 

As outlined in the previous chapters, SOF has proven its capabilities, by 
their performance, both in the murk-y war against terrorism, as well as 
on the conventional battlefield. In the process, they have earned the 
acceptance of the mainstream military and political decision makers. 
Quite simply, the American response to 9/11, which centred on Special 
Operations Forces, finalized the transformation of SOF from a force of 
desperation to a force of choice. However, SOF's utility is not only best 
served as a "first in" combat force used to prepare the battlefield for 
those who follow. The very attributes, characteristics, and strengths that 
make them such a potent warfighting force also make them the ideal 
choice for post-conflict resolution. 

This is often overlooked. Undeniably, nations, regardless of their 
intent, have a moral and legal obligation to ensure the safety and secu-
rity of a population once hostilities cease. Quite simply, the in-place 
force must provide an environment conducive to the reestablislunent of 
government, public safety, and the well-being of society (i.e., prevent 
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starvation and the spread of disease, enforce law and order, et cetera). In 
the end, it is in their best interest to do so. A failure to "win the peace" 
could be catastrophic — leading to anarchy, political discord, social 
unrest, and potentially insurgency, thus, lengthening the conflict and 
adding to its cost in lives and national treasure. 

The stakes are clearly high. Unfortunately, conventional forces, 
although numerous and well-equipped, are often not capable of con-
ducting successful post-conflict resolution. They are normally combat 
troops that are equipped and trained to deliver violence. They are not 
always attuned or sensitive to cultural differences, or the nuances of 
"diplomacy." As a result, they are often unable to effectively implement 
the necessary actions or behaviours necessary to winning the "hearts 
and minds" of a population struggling to rebuild their lives. Their 
actions in an ambiguous, chaotic, media-filled, and politically charged 
environment are often clumsy and appear heavy-handed. 

It is for this exact reason that SOF must be leveraged to win the 
peace. As already articulated, the specially selected SOF soldiers are 
highly intelligent, adaptable, and capable of independent decision in 
an environment that is characterized by ambiguity, change, uncertain-
ty, and volatility. Although SOF has been used in the past during peace 
to assist with training other military and paramilitary forces (i.e., 
counter-insurgenc-y in Vietnam, Central America), anti-drug operations 
(e.g., South America), as well as demining operations, and the pursuit 
of war criminals (e.g., Bosnia-Herzegovina), the focus has always been 
minimal, almost a sideshow to keep busy until something more sub-
stantial arose. The requirement now demands far more resources and 
emphasis. As such, the SOF warrior is ideally suited to meeting the 
political and social challenges that are inherent in the aftermath of 
armed conflict in chaotic future security environment. 

For instance, SOF can be instrumental in stabilizing a country after 
the fighting has stopped by assisting in the creation of a favourable envi-
ronment for political and social reconstruction. They normally operate 
in small teams, thus, SOF present a small footprint yet a powerful pres-
ence. As a small organization, they are more capable of rapid change 
and can more easily adapt to ambiguous or fluid situations. More 
importantly, SOF's role in the shadows avoids the stigma of an occupy-
ing force. This is critical in respecting the sensitivities of the host nation 
as can be currently seen in Iraq. Moreover, the low profile makes it far 
more difficult for belligerents to target friendly forces or governments, 
whether by propaganda or physical attack. 
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Despite its small footprint their contribution far outstrips that of 
conventional forces. Their knowledge of cultural, social, and behav-
ioural patterns of their allies and enemies, is a key force multiplier. 
SOF are normally regionally focused, possess language sldlls, and 
more often than not have worked closely with elements of the in-
place government.' The level of established trust and credibility that 
emanates from these skills and experiences allows SOF to accomplish 
much more, with less resources in a fraction of the time. This 
dynamic is clearly evident in the report of one SF team that was 
deployed in Afghanistan: 

We work closely with the muj [mujahadeen], advising them 
on military, security, and humanitarian assistance matters. 
We directly negotiate with loc;i1 commanders for the place-
ment of multinational humanitarian assistance teams to be 
stationed at Herat airfield. We are instrumental in assessing 
the population and the situation both inside the city of Herat 
and in the surrounding towns to the south and east. Without 
our presence and perseverance, Ismail Khan and his followers 
would not be as supportive of the interim government as they 
currently are.' 

SOF's ability and experience in training and assisting host nation 
military and paramilitary forces in seanity operations is another key 
enabling issue. It allows indigenous forces to provide for their own secu-
rity and create the necessary stable environment for reconstruction and 
political, economic, and social renewal. SOF's information and psycho-
logical warfare capabilities also assist in this endeavour by helping host 
nations to convey necessary information to the public to explain 
htunanitarian assistance, policies, regulations, political decrees, and 
reforms, or simply to counter or deny enemy propaganda. 

Clearly the creation of a stable and secure environment is all 
important in post-conflict reconstruction. Once again, SOF is a force 
multiplier. Its close rapport with host government forces, its small 
size, and often irregular appearance, combined by its in-depth com-
prehension of the local culture and attitudes allows them to access 
information that would not normally be available.' l3etter intelligence 
has a spiral effect. It allows for more rapid response or pre-emptive 
strikes, greater precision, and less collateral damage. In short, more 
effective action. This in turn promotes credibility and confidence in 

151 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

the host government and reconstruction efforts, which conversely 
lessens the appeal of extremists or insurgents attempting to derail the 
process. In the end, it is results that are all important and it matters 
not whether the intelligence is provided to conventional forces 
(whether host nation or coalition) or whether it is used by SOF them-
selves. However, their special skills and training does  position  them to 
be the ideal force to track down insurgents or terrorist networks or 
perform other direct action missions. For example, since 9/11, in 
Afghanistan "roughly one-third of the senior al-Qaeda leaders, as well 
as 2,000 rank and file members, have been killed or jailed.?' 4  In Iraq, 
SOF has been similarly successful with tracking down Saddam and key 
members of his former regime.' Simply put, SOF in a direct action role 
are key to eliminating emerging threats or those elements that stand in 
the way of achieving security and stability for the population at large. 

In addition, SOF can be used, as was done in Afghanistan, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Iraq, to track down war criminals. This is 
an important task. Firstly, as in the example of Iraq and the capture 
of Saddam Hussein and a large number of his key senior military and 
security leaders, it removes lingering doubt in the minds of the pop-
ulation and promotes the support of a new political process. 
Furthermore, it acts as a strong message, if not deterrent, to others. 
The realization that committed countries will dedicate resources to 
ensure that justice will be served and that war criminals will be held 
accountable may potentially cause military and political leaders to 
think twice before authorizing, instigating, or allowing crimes 
against humanity. 

In the end, SOF are key to post-conflict reconstruction. Although 
small in number they are an invaluable force multiplier. Born from 
chaos from a position of weakness in the Second World War, modern 
SOF has evolved from a force of desperation to a force of choice in the 
aftermath of 9/11. Significantly, SOF's adaptabiltity, as well as their 
highly skilled, intelligent and mature operators who are capable of 
working in an environment characterized by ambiguity, change, uncer-
tainty, and volatility, positions them to readily meet the exigencies of 
winning the peace. As such, SOF must be leveraged not only during 
conflict but especially once the guns have stopped. 
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"Avenging Angels": 
The Ascent of SOF as the Force of Choice in the 

New Security Environment 

Bernd Horn 

This is not war as you have ever known it before. This is 
vengeance for the women and children they murdered on 9/11. 
Our responsibility is to implement that vengeance. Fight as 
though your own families were killed in New York. You are 
America's avenging angels. Your goal is justice and you are 
authorized to use all means necessary towards that end. 

— U.S. Special Forces Officer During a Classified Briefing, 
October 2001' 

The terrorist attacks against the United States on 11 September 2001 
remain vivid in the collective memory. In the aftermath of those 

tragic events, the United States embarked on a war against terrorism 
that continues to this day. Of note was the immediate and principal 
reliance on Special Operations Forces (SOF). Although this develop-
ment should not have been unexpected due to SOF's ability to respond 
to the ambiguous, elusive, and asymmetric nature of the threat, many 
people were still surprised. 

The reason behind this apparent paradox is the fact that SOF have 
often, if not almost always, been the black sheep of the military family. 
They were created largely in the chaos of the Second World War when the 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

Allies were devoid of the ability or means to strike back at the seemingly 
invincible German military machine as a result of years of doctrinal stag-
nation, unpreparedness, limited resources, and catastrophic initial defeats. 
As a means of response, small specialized forces became the primary tool 
for limited offensive action. However, the image of SOF that developed was 
that of the tough hardened killer commandos and desperate cut-throats 
capable of violence and efficient killing, but virtually uncontrollable and 
lacking any sense of military decorum. Moreover, their operations were 
judged by many conventional commanders to be resource intensive, yet 
without any substantive value to the larger war effort. 

This image, cultivated by a traditional and conservative military 
institution, continued in the post-war era. Predictably, SOF units were 
largely disbanded by the end of the war. Those units that remained were 
consistently marginalized until a specific need arose, at which time they 
were directed to fill whatever void emerged, whether unconventional 
warfare, counter-insurgency, or counterterrorism. Even then, they failed 
to be embraced by the larger institution. 

Legitimacy for SOF did not begin to solidify until the post—Cold 
War period that generated an entirely new geo-political environment 
that was full of new threats. As the stability of the Cold War disappeared 
and the world became fragmented and increasingly dangerous, SOF 
evolved once again to fill the gap. Their specialization, small organiza-
tional footprint and ability to conduct missions that fell into the grey 
area of political/military operations that are normally politically sensi-
tive expanded their utility. As such, the culmination of the evolution of 
SOF and its ultlinate legitimacy became evident with the reliance on 
SOF in the aftermath of 9/11. It became clear that they had completed 
their transformation from a force of desperation to a force of choic,e. 
Simply put, they now represent the leading military edge in the new 
security environment. 

WHO ARE THESE SHADOW WARRIORS? 

Special Operations Forces are generally defined by journalists as "the 
toughest, smartest, most secretive, fittest, best-equipped, and consis-
tently lethal killers in the U.S. [or any other] military." 2  However, a more 
traditional definition originating from SOF's Second World War and 
post-war beginnings describes them as forces that are "specially select-
ed, specially trained, specially equipped, and given special missions and 
support.' 3  But this somewhat simplistic description has been eclipsed by 
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a more comprehensive and nuanced explanation that better captures 
their shadowy role in the international security environment. It is gen-
erally accepted by political, military, and scholarly circles that modern 
SOF are "specially organized, trained and equipped military and para-
military forces that conduct special operations to achieve military, polit-
ical, economic or informational objectives by generally unconventional 
means in hostile, denied or politically sensitive areas."4  

Not surprisingly, as with most military concepts, equipment, and 
organizations, the United States normally sets the standard. It is no dif-
ferent with SOF. As such, the Americans look to SOF to conduct nine 
core tasks: 

• Counterterrorism (CT) — actions taken to preclude, pre-
empt, and resolve terrorist actions throughout the entire threat 
spectrum, induding antiterrorism and counterterrorism.' 

• Special Reconnaissance (SR) — reconnaissance and surveil-
lance actions conducted as special operations in hostile, denied, 
or politically sensitive environments to collect or verify infor-
mation of strategic or operational significance, employing mil-
itary capabilities not normally found in conventional forces. 
These actions provide an additive capability for conunanders 
and may supplement other intelligence collection when con-
ventional reconnaissance and surveillance actions are limited 
by weather, terrain, or adversary counter-measures. 

• Direct Action (DA) — short-term seize, destroy, exploit, cap-
ture, damage, or recovery operations. 

• Unconventional Warfare (UW) — organizing, training, equip-
ping, advising, and assisting indigenous and surrogate forces 
in military and paramilitary operations of long duration.6  

• Counter-Proliferation (CP) — combating the proliferation 
of nuclear, biological and chemical weapons; providing intel-
ligence collection and analysis; and supporting diplomacy, 
arms control, and export controls. 

• Foreign Internal Defence (FID) — organizing, training, 
advising, and assisting host-nation military and paramilitary 
forces to enable these forces to free and protect their society 
from subversion, lawlessness, and insurgency. 

• Civil Affairs Operations (CAO) — activities that establish 
relations between military/civil authorities to facilitate 
military operations. 

159 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

• Psychological Operations (PSYOP) — planned operations to 
influence behaviour of foreign forces and governments. 

• Information Operations (JO) — actions taken to achieve 
information superiority by affecting adversary information 
and information systems while defending one's own infor-
mation and information systems.' 

EVOLUTION OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES 

The nine core tasks represent the mandate of modern SOF. However, 
those principal missions have evolved over time. Special Operations 
Forces are largely phenomena of the Second World War. Paradoxically, 
they were largely born in crisis from a position of weakness. In the 
immediate aftermath of the early German victories, the Allies found 
themselves devoid of major equipment, of questionable military 
strength, and on the defensive throughout the world. Nonetheless, 
combative British Prime Minister Winston Churchill gave direction 
that action be taken by "specially trained troops of the hunter class" to 
create a reign of terror on the coastline of the occupied territories 
based on the "butcher and bolt" principle scant days after the dramat-
ic withdrawal from Dunkirk. Churchill realized that this offensive 
capability, as limited as it might have been, would be a tonic to public 
morale, maintain an offensive spirit in the military, and force the 
Germans to dedicate resources to the defence. As such, he refused to 
accept a "defensive" war despite the looming threat of invasion in 
1940, instead pushing for the establishment of Commandos.' These 
hand-picked volunteers who encapsulated courage, endurance, initia-
tive, and resourcefulness, as well as self-reliance and aggressiveness, 
were expected to capture strong points, destroy enemy services, neu-
tralize coastal batteries, and wipe out any designated enemy target 
through raiding operations.' 

Their standards were unrelenting. Individuals who failed to meet 
the requisite training requirements were immediately returned to 
their original units. In the end, despite a slow start and relative short 
history, commando raids were successful and achieved their aim. 
They not only raised public morale, but they forged a record for per-
severance and toughness, as well as tactical, and at times, arguably, 
strategic success.' In the process, the ground was prepared for the 
birth, if not near explosion, of modern Special Operations Forces. 
The idea of specially organized and specially trained units, made up 
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of intrepid individuals who revelled in challenging and highly dan-
gerous small-unit action that called for innovation, individualism, 
and independent action became more widely accepted, or at least tol-
erated, in an institution known for its conservatism and traditional-
ism. However, this limited, if not conditional acceptance existed 
largely only at the beginning of the war. During this chaotic period of 
despair, a few desperate men were able to fill a void — an ability to 
strike out from a position of seeming impotence. And so, special units 
were raised to cover for wealcness, as well as to meet specific needs 
that conventional forces were seen as too unwieldy or poorly trained 
to accomplish. 

As such, a myriad of other relatively small raiding and reconnais-
sance units such as the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), the Special 
Air Service (SAS), the American Rangers, "Phantom" regiments, 
Layforce (British Commandos commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel 
Robert Laycock), the First Special Service Force (FSSF), Popski's Private 
Army, the Special Boat Service emerged to prop up the war effort until 
larger conventional forces could crush the German war machine. As the 
tide of the war shifted, so too did the emphasis on SOF. Direct action 
raids were marginalized and strategic reconnaissance and unconven-
tional warfare, conducted by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the 
Special Operations Executive (SOE) and the SAS gained in relative 
importance. Nonetheless, once the large conventional armies were 
established in Europe, particularly after the Normandy c,ampaign in the 
summer of 1944, SOF forces were ignored and forgotten, or relegated to 
the status of a nuisance to "real soldiering." 

However, the post-war era did not provide the war-weary and debt-
ridden governments or their public with a prolonged period of peace 
and tranquility. The onset of the Cold War forced Western nations to 
create large peacetime standing armies. It also established the spectre of 
two large, heavily armed camps facing off in Europe. 

The fact that the seemingly aggressive and very belligerent Soviet 
Union maintained a buffer of occupied territories and peoples between 
itself and the West clearly presented an opportunity for unconvention-
al warfare. This was not lost on strategic planners and commanders, 
particularly those with recent OSS and SOE experience, and as a result 
SOF capability was once again mobilized to fill this specialized require-
ment. As such, the evolutionary process begun in the Second World War 
from a primary focus on direct action raids towards strategic recon-
naissance and unconventional warfare continued. 
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The British and American examples provide a case in point. The 
SAS was transformed into a Territorial Army unit — 21st SAS Regiment 
(Artists)." Their role was to provide lay-back patrols that would stay 
hidden as the Soviet forces swept by and then report on enemy move-
ments and troop concentrations. The Americans resurrected their SOF 
capability in the same direction — strategic reconnaissance and uncon-
ventional warfare. In April 1952, the U.S. Army created the 
Psychological Warfare Center at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, the name 
of which was later changed to the Special Warfare Center. At roughly the 
same time, the 10th Special Forces Group (SFG) was activated. The fol-
lowing year the bulk of the 10th SFG was deployed to Bad Tolz, West 
Germany, and the soldiers who were left behind in Fort Bragg were reor-
ganized into a new unit, the 77th SFG." 

For the troops of the 10th SFG, the officers of which were largely 
drawn from Second World War SOF organizations such as the OSS, 
Rangers, and airborne units, their mission in Europe was extremely 
sensitive and secret. They were tasked, in the event of the expected 
Soviet invasion, with developing and exploiting the resistance poten-
tial of the population in those areas behind the enemy lines, namely 
the Soviet-occupied territories. In addition, the Special Forces (SF) 
teams were responsible for reconnaissance and potential sabotage 
missions. In essence, the teams were expected to train and advise 
resistance movements in the art of guerrilla warfare, as well as con-
duct strategic reconnaissance to locate Soviet headquarters and 
nuclear weapon installations." But this European focus, set in the 
context of a high-intensity conventional war akin to the Second 
World War, was somewhat misplaced. The nature of conflict would 
take on a different face. 

During the C,old War, wars of nationalism and Communist insur-
gency, two concepts that were often not always properly delineated by 
the West, ushered in a period frequently referred to as the savage wars 
of peace. Once again, the complex nature of such conflicts, which were 
of long duration; required political, not simply military solutions; and 
that were normally conducted in complex terrain that provided cover, 
concealment, and protection for the less heavily armed and equipped 
insurgents, overwhelmed the conventional capability. The regular sol-
dier was often unaccustomed to operating in hostile environments for 
prolonged periods of time. In addition, they had neither the training, 
nor the inriovative, adaptable tactics or methodology of thought to 
counter and defeat elusive, wily insurgents. 
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To the British this became evident during the Malaya Emergency 
from 1947 to 1960. The immediate unwieldy, unsophisticated, and 
lirnited response of conventional forces failed to destroy the guerrillas 
or increase the level of security within the country. Although they suc-
ceeded in killing some insurgents they just as often alienated segments 
of the population through heavy-handedness. But more important, 
the regular forces were incapable of operating in the austere and hos-
tile jungles for any length of time. As a result, they failed to deny sanc-
tuary and breeding grounds to the guerrillas. Fortuitously, a recog-
nized expert, Major "Mad" Mike Calvert, a former commando, 
Chindit battalion commander, and wartime 2 SAS Brigade command-
er, was summoned to investigate the problem and devise a solution. 
Not surprisingly, he recommended the establishment of a special unit, 
the Malayan Scouts (SAS) as a means to penetrate the jungle and chase 
down the guerrillas.' 

Their success, combined with the growing realization that SOF, 
when employed correctly, revealed a "comparatively low cost in lives 
set against results achieved" provided a new lease on life for SOF." 
Quite simply, frugal bureaucrats realized that SOF provided an inex-
pensive means of waging war against insurgents in distant jungles and 
deserts, often largely on their own. Savings realized by replacing 
generic capability backed with quantity, with specific skill sets rein-
forced by quality, became an attractive option. Therefore, SOF began 
to evolve once again to a force that was concentrated on unconven-
tional warfare and counter-insurgency. For example, SOF forces were 
utilized by a myriad of nations during low-level conflict in Malaya, 
Oman, Brunei, Borneo, Aden, Indochina, Algeria, and Chad, to name 
but a few.' 6  

But once again, despite the arguable success of SOF during this 
period, they were never fully accepted by the larger institution." 
Ironically, the very attributes that furnished SOF with its greatest 
strength also generated enmity from the conventional forces. The abili-
ty to outwit their adversaries and endure austere and hostile environ-
ments inherently required unconventional tactics, an independence of 
thought and initiative by the operators, mental agility, specia lized train-
ing, as well as a level of aggressiveness, fitness, and general toughness 
not found in regular Army units. Quite simply, these were the secrets to 
SOF success. 

However, their success continued to generate antagonism and 
jealousy between themselves and the conventional military. But it also 

163 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

produced the panacea of a silver bullet. For instance, the eventual 
American involvement in Vietnam witnessed another explosion of 
SOF-type units as a component of the American response to the esca-
lating and complex nature of the war. As unique tasks such as uncon-
ventional warfare, long-range reconnaissance and interdiction, and 
riverine operations emerged in the politically restrictive and environ-
mentally hostile theatre of operations, new units were created, or 
existing ones expanded exponentially, to address the requirement. 

For example, the U.S. Special Forces, or "Green Berets," were dra-
matically increased in size. They were initially tasked with the Strategic 
Hamlet Program and later became responsible for the Civil Irregular 
Defence Group (CIDG) program, which revolved largely around train-
ing indigenous populations in self-defence by raising local defence 
forces capable of defending their villages. In addition, the SF soldiers 
undertook basic civil affairs programs such as improvialg agricultural 
practices, sanitation, and water supply. However, they also built and 
occupied fortified camps from which fighting patrols by SF and CIDG 
soldiers could be mounted. The CIDG program was later abused and its 
personnel used to form multipurpose reaction forces and Mobile Strike 
Forces in support of conventional, as well as covert operations.' 

The dramatic growth of SOF during this period was reflected in 
the fact that all three services were getting into the SOF business. In 
1961, the Air Force redesignated e)dsting units as "Air Commandos" and 
trained them specifically for counter insurgency operations using 
diverse fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft. A year later, the Navy creat-
ed Sea Air Land (SEAL) teams and sent some to Vietnam where they ini-
tially acted in an advisory role to the Vietnamese Navy, but later became 
responsible for the interdiction of all waterway supply routes from 
North Vietnam and Cambodia, by ambush, patrols, sabotage, and 
mines In addition, they were entrusted with conducting raids on Viet 
Cong bases and headquarters.' 

Further SOF developments included the decision by Military 
Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV) in April 1964, to create the 
Studies and Observation Group (SOG) that was tasked with strategic 
reconnaissance and special operations. Specifically, they were responsi-
ble for covert cross-border reconnaissance operations against the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail, inserting and running agents and complex deception 
operations in the North, psychological operations, and covert maritime 
interdiction, capture, and destruction of North Vietnamese naval craft 
and fishing boats." 
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But this was only part of the expansion. In 1965, 13 Long Range 
Reconnaissance Patrol (LRRP) companies were formed. Four years 
later, they were collectively designated the 75th Infantry Regiment 
(Ranger)." In addition, Projects Delta, Omega, and Gamma were 
sequential programs undertaken to create battalion-sized SOF units, 
comprised of both U.S. and Vietnamese personnel that were capable 
of long-range reconnaissance and raiding. Australian and New 
Zealand SAS forces were also employed in this capacity." Finally, 
throughout the conflict, SOF organizations and ad hoc task groups 
were also tasked with running rescue operations, 119 in total, to res-
cue American prisoners of war." 

Unfortunately, the sudden spike in demand was met in many cases 
by lowering selection standards, where in fact they existed, which 
inevitably led to a diminution of the overall standard of individuals 
serving in those units. For instance, the Special Warfare Centre, which 
on average graduated less than 400 individuals in a given year, bal-
looned to eight times that number. By 1962, the attrition rate, which was 
historically 90 percent, fell to 70 percent. Two years later it plummeted 
to 30 percent. Incredibly, in 1965, Special Forces accepted for the first 
time 6,500 first-term enlistees, as well as second lieutenants! Not sur-
prisingly, the emphasis on quality — that is ability, experience, maturi-
ty, and sldll — was ignored in favour of quantity.' 

In theatre, the SOF culture of lax discipline, deportment and 
"unconventional" tactics, exacerbated by the type of inexperienced, 
and often immature, individuals who were now serving in SOF, creat-
ed difficulties. Rightly or wrongly, the reputation of SOF suffered. 
They became viewed by the conventional military, as well as by much 
of the public, as largely a collection of "snake eaters," cowboys, and 
soldiers of questionable quality who were running amok without ade-
quate control mechanisms. 

This legacy would haunt the special operators for decades, even 
though SOF arguable demonstrated, as it had always done, that it was in 
fact a force multiplier and a very economical tool. For exampk, between 
January/February 1969, SOG maintained a kill ratio of almost 100:1. 
This compares to the conventional unit Ida ratio of 15:1. Moreover, the 
SOG kill ratio jumped to 153:1 in 1970. Equally important, the SOG 
activity required the North Vietnamese Arrny (NVA) to allocate approx-
imately three full divisions, approximately 30,000 men, to rear area 
security. This was achieved by about 50 American SOG members and 
their indigenous soldiers." An NVA officer later conceded that SOG 
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effectively attacked and weakened their forces and hurt their morale 
because "they were unable to stop the SF attacks."" 

Nonetheless, much like the Second World War experience, SOF 
units were still, if not increasingly, marginalind by the mainstream 
Army. General Maxwell Taylor recalled that despite President John F. 
Kennedy's urging, "not much heart went into [the] work [of placing 
greater emphasis on SOF],." Taylor, like many senior commanders, 
believed that Special Forces were not doing anything that "any well-
trained unit" could not do." 

And so, although SOF missions had undergone an evolutionary 
shift, not much had changed. In the post-Vietnam era, the American 
SOF witnessed their budgets and organizations slashed unmercifully. 
By the mid-1970s the Navy was considering moving its remaining spe-
cial warfare forces to the reserves, and the Air Force cut its Air 
Commandos, which were a separate Air Force during the Vietnam 
War, down to a few squadrons and a handful of aircraft. The Army 
reaction was even greater. It slashed special forces marming by 70 per-
cent and funding by 95 percent." At its lowest point in 1975, the SOF 
budget represented one-tenth of one percent of the total American 
defence budget.' 

Not surprisingly, most operators, particularly officers and senior 
non-commissioned officers felt that SOF employment was career lim-
iting. Predictably, not everyone, in fact very few, saw their utility in the 
Cold War paradigm of "Air Land Battle," which pitted large heavily 
armoured mass formations against one another on the North 
European plains. Low-intensity warfare and insurgencies were seen as 
an inconvenient nuisance that distracted the military from the real 
business of high-intensity warfare. A classified research project in the 
mid-1970s entitled the "Multi-Purpose Force Study: US Army Special 
Forces» confirmed that "there is a pervasive lack of understanding, 
interest and support of unconventional warfare and Special Forces as a 
valid national response option."" Despite this reality, the allure of SOF 
still drew those individuals who were attracted to its reliance on indi-
vidual initiative and adaptability, as well as its unconventional method-
ology and tactics. 

But once again, despite the overwhelming institutional prejudice, 
the "unexpected" forced conventional-minded military commanders 
to turn to SOF yet again. A fundamental shift in the threat picture to 
Western industrialized nations erupted in the late 1960s to early 
1970s and provided SOF with another area of specialization. 
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Terrorism became recognized as a significant "new" menace. 
Bombings, kidnapping, murders, and the hijacking of commercial 
aircraft were suddenly frequent occurences, and not just in the 
Middle East. European countries were thrust into a state of violence 
as both home-grown and international terrorists waged a relentless 
war that recognized no borders or limits. Israeli targets, particularly 
EL AL, its national airline, were struck at Athens, Rome, Zurich, and 
elsewhere. Other international airlines such as Swissair, TWA, and 
Pan Am, and their passengers, also became victims of terrorism. The 
murder of Israeli athletes at the 1972 Olympics in Munich, West 
Germany, became one of the defining images of the crisis, as did the 
1975 terrorist assault on the headquarters of the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in Vienna, Austria." The 
scope of the problem was such that in the 1970s, in Italy alone, there 
were 11,780 terrorist attacks. 32  

But the problem went beyond a spillover of Middle Eastern conflict 
and politics. In Germany, groups such as the Baader-Meinhof gang (or 
Red Army Faction) created death and destruction. Holland was 
besieged by Moluccan terrorists, and Britain struggled with the Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) and the Northern Ireland question. Even in 
North America, terrorism raised its ugly head. The Americans saw the 
growth of radical groups such as the Weathermen, New World 
Liberation Front, and Black Panther Party, to name but a few. In 
Canada, the Front de libération du Québec (FLQ) began a reign of ter-
ror that culminated in the October Crisis of 1970. In addition, foreign 
terrorists imported their political struggles and launched attacks against 
targets in Canada." 

One common theme quicldy emerged. No country was immune. 
The terrorist threat was a global phenomenon. Whether home-grown 
or imported, every state had to mount a response. That realization 
spawned the next major evolutionary step for SUE To fight terrorism 
required specific slcills that were not resident within the military insti-
tution at large. Consequently, SOF were once again targeted to provide 
the solution. And who better than specially selected individuals who 
were capable of agility in thought, adaptability in operations, and who 
possessed superior martial skills. Not surprisingly, SOF were once again 
in demand. Predictably, new units were created or existing ones 
assigned new tasks. For example, the Germans established 
Grenzshutzgruppe 9 (GSG 9) in September 1972; the British assigned 
the counterterrorist (CT) role to the SAS that same year; the French 
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formed the Groupe d'Intervention de la Gendarmerie Nationale 
(GIGN) two years later; the Belgiums created the Escadron Special 
D'Intervention (EST)  also in 1974; the United Stated formed its premier 
CT unit, the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment (DELTA), in 
1977; and the Italians raised the Gruppo d'Intervento Speziale (GIS) in 
1978. In the end, most countries developed specialist CT organizations 
to deal with the problem.' 

In fact, SOF stock rose even more in May 1980. The SAS response 
to the seizure of the Iranian embassy at Princes Gate by the Democratic 
Revolutionary Movement for the Liberation of Arabistan (DR/vILA) in 
full view of the world media brought instant respect and credibility to 
the organization." This success, contrasted by the utter failure and 
humiliation of the American attempt to rescue its hostages in Iran 
weeks earlier, sparked a renaissance for Special Operations Forces.' It 
became evident that SOF had a role in the turbulent new era. Although 
this lesson was not easily accepted by conventional military command-
ers, further problems with the cooperation, integration, performance, 
and utilization of SOF in Operation Urgent Fury, the invasion of 
Grenada in 1983, finally broke the proverbial back of the camel. 
American legislators now intenrened and assisted those within the mil-
itary institution in breaking down the barriers that impeded SOF. 
American senators Sam Nunn and William Cohen, both members of 
the Armed Services Committee, as well as Noel Koch, principal deputy 
assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs, were 
instrumental in pressing for change. In 1987, after a long struggle, 
Congress mandated that the president create a unified combatant com-
mand. And on 13 April of that year, United States Special Operations 
Command (USSOCOM) was activated." 

The creation of USSOCOM provided an important benchmark in 
SOF evolution. The Americans who, in the post–Second World War era, 
were normally the trendsetters in military affairs — whether oriented 
towards equipment, doctrine, organization, or technology — recog-
nized SOF as an independent joint command. SOF now had control 
over their own resources so they could better modernize their organiza-
tions. They had a single commander who could promote inter-oper-
ability and ensure all SOF assets could operate effectively together. 
Finally, the provision of a "four-star" commander-in-chief and an assis-
tant secretary of defense for Special Operations and Low Intensity 
Conflict gave SOF representation in the highest councils of the U.S. 
Department of Defense (DoD). Quite simply, SOF had come of age. 
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The universal image of SOF continued to grow. Internationally, SOF 
units scored repeated success against terrorists. But of great importance, 
SOF forces gained the limelight once again during the Gulf War in 
1990-1991. Coalition SOF conducted strategic  reconnaissance, direct 
action raids, economy of effort activities such as deception operations, 
and liaison/training missions with the less-advanced non-NATO coali-
tion partners." But their best-known public mission was "Scud busting" 
— a strategically essential task that was critical to maintaining the 
Coalition by keeping Israd from retaliating against Saddam Hussein's 
continued Scud missile attacks on Israeli soil. SOF were given the diffi-
cult task of locating and destroying the mobile launchers." 

In the end, of the 540,396 American troops deployed to Operation 
Desert Storm, approximately 7,000 were SOF personnel.' Paradoxically, 
General H. "Stormin" Norman Schwarzkopf III, who actually despised 
special operators because of his negative experience with them in 
Vietnam and later in Grenada, initially refused their inclusion in his 
force. 4 ' Yet, in the end, he singled out those forces as critical to the 
Coalition victory.' 

Special Operations Forces were now on the rise. They proved them-
selves effective in the murky war against terrorists, in the blowing sands 
of a conventional war in the Gulf, as well as in the savage peace that pre-
vailed. Globally, they were used for the traditional roles of unconven-
tional warfare, strategic reconnaissance, and direct action raids. 
However, they now also specialized in counterterrorism, foreign inter-
nal defence (i.e., training foreign militaries in counter-insurgency and 
CT), counter-proliferation (i.e., combating the proliferation of nuclear, 
biological, and chemical weapons; intelligence collection and analysis; 
support of diplomacy, arms control, and export controls), civic affairs, 
psychological operations, and information operations. They were also 
used to hunt down war criminals in the former Yugoslavia." 

Their importance increased because political decision makers and 
senior military cornmanders finally realized their true value. Quite sim-
ply, relatively small, highly sldlled, and mobile units that proved extreme-
ly effective in  operations, and that presented a relatively small footprint, 
provided the political and military leadership with a viable response. 
SOF could be employed in a myriad of potentially politically sensitive 
operations, but without the normal risks or negative optics that came 
with deploying a large number of troops. Mass could be replaced by 
quality. This was not only an economic factor but one of effectiveness. In 
the volatile, uncertain, and ambiguous enviromment of conflict, SOF 
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were normally more agile and adaptable. Their higher levels of intelli-
gence, skill, and ingenuity provided a better chance of success.' 

POST-9/11 

The growing reliance on SOF continued to grow. Their budget for fiscal 
year (FY) 2001 was $3.7 billion." Their budget for FY 2003 was approx-
imately $4.9 billion, an increase of 21 percent. This figure was expect-
ed to increase again in 2004 to an estimated $6.6 billion." But despite 
the significant capability they represent, proven by their steadily grow-
ing operational tempo and record of success, their funding envelope still 
represents only about 1.3 percent of the (DoD) total budget.' By 2001, 
5,141 SOF personnel were deployed to 149 countries and foreign terri-
tories." However, this number skyrocketed in the aftermath of 9/11 and 
the invasion of Iraq. As of May 2003, there were approximately 20,000 
special operators, representing almost half of the entire Special 
Operations Forces of 47,000, involved in ongoing conflicts in 
Afghanistan and Iraq." Moreover, U.S. SOF are joined there by a large 
number of Coalition SOF contingents. 

SOF very quickly proved themselves to be "avenging angels." Their 
impact became clearly evident in the early hours after 9/11. Americans 
were justifiably enraged and looked for a means to strike back at their 
attackers. SOF once again provided the answer. As part of Operation 
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, it took only 49 days following the 
insertion of the first Special Forces teams with Northern Alliance forces 
to the fall of Kandahar. This was achieved with approximately 300 U.S. 
SR These operators rallied and forged cohesive teams out of the unor-
ganized anti-Taliban opposition groups and, more important, using a 
small amount of sophisticated targeting equipment, brought the 
weight of American airpower down on Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters. 
Air  strikes brought down by one of the first SF teams in the country, 
aided by a lone Air Force combat controller, are credited with killing as 
many as 3,500 fighters and destroying up to 450 vehicles.' Another 
Team, "Tiger Team 2," was credited with 2,500 enemy killed, over 50 
vehicles destroyed, and over 3,500 prisoners captured, as well as the lib-
eration of over 50 towns and cities." At one tirne just 10 American SF 
sergeants were responsible for 120 miles of battlefront." As Major-
General Robert Scales explained, "A few well-trained and properly 
equipped special operations soldiers on the ground armed with the 
authority to call for and direct aerial precision missions from the 
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ground made the difference between success and failure in the fire-
power campaign in Afghanistan. 'TM  His assessment was not unique. 
"Success in this campaign has come not just from our remarkable abil-
ity to fly bombers from bases in Missouri halfway around the world to 
strike targets with great precision," revealed Deputy Secretary of 
Defense Paul Wolfowitz, "success has also come from putting extraor-
dinarily brave men on the ground so they could direct that air power 
and make it truly effective."" 

SOF proved incredibly useful during the invasion of Iraq in 2004, as 
well. Major-General Duncan Lewis, commander of Australian Special 
Operations Command, revealed that "the duration of patrols, the dis-
tances to be covered, the long-range communication requirements, the 
calling of precision air strikes, the use of stealth and agility, and the liai-
son role with Afghan indigenous forces demanded skills that are not 
generally available in conventional forces. 'TM  Their application was clear-
ly successful. One strategic assessment insisted, "raids by special opera-
tions forces were more impressive than the early air campaign." It went 
on to explain that "dozens of small special operations teams disrupted 
Iraqi command-and-control, seized oil infrastructure, prevented dams 
from being demolished and took hold of airfields in regions where Scud 
missiles might have been launched at Israel. They also provided infor-
mation on the whereabouts of Iraqi leaders, permitting attacks against 
Saddam Hussein and the notorious General Mi Hassan Majid 
(Chemical Ali). Special Forces also disrupted internal Iraqi lines of com-
munication in Baghdad and elsewhere, perhaps hastening the collapse 
of Iraqi forces once urban combat began. '57  

CONCLUSION 

Because of their utility and performance, SOF had finally earned the 
acceptance of the mainstream military and political decision makers. As 
such, the terrorist attacks against the United States on 11 September 
2001 finalized the transformation of the perception of SOF and repre-
sented the culmination of their acceptance as a core element of any mil-
itary. Faced with an elusive foe that relied on dispersion, complex ter-
rain, and asymmetric tactics, military commanders quickly realized that 
only a flexible, adaptive, and agile response would suffice. The challenge 
had now become one of locating and rooting out terrorists and terror-
ist networks that threatened American and Western interests. It became 
a question of disrupting their plans, finding and killing or capturing 
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them, and driving them frorn their safe havens. As such, USSOCOM has 
"realigned" itself to better "track down and ... destroy terrorist networks 
around the world" because in the words of General Charles Holland, its 
former commander, "we are waging a new type of world war, one 
against transnational terrorists with global reach, and [SOF] play a cru-
cial role in the fight."" 

This is not surprising. SOF, with its organizational flexibility, rapid 
mobility, and underlying strength of exceptionally trained personnel are 
best positioned to answer the call. For example, they swiftly destroyed 
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and severely crippled the capability of 
al-Qaeda in 2001 and proved invaluable in Iraq in 2003. As the war on 
terror continues unabated, so too does the reliance on special opera-
tions and those who undertake thern. SOF, armed with aggressive, intel-
ligent, and highly motivated individuals who are rigorously selected and 
specially trained and equipped, provide political and military decision 
makers with an expanded range of options that though normally high-
risk are also high-value and capable of significant payoff. 

As such, SOF provide a self-contained, versatile, and unique capa-
bility, whether employed alone or complementing other forces or agen-
cies to attain military, strategic, or operational objectives. In contrast to 
conventional forces, SOF are generally small, precise, adaptable, and 
innovative. As a result, they can conduct operations in a clandestine, 
covert, or discreet manner. They are capable of organizing and deploy-
ing rapidly and can gain entry to and operate in hostile or denied areas 
without the necessity of secured ports, airfields, or road networks. In 
addition, they can operate in austere and harsh envirorunents and com-
municate worldwide with integral equipment. Moreover, they deploy 
rapidly at relatively low cost, with a low profile, and have a less intrusive 
presence than larger conventional forces. 

Although the future is not certain, SOF have seemingly evolved 
from a force of desperation, born in the initial crisis of the Second 
World War, to a force of choice in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist 
attack. Once marginalized and considered as a nuisance to real soldier-
ing, Special Operations Forces will become the workhorses of the 
future. They will provide decision makers with the needed political and 
cultural astuteness and military finesse required to succeed in an 
increasingly complex and chaotic world. It is for this reason that Donald 
Rumsfeld, the American secretary of defense, asserted, "in an emer-
gency, we dial 911 and ask for Fort Bragg." 
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8 

Who Has Seen the Wind? 
A Historical Overview of 

Canadian Special Operations 

Sean M. Maloney 

Who has seen the wind? Neither you nor I. 
— W.O. Mitchell, Who Has Seen the Wind? 

Media reaction to revelations that Canadian Special Operations 
Forces, specifically Joint Task Force Two (JTF-2), were con- 

ducting operations in Afghanistan in late 2001 and were involved in 
the capture of Taliban and al-Qaeda personnel in early 2002 was one 
of profound shock. Since the 1970s, Canadians have been condi-
tioned to believe that the supposedly "underhanded" aspects of 
national security policy execution — spying, propaganda, subversion, 
psychological operations, and guerrilla warfare — were activities 
morally beneath Canada. Indeed, many Canadians firmly believe that 
the Canadian Forces (CF) exists only to conduct UN peacekeeping 
operations based on the model of the 1956 United Nations 
Emergency Force in the Sinai, or to conduct relief operations to aid 
unfortunate Third World disaster victims. The realities of Canadian 
history do not support these narrow views. Canada has, in fact, a rich 
heritage of involvement in special operations, particularly during the 
Second World War. That this heritage does not conform to the public 
perception of the more extensive experience in special operations 
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that exist in the British or American contexts speaks volumes about 
its covert, sporadic, and ad hoc nature. 

Here, a note on definitions and parameters. It is not possible to per-
fectly superimpose the current American definition of special opera-
tions onto the Canadian experience. The Canadian experience is a com-
bination of what American doctrine calls "unconventional warfare" (the 
clandestine conduct of paramilitary and military operations in enemy-
held, controlled, or politically sensitive territory), counterterrorism 
(specifically hostage rescue), security assistance, and irregular support 
to conventional operations in pursuit of an operational or strategic aim. 
Unlike the American experience and doctrine, Canadian  psychological 
operation efforts, both strategic and tactical, have been generally sepa-
rate from these other  rôles and missions and will not be discussed in 
any great detail in this chapter.' 

THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

The Canadian special operations experience began when Canada was 
invited to supply personnel to Great Britain's Special Operations 
Executive (SOE) during the early days of the Second World War. This 
agency was the amalgamation of three overlapping organizations with-
in the British government: Section D of the Secret Intelligence Service 
(MI6), General Staff (Research), later called Military Intelligence 
(Research) (MIN ), and Electra House (EH). All three organizations 
independently pursued special operations concepts and issues from 
1938, in part because of a belief prevalent in the Chamberlain govern-
ment that the rapid succession of Axis political victories in the late 
1930s were somehow connected to so-called "Fifth Columns" of pro-
Nazi traitors embedded in the target nations' societies.' 

The concepts that emerged bear some elaboration, for they provide 
excellent embodiments of special operations and the closest thing to a 
pre-JTF-2 C,anadian understanding of special operations. Section D 
explored ideas of "secret offensives," which included the coordination of 
sabotage, labour unrest, propaganda, and economic inflation directed 
against an enemy nation. Later, enhanced Section D concepts called for 
the creation of a so-called "democratic international" that would con-
duct industrial sabotage, labour agitation, propaganda, terrorist acts 
against traitors, the assassination of German leaders, economic boy-
cotts, and the fomenting of riots. It governed the activities of military 
personnel conducting operations without uniforms.' 
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MI(R), on the other hand, dealt with uniformed activity, and used 
the term irregular warfare to encompass a variety of operations, includ-
ing the use of guerrilla warfare. This was considered, "[the] preparation 
of projects involving the employment of special or irregular forces to 
assist or increase the effect of normally conducted operations, directly 
or inclirectly." 4  

MI(R) postulated that there were three types of guerrilla war that 
could be conducted in countries occupied by an enemy power: 
Individuals or small groups working by stealth to sabotage industrial or 
military targets; larger groups employing military tactics and weapons 
to destroy a particular target; and large military organizations, such as 
partisan forces, formed to carry out broad offensive campaigns.' 

MI(R) tended to focus on the technological and doctrinal develop-
ments that would be needed to carry out any sort of program con-
forming to these concepts. By way of example, the development of 
plastic explosives and the translation of manuals describing their use, 
specifications for rudimentary submachine guns, such as the Sten, and 
discussions on how to employ small raiding groups were prominent 
MI(R) activities. Indeed, the creation of the first so-called independent 
companies, later renarned the Commandos, was an outgrow th of 
MI(R) work.' 

Finally, there was Electra House (EH), whose specialty was "moral 
sabotage:' better known as propaganda. Led by the Canadian, Sir 
Campbell Stuart, EH conceptuali7e4 techniques which, when combined 
with the planned activities of Section D and MI(R), would augment the 
conventional "regular" military efforts to destroy the will of the target 
enemy nation to continue the fight. 

AH  three organizations, but most particularly MI(R), drew on his-
torical experience for their work. Many of the planners had direct 
knowledge of some of the original special operations. The favoured 
experiences were T.E. Lawrence's, engagements in the Middle East dur-
ing the First World War, and specific attention was paid to Michael 
Collins's carnpaign against the "Cairo Gang" in Ireland and subsequent 
IRA urban and rural guerrilla operations. Orde Wingate's organization 
of the Jewish Special Night Squads to combat the Arab Revolt in the 
1930s was another significant influence, as were the operations of 
Chinese guerrillas against the Japanese in the late 1930s.' 

On 23 March 1939, Section D, MI(R), and EH merged to form the 
Special Operations Executive. SOE's importance was enhanced by 
Winston Churchill in 1940 when Great Britain and its empire were in 
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dire peril after the fall of France. Churchill's quest for positive action, 
his "set Europe ablaze" dictum, influenced to an extent by his own 
experience against the Boers in the South African War, gave SOE the 
catalyst needed to take the war to the Axis powers. It was also intended 
to keep them off balance until a re-entry by force onto the continent 
could be accomplished. 

Ultimately, two streams of special operations emerged in 1940. SOE 
was responsible for clandestine subversive and guerrilla operations 
inside occupied and enemy countries. Uniformed raiding units under 
the command of Combined Operations Headquarters (COHQ) were 
responsible for the destruction of military targets on the periphery of 
the enemy's "Fortress Europe." There was overlap at times: SOE assisted 
with intelligence gathering, liaison, and training in 1942 for the 
Bruneval raid against a German radar site, as well as the St. Nazaire raid 
against the Normandy dock, staged with the intention of denying it to 
the enemy as a battleship repair facility.' 

Canadians were involved in both special operations streams, 
although the fust experiences were with SOE. In addition to Campbell 
Stuart, who was eased out during the war's early innings due to age and 
obstinacy, the only senior Canadian figure involved with SOE was Sir 
William Stephenson. This colourful character was in charge of British 
Security Coordination (BSC), which was essentially a "joint command" 
hancffing MI6, and SOE activities in the Western Hemisphere. BSC 
was heavily involved in SOE training, particularly the shadowy Camp X 
located near Oshawa, Ontario. The official SOE history notes, howèver, 
that SOE did not operate in the United States and that Stephenson's 
activities on behalf of the executive were minuscule when compared with 
his MI5 and MI6 activities and liaison with "Wild Bill" Donovan's 
American SOE equivalent, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS).9  

Canada was closely integrated into Great Britain's war effort in 
every way: Canadians not only served in the indigenous Canadian 
forces, but also in the British Army, the Royal Air Force and the Royal 
Navy in great numbers, alongside other British Empire personnel from 
countries as disparate as Rhodesia and Malaya. Why Canada did not 
establish her own SOE in the way she maintained her own Air Force, 
Navy, and Army is unclear, but was most likely due to cost, a lack of 
experience in the field, and a strategic vision that resulted in Canadian 
efforts being rolled into broader British imperial efforts. In 1940, SOE 
asked the senior Canadian Army commander in England, General 
A.G.L. McNaughton, for Canadian volunteers. McNaughton apparently 
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initially had some reservations, but he acquiesced in 1941. Canadian 
volunteers from the uniformed services would be "loaned" to the War 
Office for duty with SOE. This agency recruited three types of 
Canadians: French Canadians for service in France, Canadians of 
Eastern European  descent for operations in the Balkans, and Chinese 
Canadians for Asian operations.' 

One can only estimate the total number of Canadians who served in 
SOE. Approximately 28 served in France, while another 56 served in 
Eastern Europe and the Balkans. A further 143 were active in the China-
Burma-India theatre. Many more served in training and support capac-
ities in Canada, England, Asia, and the Middle East. Canadian RCAF and 
RAF personnel also served with some of the Special Duty Squadrons, 
units used to drop weapons, and insert and extract SOE personnel." 

As with all  special operations, the relatively small size of the 
Canadian contribution does not tell the full story nor does it capture 
the brutal and human nature of the activities. For example, there is the 
exceptional case of Gustave Bieler from Montreal's Régiment de 
Maisonneuve. Bieler was inserted into France by SOE in 1942. By the 
time he was captured in 1943, he had organized several sabotage 
groups which seriously disrupted German rail communications 
throughout the St. Quentin region and destroyed at least 40 barges 
loaded veith submarine components headed for the port of Rouen dur-
ing the height of the Battle for the Atlantic. When captured, Bieler held 
out against particularly brutal Gestapo torture so steadfastly that the SS 
guards at Flossenberg concentration camp, where he was ultimately 
incarcerated, mounted an honour guard as he limped fearlessly to his 
death by firing squad. 

SOE was, by late 1942, desperately short of trained radio operators. 
Many Canadians serving with SOE hailed from the Royal Canadian 
Corps of Signals (RCCS). A dangerous job given advanced German direc-
fion finding (DF) capabilities, Canadians took great risks to bolster the 
rudimentary SOE communications system. For example, a Lieutenant 
Alcide Beauregard, at great personal risk, kept several SOE cells, known as 
"circuits," in operation until he was captured and tortured to the point of 
insanity. He was eventually murdered by the Lyon Gestapo along with 120 
French resistance fighters. Notably, no Canadian SOE operator who was 
captured by the Germans survived incarceration.' 

There were, however, many notable Canadian SOE successes. 
Canadian-led efforts seriously hindered the ability of the 1st and 2nd SS 
Panzer Divisions to intervene in Normandy in a timely fashion after 6 
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June 1944. Also, Canadian-led SOE operations attempted to disrupt the 
logistic structures supporting the V-1 and V-2 blitz campaign against 
London in 1944. Canadian SOE personnel, many of them Spanish Civil 
War veterans of the Mackenzie-Papineau Brigade, also operated in 
Yugoslavia supporting Tito's partisans by providing weapons training, 
operations planning, communications, and medical support, and by 
coordinating arms drops." 

The exploits of Force 136, somewhat loosely portrayed in the movie 
Bridge on the River Kwai, included operations in Malaya conducted by 
Chinese Canadian NC0s, such as Norman Wong and Roger Chung. At 
least 16 Chinese Canadians dropped or landed in Sarawak to supply, 
train, and lead native tribes in guerrilla operations against the Japanese, 
events that formed the basis of another movie, Farewell to the King.' 

The second special operations stream that emerged during the 
Second World War consisted of the theatre-specific raiding and recon-
naissance units. The best known at the time were the Commandos, 
who conducted raiding operations from Norway to Greece, some of 
them at the battalion-level of effort. Airborne forces were also 
employed on occasion for raids, usually at the company level. In time, 
the employment of large-scale amphibious and airborne operations 
became standard and thus could be considered conventional military 
operations conveyed through a different medium, be it air or sea, 
rather than special operations. 

Early in the war, however, regular infantry units were used in strate-
gic raiding operations. The first such action involving Canadian forces 
was Operation "Gauntlet" in August 1941. "Gauntlet's" objective was to 
land on the island of Spitsbergen, deny coal production facilities to the 
Germans, destroy key meteorological stations supporting the U-boat 
war, and evacuate 2,000 interned Russians. The force consisted of the 
Edmonton Regiment and a company from the Princess Patricia's 
Canadian Light Infantry, the 3rd Field Company, Royal Canadian 
Engineers, and a machine gun company from the Saskatchewan Light 
Infantry. It was known as "111 Force" and was transported aboard the 
converted liner Empress of Canada and supported by two British cruis-
ers and three destroyers.' 

The bulk of the planning was conducted at COHQ with minimal 
Canadian input, though the force units received amphibious assault 
training at the Combined Training Centre Inverary. Landing with min-
imal resistance, 111 Force conducted its demolitions and withdrew. The 
Germans were caught completely off guard and subsequently deployed 
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scarce troop resources on other Norwegian islands to deter further 
raids.' The disastrous Dieppe Raid of 1942, a COHQ-planned and pre-
dominately Canadian-executed operation, demonstrated that amphibi-
ous operations of brigade size or larger were too unwieldy for strategic 
raiding. British attention shifted to other endeavours, such as the small-
scale but effective Operation "Frankton" raid against shipping in the 
Gironde estuary by the Royal Marines' "Cockleshell Heroes," which also 
occurred in 1942. 

A number of British Special Operations Forces emerged in the 
Mediterranean theatre, particularly in the Aegean and the Western 
Desert. These included the Special Boat Squadron (SBS), the New 
Zealand-dominated Long Range Desert Group (LRDG), and No. 1 
Demolitions Squadron. All were involved in some form of clandestine 
or covert infiltration of enemy lines and the subsequent destruction of 
military targets deep in rear areas. The LRDG's primary function was as 
a theatre reconnaissance force, although it transported other special 
units to their targets. All three units were British formations that had 
small numbers of individual Canadian volunteers.'' 

The most famous British Special Operations Force to emerge from 
the Mediterranean that included Canadians was the Special Air Service 
(SAS). The SAS evolved from a desert raiding force, which had 
destroyed more German aircraft on the ground than the RAF destroyed 
in the air over Libya and Egypt, into a partisan support force working 
alongside SOE in the Balkans. Eventually, it expanded into a full brigade 
in Northwest Europe and Italy where it operated behind German lines 
conducting  jeep -borne raids as well as supporting and leading resist-
ance groups. An effective operation in northern Italy led by a Canadian, 
Captain Buck McDonald, significantly disrupted enemy communica-
tions and seized the town of Alba deep in German-occupied territory. 
As with the demolitions squadron, the SBS and the LRDG, Canadian 
involvement appears to have been on an individual level, as there are no 
records indicating the existence of a Canadian national SAS sub-unit.' 

Although no Canadian SAS or SBS equivalent organization existed, 
Canadian commanders in Northwest Europe were not reluctant to use 
SAS resources to support the conventional battle as the Canadian Army 
fought its way through the Netherlands in the spring of 1945. General 
Harry Crerar, working with Brigadier J.M. Calvert of the SAS, devised 
Operation "Amherst," whereby 700 men from the SAS Brigade, mostly 
French and Belgian operators from French SAS paratrooper regiments, 
would be dropped by air in advance of the ground thrust. They were to 
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"cause confusion in the German rear areas, help the Dutch resistance, 
and in other ways assist the progress of our divisions.... Their general 
task was the preservation of canal and river bridges on the 2nd Corps' 
axis of advance." The Special Air Service was also to raid forward 
German air bases in order to disrupt enemy fighter cover and to provide 
operational-level intelligence and battlefield guides to the advancing 
First Canadian Army." 

The SAS units fought continuously for the next seven days, captur-
ing 250 Germans and preventing the destruction of the vital bridges. 
The Canadian official historian Colonel Charles Stacey noted that at 
Spier, one of the field unit conunanders, "having boldly captured the 
village with a small party, was rescued from imminent annihilation by 
far superior German forces by the timely arrival, in the best manner of 
films, of vehides from the 8th Canadian Reconnaissance Regiment. ' 2° 

 Although not a perfect operation, "Amherst" demonstrated to Canadian 
officers how special operations could have a positive influence on a con-
ventional campaign. 

The most famous raiding force from a Canadian  perspective was 
the First Special Service Force (FSSF), better known as the Devil's 
Brigade. The concept of a combined Canadian-American unit emerged 
from COHQ deliberations in 1942. Headquarters planners wanted to 
destroy several of Norway's hydroelectric plants, which were being used 
to refine a variety of scarce ores needed for the German war effort. An 
added benefit was presumed to be the concomitant tying down of thou-
sands of German troops because of the threat of future raids, troops 
that might have been employed against the Allies elsewhere. Additional 
missions envisioned by COHQ for the FSSF included the destruction of 
the Ploesti oil fields in Romania and an attack against Italy's hydroelec-
tric capacity, which, it was hoped, could cripple the industrialized 
regions of the nation." 

The FSSF initially mustered about 2,600 personnel, although it usu-
ally fought with approximately 1,700 effectives. About one-quarter to 
one-third of them were Canadian. The Force possessed an exaggerated 
structure of three "regiments," each consisting of two battalions of 200 to 
300 men. F,ach "battalion" had two companies, with each company con-
sisting of three platoons of two sections. This non-standard structure 
was designed in part for deception and in part to permit dispersion. The 
FSSF had a significant demolitions capability, was partially mechanized 
with tracked over-snow vehicles, could be air dropped by parachute, and 
its personnel received amphibious, mountain and ski training.' 
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The FSSF was designed, structured, and trained to smash large dis-
persed industrial targets deep in enemy territory. Several factors con-
spired to deny the FSSF its primary mission, however. The security of 
the Norwegian operation was compromised, and in any event, RAF 
Bomber Command viewed the existence and use of such a force as being 
contrary to its own interests. Combined Operations Headquarters, led 
by Lord Louis Mountbatten, did not want to worsen its already strained 
relationship with "Bomber" Harris in the pursuit of other projects." 

The FSSF was also later deployed to Kiska in the Meutian Islands 
chain west of Alaska. This became a combined Canadian-American fias-
co when several thousand troops landed on a supposedly Japanese-
occupied island, which was, in fact, deserted. Supreme Headquarters 
Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) then believed that the FSSF might 
have a role in raiding operations in Italy and the Balkans, perhaps sup-
porting Tito's partisans. In any event, an Allied troop shortage in Italy 
brought the FSSF into a series of conventional operations. This 
occurred first at Mount Difensa, where it seized an important terrain 
feature and broke a strong point in the German defensive line, then at 
Anzio, where it acted in an economy-of-force role defending the critical 
Mussolini Canal zone. Aggressive FSSF night raiding, which involved 
units ranging in size from three men to a battalion, was so effective that 
the Germans apparently believed that they were up against a reinforced 
brigade or a reduced division. However, after a number of other mis-
sions in Italy and southern France, the casualty rate was so high that the 
Force could no longer be sustained." 

Though extremely able, aggressive, specially trained, and equipped 
for a unique mission, the FSSF functioned more as a small light infantry 
•brigade rather than as a special operations unit during the Second 
World War. 

What of the Allied use of airborne forces during the war? Canada 
contributed the 1st Canadian Parachute Battalion, which operated as 
part of the British 6th Airborne Division. The role of the airborne forces 
in eastern Normandy included the destruction of shore batteries, the 
seizure of bridges, and action as a blocking force to prevent the enemy 
from reinforcing units defending against the amphibious landing. These 
forces had no role in operating with guerrilla or resistance units and did 
not operate in a clandestine fashion: SAS units were deployed in 
Normandy to handle those missions. The types of targets airborne 
forces were employed against were mostly operational and not strategic 
in nature." 
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What is one to make of Canada's Second World War special opera-
tions experience overall? For the most part, it consisted of individual 
efforts incorporated into Allied umbrella units. However, Canada did 
have significant light infantry experiences that overlapped to some 
extent with special operations. Notably, the use of Special Operations 
Forces by Canadian  commanders to support the conventional battle was 
significant towards the end of the war, when the size of Canada's con-
ventional forces in the field permitted access to this capability. 

THE COLD WAR 

Canadian interest in Special Operations Forces did not carry over into 
the Cold War period in any systematic way. Consequently, the Cold War 
experience is a patchwork of activities, few of which were coordinated 
in any fashion. 

From 1946 to 1955, Canadian defence planners focused some of 
their efforts on creating an airborne force for North American conti-
nental defence. The Mobile Striking Force (MSF) was essentially a light 
infantry brigade group that could deploy three airborne company 
groups by parachute, with follow-on battalions coming by glider. The 
MSF was fundamentally a light infantry force designed for operations in 
Canada's north, in Alaska, or in Iceland. It possessed a Pathfinder force, 
but this unit was given traditional airborne-oriented tasks. Embedded 
was a Canadian SAS company, but its role remains obscure, and in any 
event, it was not in existence for very long.' 

The Canadian Army's two main Cold War commitments, 25 
Canadian Infantry Brigade serving with UN forces in Korea, and 27 
Canadian Infantry Brigade serving with NATO forces in Europe, were 
conventional formations. Successor formations to 27 Brigade in West 
Germany did, however, retain for a time a small unit of eight German-
born Canadian soldiers who were planned to be used to conduct sabo-
tage and deep reconnaissance missions against Warsaw Pact forces oper-
ating against the Canadian brigade. This capability was of an almost tac-
tical nature, however, and had been discontinued by 1970. 27  

The 1950s and 1960s are generally acknowledged to be the Golden 
Age of Western counter-insurgency efforts, endeavours that produced a 
plethora of Special Operations Forces in Western armies. There does 
not appear to have been any doctrinal basis for Canadian special oper-
ations during this period, nor any centralized organization to provide 
Canadian forces with special operations skills. 
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Many counter-insurgency operations were brought on by decolo-
nization and specialist organizations were created to fight in them. For 
example, the SAS was reactivated to fight in the Malayan Emergency, 
while the French deployed the Commandos de Chasse against rebel 
forces in Algeria. 28  Canada had no colonies and was not directly involved 
with military forces in assisting Britain, France, or Portugal in their 
decolonization wars. The use of UN peacekeeping as a surrogate force 
to fill power vacuums left by decolonization and to prevent Soviet-bloc 
encroachment was one Canadian  contribution to the Third World sta-
bilization effort during the Cold War. Special Operations Forces did not 
factor in these efforts, given the nature of peace observation and inter-
positionary peacekeeping prevalent at the time." 

The development of the U.S. Army's Special Forces in the 1950s was 
initially related to the planned conduct of SOE or OSS-like operations 
in the Soviet-controlled Eastern Bloc in the event of war, while the CIA 
created clandestine stay-behind organizations in Western Europe, 
including the NATO and neutral countries, in the event that they were 
overrun.' Canada does not appear to have had any interest in these 
roles, probably due to budgetary constraints: Most funds were dedicat-
ed to the creation and maintenance of Canadian nuclear deterrent 
forces. Canada, however, did send individual soldiers to undertake 
Special Forces training in the United States throughout the 1950s, and 
continues to do so today." 

In time, the American Special Forces mission evolved to include secu-
rity assistance training for allied and friendly forces worldwide to resist 
Communist expansion." Therrwas similar Canadian activity in the 1960s 
when the Army deployed Military Assistance Program (MAP) teams to 
Nigeria, Ghana, and Tanzania. These teams consisted of regular Army 
officers who, at the "operationar level, trained the military personnel of 
these new Commonwealth countries to increase their professionalism. 
The strategic fimction, particularly of the 83-man team in Tanzania, was 
to maintain a Western presence to counter Soviet and Chinese-bloc polit-
irai and military influence. This program was disbanded in 1971, when 
the Trudeau government disavowed its strategic value." 

In the field of hostage rescue, Canadian efforts were ad hoc and 
situation-specific. The first recorded hostage rescue mission involving 
Canadian forces occurred in the Congo in 1964. The UN operation was 
at the time acting as a Western surrogate force to stabilize the country and 
to prevent Communist interference. Soviet and Chinese-supported insur-
gents initiated a terror campaign against missionaries and aid workers, 
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which included the seizure of hostages. The senior Canadian  UN com-
mander, Brigadier-General J.A. Dextraze, determined that the success of 
the UN effort lay in the stabilizing influence in the region generated by 
non-government organizations (NG0s). He then formed a composite 
Canadian-Nigerian-Swedish airmobile rescue force, which conducted a 
rescue campaign during which at least 100 people were forcibly extracted 
from the clutches of the insurgents on several occasions.' 

C,anada's first domestic counterterrorism campaign lasted from 
1963 to 1971. While the nation's military forces were somewhat involved 
in intelligence gathering activities against the leftist Front de Libération 
du Québec (FLQ) throughout the period, the principle of "police pri-
macy" dominated. There were no Special Operations Forces created 
specifically for counter-FLQ missions. When the Army was finally 
deployed en masse in the fall of 1970 after the Pierre Laporte kidnap-
ping, the Canadian Airborne Regiment conducted several airmobile 
cordon and search operations. These could, however, have also been 
considered conventional light infantry missions." 

The tragic events of the 1972 Munich Olympics were not lost on 
Canadian planners, but the prevailing belief in the run-up to the 1976 
Montreal Olympics was that "police primacy" would dominate and the 
armed forces would be used in a supporting role. That said, Mobile 
Command planners responsible for the provision of this support 
formed several ad hoc quick response groups. Trained on a Special 
Weapons and Tactics (SWAT)-type model, and incorporating the exist-
ing sniper sections assigned to traditional infantry battalions, these 10- 
man sections were covertly deployed into a number of Olympic Games 
venues and athlete housing facilities. They were to respond immediate-
ly if any violent situation developed. These sections were apparently 
drawn from the conventional infantry and armour units assigned to 
security duties in each geographical region. At the end of the Olympic 
Games, they were integrated back into their parent units.' 

Special mention should be made of the formation of the Special 
Service Force (SSF) in 1976. The print media was quick to make what it 
believed to be connections with the SSF and the SAS when the Canadian 
Airborne Regiment moved from Edmonton, Alberta to Petawawa, 
Ontario, and received a new "winged dagger" insignia, which borrowed 
heavily from British traditions. Rampant speculation about further 
internal security operations in Quebec followed the move eastward. The 
SSF, as constituted in the 1970s and 1980s, was actually a rapidly deploy-
able light infantry brigade designed for use on NATO's flanks as part of 
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Allied Command Europe (ACE) Mobile Force (Land) and the Canadian 
Air-Sea Transportable (CAST) Brigade. The SSF also functioned as part 
of the UN Standby Battalion commitment. Despite its name and 
insignia, the SSF was not a Special Operations Force, although its mem-
bers did collectively and individually train with the SAS and U.S. Special 
Forces." Specifically, combat divers from Army engineer units and Fleet 
Diving Units conducted training exchanges with U.S. Navy Sea Air Land 
(SEAL) teams and the British Special Boat Squadron in the 1970s." 

The astronomical increase in international terrorist incidents in the 
late 1970s and into the 1980s did not seriously concern the Canadian 
government in terms of a direct threat to the nation, and therefore there 
was no impetus to create a special operations capability for counterter-
rorism. By 1985, that situation changed when terrorist acts were com-
mitted on Canadian soil. The response, after some debate, was to create 
the Special Emergency Response Team (SERT). This agency became a 
unit of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), although it was 
supported by Air Force transport resources. It trained with a variety of 
allied military and police forces for the hostage rescue role." 

ACTIVITIES DURING THE 1990S AND BEYOND 

The Canadian Forces entered the post—Cold War world without a spe-
cial operations capability, but by early in the new millennium, had 
deployed a dedicated Special Operations Force to fight al-Qaeda and the 
Taliban in Afghanistan. The publicly available specifics of how this force 
was created and how it was employed throughout the 1990s are not 
clear, although some journalistic efforts have delineated the broad out-
lines and shape of Joint Task Force Two and its activities.' 

Until the rime of the Afghanistan deployment, however, temporary 
solutions were utilized. An incident involving the seizure of Canadian sol-
diers in Bosnia led to the creation of an ad hoc hostage rescue force, which 
was embedded within the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR 
II) in 1994. At the time, individual Canadians serving in UNPROFOR, 
who had been on exchange with the SAS, SBS, Special Forces and SEALs, 
were brought together with SAS and SBS personnel who were already 
operating in the region under British national control. Some refresher 
training was conducted and rudimentary plans were made to effect a res-
cue of captives, had the situation further deteriorated.' 

In addition to the hostage rescue role, increased national demand 
for the collection of timely, covert information, and the direction of 
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predsion engagements emerged throughout the 1990s. It was evident to 
those examining the future of the Canadian Army that a gap existed in 
these capabilities and that the expansion of Special Operations Forces 
was the best means to address the shortcomings. Pre-emptive action 
against terrorist threats directed against deployed Canadian forces 
might also be necessary, since relying upon allied capabilities in this 
arena compromised independent action and sovereign control. 
Consequently, more and more effort was spent on expanding JTF-2's 
capabilities, and the unit's eventual deployment to Afghanistan reflects 
this state of affairs. 

CONCLUSION 

How should one defme the Canadian special operations experience 
overall? Until the formation of JTF-2 in the 1990s, it was ad hoc, reac-
tive, and sporadic in its execution. In many ways, special operations are 
a strategic weapon — they demand a strong political context in which 
to operate effectively. During the Second World War, Canada was a 
young and very junior partner in the Allied camp and chose to follow 
Great Britain's lead in strategy formulation and execution with resultant 
effects on the lack of development of an independent Canadian special 
operations capability. Coherent and consistent Canadian strategic con-
text was lacking. Though there were unstated strategic traditions that 
emerged in the 1940s, Canadian policymakers during the Cold War 
were struggling with the fundamental building blocks of strategic poli-
cy, such as nuclear weapons, naval forces, and air defence, and the asso-
ciated problems of coordinating these elements with foreign policy 
aims. The more sophisticated analysis necessary for Special Operations 
Forces to develop and thrive was simply not being done. A series of reac-
tive or situation-specific attempts at a special operations capability fol-
lowed, but there was no defined requirement for separate and inde-
pendent means given Canada's strategic context. 

When Canada was confronted with the realities of the post–C,old 
War world in the 1990s, formal and dedicated Special Operations Forces 
were finally established, and they are now part of the country's ability to 
help protect Canadian national interests at home and abroad. The 
nature of conffict today and in the future should dictate that Special 
Operations Forces have a permanent place in Canada's reservoir of 
operational capabilities. 
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Seamless Black? 
Observations on the Canadian SOF Experience 

Michael A. Hennessy 

The stand-up of the new Canadian Special Operations Forces 
Command (CANSOFCOM) has been met with the usual skepti- 

cism frorn elements of the Canadian Forces (CF) and the defence pol-
icy community. The CF is too small to maintain such forces, they 
really do not have a role, the Canadian public will not accept such a 
role, and other similar criticisms have been voiced. Such skepticism 
has accompanied all prior efforts too. Dissension within the armed 
forces and external criticism can prove serious checks on new think-
ing. A healthy dose of skepticism should accompany any change but 
a review of Canada's experience in generating, supporting, and 
employing Special Forces can put many of these criticisms to rest. 
There may well be reasons for concern about sustainability and 
employability but a review of the history of SOF-type forces in 
Canada will reveal that where there is the political will there has been 
the way. 

Canada's new force is being built upon the foundation of the Joint 
Task Force Two (JTF-2), a direct action, counterterrorist strike unit 
originally formed for hostage rescue incidents. This force routinely 
conducts close personal protection (CPP), and hasP since late 2001, 
been involved in detention and neutralization missions that have 
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taken them far afield to Afghanistan where their actions are very sim-
ilar to those conducted by commandos in the Second World War. The 
formation of CANSOFCOM indicates the government's recognition 
of the utility of such forces at least in the present global struggle 
against terrorism. 

One element of that utility may well be the nearly covert nature of 
such forces and missions. Operational Security (OpSec) demands high 
security and thus confidentiality concerning personnel, weapons, 
methods, and targets. As well, however, it allows the employment of 
forces with little or no media scrutiny thus minimizing political expo-
sure to questions. JTF-2 is regarded as a "black force" therefore less 
because of the colour of their counterterrorist uniform and more 
because of their sub rosa nature and profile. It is a force hidden in the 
shadows designed for fighting in the shadows. Although unique in its 
table of organization and equipment, the force is not unique in 
Canadian experience. 

HISTORY WITHOUT LEGACY 

Belying its peaceable kingdom epithet, Canada has supported many 
prior SOF-type enterprises. This chapter will recap some of those efforts 
to illustrate what has been done within Canada in order to illustrate that 
SOF forces are not beyond this nation's grasp and to highlight several of 
the pitfalls that hampered previous efforts. 

SOF forces came into their own during the full-spectrum conflict of 
the Second World War. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill's 
admonishment to set Europe "ablaze" prompted the rapid expansion of 
forces designed to take the war to the enemy by striking deep behind 
enemy lines or raiding across various fronts. The Special Operations 
Executive (SOE) undertook the recruiting, training, and deployment of 
military agents in direct operations like assassination missions and for 
the encadrement of resistance forces. 

The Canadian contribution to this effort remained very small, how-
ever, and very large numbers of those nominated for service failed to 
complete their training because of poor physical conditioning or other 
attributes that militated against their deployment. Clearly, when units of 
the armed forces were charged with nominating volunteers this was 
used to weed out certain unit members, a problem that bedevilled all 
Special Service recruiting efforts during the war. Nevertheless, with its 
large mix of ethnic populations Canada held the potential of becoming 
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a major provider of agents, but very few were actually employed. SOE 
operators of French Canadian or Chinese Canadian origin enjoyed 
many successes in forming local guerrilla or resistance bands, conduct-
ing strategic reconnaissance, and hampering the enemy's lines of com-
munications in France and the Far East. The selective recruiting of par-
ticular agents based on their linguist and ethnic origins proved highly 
effective.' Canada made small contributions to  SUE,  particularly in pro-
viding agents who could speak French, Chinese, or Eastern European 
languages while operating behind enemy lines. What was true then 
remains true today. Canada's great ethnic diversity renders it of prime 
potential for individual agents, but this potential is not explicitly cap-
tured in the charge to the new SOFCOM, a point to be returned to later. 

Canada also attempted to make larger contributions to commando 
raiding forces but with mixed results. During the Second World War, 
Combined Operations Headquarters (COHQ) employed Special 
Service troops who were more commonly called "commandos," a name 
adopted from South African Boer formations. Assigning the 2nd 
Canadian Division to the COHQ raid on Dieppe in August 1942 proved 
an unmitigated disaster.' Support for the joint Canadian-American First 
Special Service Force (FSSF), formed for an aborted raid into Norway, 
proved more successful. The FSSF served with great distinction in Italy. 
However, the Canadian Army failed to provide the necessary reinforce-
ments, particularly after the force was devastated in the daring seizure 
of a formidabk German mountain bastion at La Difensa immortalized 
in the classic film The Devil's Brigade.' 

Canada also facilitated the training of covert operators for Allied 
powers by allowing the SUE  to run the training school known as Camp 
X, outside Whitby, Ontario, and some other schools for Asiatic opera-
tions elsewhere in Canada.' Moreover, Canadian scientists played an 
important role producing chemical and biological agents for use by the 
Allies in covert assassination plots and for use against economic targets 
such as food crops.' As well, many Canadians participated in psycho-
logical warfare, and for a while a Canadian headed the British propa-
ganda effort at Electra House aimed at "moral sabotage!' To use mod-
ern parlance, Canada, in short, participated in the Second World War as 
a full-spectrum conflict. 

This rich history left little legacy, however. Efforts to maintain a 
nucleus of commando operational expertise through a small Special 
Air Service (SAS) company fell by the wayside in the immediate post-
war period. All such special units were disbanded, secret schools closed, 
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and all the hard-won expertise scattered throughout the empire and 
beyond. Through the long Cold War, specific initiatives tied to NATO 
defence plans, and then later, the growth of international terrorist inci-
dents, resulted in the re-creation of a large Canadian  "airborne" for-
mation and the rapid reaction "Special Service Force," both now since 
disbanded. The Army did not seek to exp and into the counterterrorist 
role and was content to let the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
(RCMP) mount Canada's first national counterterror team in the wake 
of the 1972 Munich Olympic Massacre and later outrages. Only with 
the loss of a clear NATO battlefield mission for the Army after the col-
lapse of the Berlin Wall, in 1989, did Army staffs seek to revisit the 
counterterrorist role. Facing budget cuts and morale problems among 
their force, the RCMP willingly devolved its mission, but not its force, 
to the Canadian Forces in the early 1990s, resulting in the JTF-2. But 
this force did not repeat the RCMP's experience of waiting for Godot. 
The hot zones of the post—Cold War era soon brought a series of small 
deployments. Several of these, like the deployment to the Zaire border 
in 1996,6  experienced problems not unrelated to one of the chief limi-
tations of Canadian Special Operations Forces during the Second 
World War. 

THE PROBLEM OF NATIONAL COMMAND 

There was an enduring legacy of fundamental importance to current 
efforts to re-create such forces. SOE, SAS, and Commando activities 
were conducted at the tactical level and within operations for which 
Canada provided little to no strategic guidance, planning, or control. 
That is to say that at the highest levels of national leadership the man-

. 
agement of what constituted our Special Operations Forces was left pri- 
marily to allied powers, particularly the United Kingdom. The general 
absence of a command and control organization at the top of the 
Canadian gove rnment to oversee development, planning, and mission 
execution for these forces can be explained as a legacy of Canada's colo-
nial past but it has never been fully addressed. In the Second World War 
the Canadian government avoided being responsible for such guidance 
but that was true of the entire military war effort .' 

This problem of national command where strategic design and 
operational employment are managed to achieve national objectives 
remains a concern. The recent hasty decision to deploy our forces to 
Kandahar illustrates a certain immaturity in the national command 
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organization.' The reorganization of Canadian  Forces and Department 
of National Defence (DND) reporting relationships under new com-
mands like Canada Command, and CANSOFCOM must be considered 
actions that are maître chez nous to DND, which is only one house to put 
in order.' The deeper issue revealed in the manner in which the deploy-
ment to Kandahar was taken concerns the tier of command above the 
defence department. The authority of the Priv-y Council Office 
(PC0)/Prime Minister's Office (PMO) to order deployments is not in 
dispute but how decisions regarding force employment are made with-
in the markedly un-military PCO/PMO nexus is worth consideration. 
There is within that level no body similar to the War Cabinet in the 
Second World War, and there is no higher national security planning 
apparatus above the various departments charged with permanent care 
and planning for military operations, force employment, or similar 
activities. There is no doubt a plethora of ad hoc interdepartmental 
committees addressing various issues but no ad hoc committee can do 
work comparable to the coordinating function of the U.S. National 
Security Council,' or indeed comparable to the U.S. "country team" 
concept, which is explored below. This weakness may seem far removed 
from the sharp end of Special Forces operations but the potential for 
"blowback" is high and the forces promise a "strategic edge," which may 
not be fully realized without such "strategic" leadership. Canada's SOF 
forces provide a sharp tool committed to employment in pursuit of 
national and alliance policy, but policy is not strategy. This gap cannot 
be fully closed by the general structure of DND or by the lines of com-
mand and control of the Canadian Forces. 

WAR WITHOUT SEAMS? 

Whatever the logic of taking on the mission in Afghanistan, many of 
the types of missions that will be conducted there will require the 
forces to operate across a wide spectrum of activity. Most of the activ-
ities are reflected in American Special Forces doctrine, but not 
Canadian. The current composition, tasking, and training of the JTF-2 
renders it a member of the international Special Operations Forces 
community. However, the force is too small and too task-specific to 
cover off all the SOF roles adopted by the U.S. Special Forces commu-
nity. In American doctrine the principal roles for Special Forces include 
counter-proliferation of WMD, information warfare, unconventional 
warfare, psychological operations, special reconnaissance missions, 

203 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

counterterrorism operations, direct action missions, participation in 
civil affairs, and support for foreign internal defence (FID) missions." 
The latter two missions involve security assistance, nation building, 
and local capacity building, usually through training of local forces. 
Canada has no particular FID doctrine and the current JTF-2 has very 
limited to no capacity to conduct large raid and strike missions, strate-
gic reconnaissance, operational reconnaissance, humanitarian assis-
tance, civic affairs, information warfare, psychological operations, and 
sensitive site exploitation. 

The new SOFCOM structure will address some of these deficien-
cies, but not all. Within U.S. doctrine Special Forces are ideally suited for 
a full-spectrum conflict. Their presence greatly expands a commander's 
tactical and operational options. They provide the promise of consider-
able economy of force, once the choice to use force is made. These forces 
are also designed to be task-tailored and they are markedly suitable for 
countering or delivering asymmetric threats. These attributes will also 
pertain to the Canadian force but to a lesser degree because our doc-
trine is not as expansive and our command and control organization is 
less developed or articulated. 

For instance, Canada has no comparable FID doctrine, a fi xture 
in U.S. force planning since the early 1960s. FID doctrine articulates 
fully the roles and responsibilities of all aspects of the U.S. govern-
ment and is an agreed policy document. Canada's effort in 
Afghanistan will see our forces operating in very much the environ-
ment envisioned in U.S. FID doctrine, but we have nothing similar.' 
U.S. national doctrine — not just U.S. Department of Defense doc-
trine — articulates and ties the roles of the U.S. State Department, 
country missions (Ambassador), Defense Intelligence Agency, CIA, 
and USAID agencies into a coordinated whole. U.S. Special Forces 
operate in such an environment but the level of detailed commitment 
of other agency assets is no where so solidly articulated in Canadian 
doctrine. American Special Forces are designed and structured to 
operate across a spectrum of environments from tactical operations 
in support of conventional operations to covert operations in sup-
port of covert agencies such as the CIA. 

This seamlessness extends to a flexible manning policy that allows 
Special Forces operators to be "seconded" to various covert formations 
and non–defence department agencies for tactical employment in the 
field — indeed members routinely surrender their power of attorney to 
the state so that their legal and physical entities can be divided, thus 
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making assignment to covert operations and agencies truly seamless. 
From covert operations to human intelligence (HUMINT) develop-
ment and exploitation, U.S. Special Forces operate across that shadowy 
environment." It remains unclear as to whether Canada has adopted 
such seamlessness by conuningling Canadian Security and Intelligence 
Service (CSIS) field agents and HUMINT development and exploita-
tion teams within a continuous but non-conventional effort during cur-
rent operations. Given Canada's tremendous ethnic diversity, develop-
ing a ready pool of covert operators should be easily achieved. 
Moreover, Canada's current 3D philosophy of Defence, Diplomacy, and 
Development (or perhaps the less felicitously named "Whole of 
Government" [WOG!] effort) does broach the potential for such inter-
agency coordination but it is far more haphazard and personality 
dependent because no department has its resources bound by it. 

A case in point is the current Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) 
program in Afghanistan. The PRT will require conventional troops for 
local security and presence operations, covert and overt human intelli-
gence gathering, and more covert Special Forces direct action missions. 
These various tasks are to be conducted with some sense of ultimate pur-
pose as articulated by Canada and its allied partners. Most of the daily 
activities can be fairly left to local commanders to manage, but where is 
the national coordination of effort being done? The origins of the PRT 
effort are found in U.S. counter-insurgency and FID doctrine. The effort 
began as a local counter-insurgency effort guided by those doctrines and 
Canada has inherited the scheme rather totus porcus. Canada has taken 
over a tool developed by others and now finds itself practisimg a tool-
driven science (i.e., experimenting with the tool rather than exploring 
more fundamental issues)," and the national authorities outside the 
defence department may neither have considered the limitations of such 
a scheme nor fully agreed with its logic. 

These are major seams therefore that our SOFCOM will have to 
manoeuvre arotmd if it is to fmd best utility in the full-spectrum con-
flict the Canadian Forces are now committed to. There is much room 
for greater horizontal and vertical integration of the Canadian SOF 
effort to both the national strategy and national effort. This is particu-
larly true in light of the recent American articulation of a "long war 
strateg-y" for combating the global terrorist threat.' 

Who in Canada is responsible for preparing for such a "long war"? 
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Special Operations Forces: 
Relevant, Ready, and Precise 

Jamie W. Hammond 

Is DoD [The U.S. Department of Defense] changing fast 
enough to deal with the new 21st century security environ-
ment? ... Does DoD need to think through new ways to organ-
ize, train, equip and focus to deal with the global war on terror? 
Are the changes we have and are making too modest and incre-
mental? My impression is that we have not yet made truly bold 
moves, although we have made many sensible, logical moves in 
the right direction, but are they enough? 

— U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld' 

Aii:e military forces being transformed fi-om Cold War models into 
elevant, efficient, and effective forces that are able to deal with 

current and future security environments? Secretary Rumsfeld's ques-
tions could have been asked by defence ministers in almost every 
Western nation, and most of their ministries are reviewing roles and 
force structures. The United Kingdom's Ministry of Defence has, for 
example, completed five defence reviews or updates in the past six 
years, the most recent in July 2004. 2  Canada, however, has not issued a 
detailed analysis of its defence requirements since 1994, and the need 
to conduct some form of comprehensive review seems to be the one 
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thing that virtually all defence critics, analysts, and practitioners in 
Canada agree must be done. However, such a review cannot be just an 
exercise in re-apportioning the budget and ensuring a fair share for 
each service. A defence review must tadde the hard questions of the 
type posed by Secretary Rumsfeld. Are the Canadian Forces (CF) rele-
vant? Are the contemplated changes truly bold? Will the future force 
structure be effective? The CF of the future must be capable of partic-
ipating in discretionary operations with our allies not only to show sol-
idarity or to earn a seat at the table; our forces must be capable of deal-
ing effectively with the inevitable and "non-discretionary" asymmetric 
challenges of the future. In short, the CF must be capable of delivering 
sophisticated capabilities to protect Canadians at home and abroad. 
Moreover, those capabilities must be delivered from within reasonable 
and realistic budget envelopes. 

While we pride ourselves on tradition in the CF, we must recognize 
that the forces of the past may not be appropriate for the future. There 
are significant capability gaps in the current 1994-model defence struc-
ture, furthermore, we retain types of forces that have not been employed 
in their doctrinal forms for half a century. Hard choices have to be 
made. While there are many underdeveloped areas within the CF which 
will merit attention, this article intends to show that Special Operations 
Forces (SOF) have evolved over the past years and have become an 
essential and core capability that must be considered very seriously in 
any defence review. Maligned or ignored in the past, SOF now seem to 
be in the news daily. Their flexibility and agility demonstrate not only 
their operational necessity in the post-9/11 security environment, but 
also their cost-effectiveness. But, prior to deciding what specific SOF 
capabilities are required by Canada, there needs to be a greater under-
standing of what these forces are, what they are doing in the world, and 
what they offer. 

SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES TODAY 

With the events of the past three years, it can be argued that Special 
Operations are no longer very "special." Both the overall U.S.-led cam-
paign against terrorism and the operations in Afghanistan and Iraq 
were conducted using SOF as a primary tool. Certainly, Special 
Operations are no longer just an adjunct to support conventional oper-
ations. A recent internal report by one Commonwealth military force 
goes so far to suggest that a key role now emerging for conventional 

210 



SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES 

forces is to support SOF, a reversal of the traditional relationship. 
This was certainly the case during the war in Afghanistan, but it can 
also be seen to be a key aspect of U.S. operations worldwide over the 
last decade and across the spectrum of conflict. This is particularly 
true in post-conflict operations in places like Iraq, where convention-
al forces in large measure conduct "framework" operations and sup-
port specialized SOF operations against those who would disrupt the 
peace process. 

Special Operations Forces have, however, become less special in 
another way. Rather than being the traditional quiet professionals who 
"neither confirm nor deny," SOF have entered the world of the media 
spotlight, press releases, recruiting competitiveness, and inter-service 
rivalry. Even some of the most clandestine forces in the world are now 
commonly mentioned in open sources. This attention is the direct result 
of the ongoing tempo of special operations, and politicians have not 
failed to notice the utility of SOF. In the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and Australia, significant developments are underway to 
enhance special operations capabilities. 

In the United States, the special operations community is currently 
about 49,000 strong. Over the next five years it will grow to 52,559, and 
its budget in 2003 grew by 35 percent to $6.8 billion.' Even then, in his 
election platform, Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry stated 
that he intended to double the capabilities of the U.S. Special Forces, 
add a special operations helicopter squadron to the Air Force, and 
increase the number of active civil affairs and psychological operations 
personnel.' This proposed growth would seem to make sense when one 
looks at the tempo of operations of U.S. SOF. In one recent week, over 
6,500 SOF personnel were deployed around the world, and they have 
conducted 200 missions in Iraq alone in the past four months.' Rather 
than maintaining a force ratio of one unit deployed to five at home, as 
we tend to do in Canada, U.S. SOF pick up and go when needed. 
According to U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), 100 per-
cent of the U.S. Army Special Operations Aviation Regiment have seen 
action during the past two years, and 90 percent of the personnel in the 
Air Force Special Tactics Squadrons deployed simultaneously to Iraq.' 

In the United Kingdom, the situation is the same, albeit on a 
reduced scale. A Ministry of Defence paper released in July 2004 
announced growth in the strength of the U.K. Special Forces (U.K. SF), 
along with the purchase of new SF equipment and "significant 
enhancements:' 7  While British government statements do not divulge 
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exactly what the enhancements are, the press has speculated that a fur-
ther Special Forces Squadron is being created,' and that a new special 
forces unit, the Reconnaissance and Surveillance Regiment of 600 per-
sonnel, will be established to conduct covert surveillance and work 
with intelligence agencies.' Like their U.S. counterparts, the British 
Special Forces have been constantly engaged in operations since 2001, 
although they remain much more tight-lipped about their work than 
U.S. SOF community. 

Although much smaller than either their U.S. or British counter-
parts, Austra lia has made the most radical changes to their force struc-
ture by establishing the Australian Special Operations Command in 
2003. This command, a "joint command with a command status 
equivalent to Maritime, Land and Air Commands," includes over 
2,000 personnel and required the conversion of an infantry unit into 
a special operations commando regiment and the regrouping of other 
special operations components.' SOF were the primary ground forces 
committed by Australia to both the Afghanistan and Iraq operations. 
While the Special Air Service Regiment was the main force in 
Afghanistan, the Special Forces Task Group sent to Iraq also included 
elements from the recently rerolled 4th Royal Australian Regiment 
(Commando), a nuclear, biological, and chemical defence team from 
the Special Operations Command's Incident Response Regiment, as 
well as logistics forces and Chinook helicopters." Australia, a middle 
power, has thus been able to "punch above its weight" in the last 
four years. 

As it is by far the largest, and, from a Canadian point of view, the 
most important SOF command in terms of inter-operability, the next 
section of the chapter will examine, in very general terms, the recent his-
tory and structure of U.S. Special Operations Command. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF U.S. SOF ORGANIZATIONS 

Although the effectiveness and relevance of U.S. SOF capabilities is today 
taken for granted across the U.S. military, and a number of key positions 
are now occupied by senior special operations officers,' the establish-
ment of SOCOM was not only unforeseen by most — it was actively 
opposed by many. As Susan L. Marquis recounts in Unconventional 
Warfare: Rebuilding U.S. Special Operations Forces,' today's U.S. SOF 
capabilities were not developed by the senior leadership of the services, 
but in spite of them. It was, in fact, the three shocking events in the early 

212 



SPECIAL. OPERATIONS FORCES 

1980s that provided the catalysts for radical change in the U.S. force 
structure. All three were failures, and showed that U.S. elected represen-
tatives, more than their military counterparts, followed Field Marshal 
Slim's advice to "remember only the lessons to be learned from defeat — 
they are more than from victory." 4  

The first critical catalyst for review of the U.S. structure was the 
failure of the attempted rescue of American hostages in Teheran in 
1980. Operation "Rice Bowl"/"Eagle Claw" was aborted in the Iranian 
desert on 25 April 1980 as a result of dust storms and helicopter mal-
functions. Following the abort decision, one helicopter collided with a 
C-130 Hercules aircraft on the ground, resulting in eight deaths. 
Exploding ammunition from the collision also caused the command-
er to abandon the rest of the helicopters on the ground and the task 
force withdrew, leaving the remains of the six helicopters and one C-
130 in the desert's While the American hostages continued to be held 
by the Iranians until negotiations led to their release in January 1981, 
the U.S. military immediately began an analysis of the failure. The 
most notable report was from the Holloway Commission, the first 
external review of an SOF operation. It made two key recommenda-
tions: the creation of a standing counterterrorist joint task force to 
reduce ad hoc responses to terrorisrn, and the creation of a special 
operations advisory panel of active or recently retired senior officers 
to improve oversight.' 

The recommendations of the Holloway Commission were imple-
mented over the next three years, but it was the death of 247 U.S. 
Marines in a truck bombing in Lebanon in 1983 that brought home to 
the U.S. military the requirement for forces designed to deal specifical-
ly with low-intensity conflict and terrorism. The need for change was 
further reinforced by the Arnerican operations in Grenada, during 
which the application of accepted tenets of special operations (such as 
sirnplicity, security, repetition, speed, surprise, and purpose were 
woefully lacking. In fact, of seven operations during the Grenada inva-
sion that involved SOF, only two were successful, two were marginally 
successful, and three resulted in the deaths of SOF soldiers for little or 
no operational benefit's The combination of all these events played a 
key role in increasing awareness in Congress of the need to better inte-
grate SOF in the U.S. military. After two more years of discussion and 
debate, an amendment to the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Defense 
Organization Act, known as the Nunn-Cohen Amendment, was passed 
by Congress to establish a four-star joint command headquarters, now 
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the U.S. Special Operations Command. A critical issue for legislators 
was the importance of ensuring that SOF budgeting and development 
be fully protected from traditional service priorities. In the end, through 
civilian intervention, and in spite of military opposition from the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, the new command was established with responsibilities 
for SOF funding, research and development, training, and integration 
into joint operations. 

As in Britain and Australia, Special Operations Command remains 
independent from the other services. In the U.S., however, the Army, 
Navy, and Air Force retain SOF commands and units within their force 
structures, but the primary budgetary and command responsibility for 
those organizations lies with SOCOM. The three services act as force 
providers and are responsible for non-SOF specific training, equip-
ment, doctrine, recruiting, and basing. Operationally, the SOF ele-
ments normally deploy under the operational command of a regional 
U.S. combatant commander (i.e., Commander Central Command), 
each of which has a subordinate special operations command, normal-
ly at the one-star level. While SOCOM has always maintained a watch 
on all worldwide operations, SOCOM did not play a primary role in 
the command and control of deployed SOF until ordered to take the 
lead in the global war on terrorism in 2003. Rather, SOCOM and the 
services together were responsible for developing SOF over the long 
term and to providing ready SOF forces for employment by the 
National Command Authorities, by the regional commands, or by U.S. 
ambassadors. SOCOM retains command of one Joint Special 
Operations Command, and control over three component commands, 
as described below: 19  

Naval Spedal Warfare Command — This command is organized 
around eight Sea Air Land (SEAL) Teams. These teams are made up of 
six to eight SEAL Platoons (normally 16 personnel each), supported by 
SEAL delivery vehicles (small submarines) and Special Boat Units. All 
SEALs are trained to dive, parachute, and conduct missions that range 
from special reconnaissance of harbours and beaches to ship boarding 
and inland direct action missions. 

U.S. Army Special Operations Command (USASOC) — The 
Army has the largest SOF community of the three services and, with-
in USASOC, the Special Forces are the largest component. Note that 
within the U.S. SOF, the term Special Forces (SF) refers only to the 

214 



SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES 

Army Green Berets, organized into SF battalions and groups (it is 
worth remembering that the United Kingdom and most 
Commonwealth countries refer to all of their SOF as SF). The basic 
building block of the Green Berets is the 12-man Operational 
Detachment Alpha (ODA — the term A-Team has fallen out of 
favour). This team consists of one officer, one warrant officer, and 10 
non-commissioned members (NCMs), all qualified on the SF "Q-
course" and also sent on advanced skills courses (i.e., medical assis-
tant, communications, and languages). Normally six Alpha 
Detachments are grouped as a company (ODB). Three SF companies 
and a support company constitute a battalion (ODC). A full strength 
SF battalion consists of less than 400 personnel. Three SF battalions 
form an SF group. The U.S. Army currently has five regionally focused 
active SF groups (about 1,400 personnel each) and two National 
Guard SF groups (both of which have seen recent action). While SF 
battalions are capable of establishing Forward Operating Bases, SF 
groups are often used as the framework for a Combined Joint Special 
Operations Task Force (CJSOTF). SF personnel are capable of con-
ducting direct action and special reconnaissance missions, but their 
strength lies in unconventional warfare and foreign internal defence 
(the first seeks to support a revolutionary force through the provision 
of training, equipment, and advice, while the second seeks to defeat 
and deter revolutionary forces through the same means). 

The 75th Ranger Regiment consists of three battalions (each of 
approximately 550 men) and a training battalion. Each battalion is 
structured as a three-company light infantry battalion focused on direct 
action missions (i.e., raids, airborne, and airmobile assaults). In many 
ways, each Ranger battalion is similar in structure and capability to the 
Canadian Airborne Regiment as it existed between 1993 and 1995." 
While the Rangers are infantry, they are designated as SOF, which gives 
them certain advantages: The right to select experienced commanders 
at all levels (i.e., a company commander must have already command-
ed a company elsewhere); a budget that allows the Rangers to maintain 
equipment that ensures inter-operability with other SOF elements; 
overmanning to ensure readiness at full strength; and an SOF-focused 
and demanding collective training program. 

The U.S. Army also maintains three SOF aviation battalions in the 
160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment. These battalions primari-
ly operate MH-47 (Chinook), MH-60 (Blackhawk) and MH-6 (Little 
Bird) helicopters (the M stands for Modified — both the Chinook and 
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Blackhawk variants are rnodified to include air-to-air refuelling and 
enhanced avionics). All three battalions focus primarily on night oper-
ations in support of SOF units. 

Within the U.S. structure, Civil Affairs, Psychological Operations, 
Information Operations, and some nuclear, biologic,al, and chemical 
defence units are grouped within the SOF organizations. 

Air Force Special Operations Command — The U.S. Air Force 
maintains six Special Tactics Squadrons (STS), which perform Combat 
Search and Rescue tasks, establish runways and drop zones, control air 
traffic, and direct the aerial delivery of ordnance. Though small in 
numbers, these personnel are highly trained and extend the capability 
of the U.S. Air Force significantly. Much of the air-to-ground opera-
tions during the Afghanistan campaign were directed by the Air Force 
STS Operators. 

The USAF also maintain a number of Special Operations Wings 
equipped with aircraft ranging from MH-53J Pave Low helicopters to 
AC-130U/H Spectre gunships, and other C-130 variants for air-to-air 
refuelling (MC-130P), insertion/extraction operations (MC-130E/H), 
and electronic warfare (EC-130s). 

U.S. SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES IN AFGHANISTAN 

Although U.S. SOF have operated in virtually every military operation 
since the establishment of SOCOM (including the costly and well

-publicized operations of Task Force Ranger in Somalia in 1993, where 
16 soldiers were killed and 83 injured in a single day)," it has been in the 
past three years that SOF have become the primary actor in the opera-
tions, rather than playing a supporting role to conventional forces. 

During the early phases of the Afghanistan campaign, U.S. SOF 
operated mainly from forward operating bases outside Afghanistan. 
The initial 13 days of air operations were followed by daring raids con-
ducted by U.S. Army Rangers and ground Special Operations Forces. 
On the night of 19 October, these forces, reportedly operating from the 
USS Kitty Hawk and staging through bases in Oman and Pakistan, 
attacked Mullah Omar's palace near Kandahar and an airfield some 60 
miles away. The airfield operation (Objective "Rhino") was conducted 
by 199 Rangers parachuting from four MC-130s at 250 metres (800 
feet). The fire support and Ranger force itself was overwhelming, and 
opposition was extremely light." Simultaneously, a heliborne force 
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landed at Omar's Palace (Objective "Gecko"), and both locations were 
secured in less than 45 minutes. While these were essentially hit-and-
run raids conducted for psychological reasons as much as for intelli-
gence purposes, they were also a feint designed to fix Taliban forces in 
the south. 

Initially, the main effort was in the north, where USAF Special 
Operations Wings operated long-range and air-to-air refuelled MC 
and AC-130s to support the ground operations of the Northern 
Alliance and other indigenous forces. Those Afghan forces were, in 
turn, equipped, trained, and advised by U.S. SF battalions that 
deployed ODAs on the ground as early as 19 October 2001." The ODAs 
were often accompanied by a USAF Special Tactics Squadron Combat 
Controller, which deployed 190 men (70 percent of their total strength) 
to Afghanistan in the early months of the war, directed 90 percent of all 
terminally guided weapons dropped, and called in over 4,400 bombs 
onto Taliban targets." By the time Kandahar, the key Taliban strong-
hold, fell on 7 December 2001, there were still less than 300 U.S. SOF 
personnel actually on the ground in Afghanistan, but their contribu-
tion was out of all proportion to their limited numbers. As the 
Northern Alliance became more capable, Civil Affairs and 
Psychological Operations personnel moved in to support their opera-
tions. Offensive psychological operations continued throughout the 
war through leaflet and radio campaigns. 

Once the initial campaign was won, SOF elements moved into the 
country to establish bases from which they continued to target al-Qaeda 
and Taliban leadership. A Combined Joint Special Operations Task 
Force (K-BAR) was deployed in Kandahar, and another,(DAGGER) was 
set up in Uzbekistan to continue offensive operations while developing 
more detailed intelligence through special reconnaissance and low-level 
information gained from the local population. Bases were established in 
areas of interest, and SOF combined with military intelligence special-
ists, electronic warfare personnel, civil affairs teams, and tactical psy-
chological operations teams were often co-located to provide better 
force protection and synergy. Small conventional forces and Afghan 
military forces were used where feasible to provide be tter security for 
the specialist teams. Task Force K-BAR, led by SEALs from the Naval 
Special Warfare Command, conducted over 75 direct action and special 
reconnaissance missions during 2002.2' 

Once the combat operations slowed, SOF operations continued 
with unconventional warfare intended to support the friendly Afghan 
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forces, and develop better intelligence to target al-Qaeda and Taliban 
leadership and pockets of resistance. Where necessary mobile and fixed 
special reconnaissance patrols were deployed, and more specialized SOF 
remained on standby to conduct attacks on suspected locations. 
Conventional forces, used in larger numbers by this point, secured bases 
and conducted larger scale sweep operations. As the Afghan Transitional 
Authority and Transitional Islamic State of Afghanistan were estab-
lished, greater focus was placed on the equipping and training the 
Afghan National Army. Throughout all these operations, Afghanistan 
"called for extensive coordination between Special Forces and paramil-
itary assets from the CIA."27  

The campaign in Afghanistan has often been referred to as a spe-
cial operations war, and, on the whole, that remains true. Most of the 
fighting during the war was either conducted by SOF, or by the USAF 
under SOF control. SOF provided the U.S. military with both econo-
my of effort and precise, relevant capabilities. The SOF effort was not 
a force multiplier, or a tributary feeding into a larger conventional 
campaign. In Afghanistan, SOF was the campaign. The effort of the 
U.S. SOF in Afghanistan is made clear in the casualty figures. By mid-
2003, 39 SOF personnel had been killed in action in Afghanistan, a 
reasonable figure for over 20 months of fighting. This figure repre-
sents 85 percent of the total number of American troops killed in 
action to that date.' In analyzing the lessons of the war, Norman 
Friedman states simply, "Special Operations Forces were essential to 
the war's success.' During Afghanistan, every U.S. Special Forces 
Group, all Ranger battalions, all Special Operations Aviation battal-
ions, and all Special Tactics Squadrons rotated forces through the 
country. And, by the end of 2002, even the large U.S. SOF component 
was exhausted. Even small contributions of SOF from allies were 
warmly received, and, in American eyes, were essential as their own 
forces required replacement. Nevertheless, even the huge effort of U.S. 
SOF in Afghanistan seems lirnited when compared to their commit-
ment to the 2003 war in Iraq. 

U.S. SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES IN IRAQ 

If the campaign in Afghanistan is seen as either an intra-state conflict 
or one against non-state actors that lent itself to the use of SOF, the 
invasion of Iraq was quite a different matter. Large conventional forces 
were obviously needed to deal with Saddam Hussein's still-viable and 
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well-equipped armed forces. Nevertheless, even in this more tradition-
al, inter-state conflict between modern armed forces, SOF played a 
transformational role. 

For SOF, the 2003 Iraq War differed in two great respects from the 
1991 Gulf War. First, SOF were given a significantly greater role in 2003, 
and second, as observed by Generâ Tommy Franks: 

We saw for the first tirne integration rather than deconffiction 
of forces. This integration enabled conventional (air, ground, 
and sea) forces to leverage SOF capabilities to deal effectively 
with asymmetric threats and enable precision targeting simul-
taneously in the same battle space.... Likewise, Special 
Operators were able to use conventional forces to enhance and 
enable special missions." 

This integration was especially marked in the south, where, accord-
ing to a U.S. Army report, "the heroic actions of the special operations 
troopers in the south stood out every day because of their close integra-
tion into V Corps and I MEF [Marine Expeditionary Force] opera-
tions."" It was in the north and the west however, where the SOF role 
was so markeclly different than it had been just over a decade before. 
Part of the difference was simply the scale of SOF effort. According to a 
Congressional Research Unit report, 9,000 to 10,000 U.S. SOF person-
nel deployed for Iraq out of an available force of 47,000, of which only 
10,000 are combat forces." Following the SOF successes in Afghanistan, 
General Franks gave SOF the responsibility for controlling and domi-
nating almost two-thirds of Iraq during the war. The 5th Special Force 
Group were tasked to protect the Central Command left flank, control 
the western deserts, and prevent the Iraqis from deploying Scud missiles 
into the area, as had been done in 1991." This task was dearly success-
ful, and U.S., British, and Australian SOF in western Iraq secured over 
50 targets on the first night of the operation, and 50 more the next 
night, while other SOF dominated potential Scud and weapons of mass 
destruction (W1v1D) sites.' 

When Turkey denied U.S. and British basing and transit rights 
almost at the last minute, the whole campaign plan in the north of 
Iraq had to be reconsidered. In the end, Task Force Viking (under the 
commander of 10th Special Forces Group, Colonel Charles Cleveland) 
was given missions to conduct unconventional operations with 
Kurdish groups and to fix and destroy Iraqi forces in the north. 
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Although some ODAs had been inserted beforehand, the bulk of the 
Task Force Viking forces were inserted by MC-130 on 20 March 2003." 
As in Afghanistan, individual ODAs operated alongside indigenous 
forces to conduct combat operations against regular and paramilitary 
opposition. While this was a normal role for U.S. Army Special Forces, 
during the campaign Colonel Cleveland became responsible for 
80,000 troops, including U.S. SOF, Kurds, allied SOF, the 173rd 
Airborne Brigade (which conducted a parachute assault on 26/27 
March 2003), as well as a task force from 1st Armored Division, the 
26th Marine Expeditionary Unit and a battalion from 10th Mountain 
Division, all of which linked up with his forces during the course of 
the campaign.' 

While SOF were never intended to take on Iraqi armoured forces, 
their success against much larger mechanized forces was impressive. 
At one objective in Aski Kalak on 5 April, Kurdish Peshmerga and a 
force of three U.S. ODAs (about 36 personnel) took on and destroyed 
a dug-in Iraqi armoured force protecting a key bridge. Every Iraqi 
armoured vehicle was destroyed by either close air support or by 
Green Berets armed with Javelin man-pack missile systems. As one 
soldier later stated, "Not a single [coalition] tank was available, nor 
needed.' Results were similar on 6 April when elements from 3rd 
Special Forces Group and 80 lightly armed Peshmerga were engaged 
by an Iraqi infantry brigade with T-55 tanks and armoured personnel 
carriers at Debecka Pass. This engagement was widely reported at the 
time because of tragic "blue-on-blue" casualties filmed by a BBC crew 
on location, which occurred when a close air support aircraft mistook 
Peshmerga and SF personnel at a disabled T-55 for the Iraqi target. In 
spite of the friendly casualties, and again because of the combination 
of fast air and Javelin missiles (described by Sergeant First Class 
Antenori, a participant, as "worth its weight in gold"), light forces 
destroyed a significant number of armoured vehicles and forced the 
Iraqis to abandon eight T-55s and 16 Armoured Personnel Carriers 
(APCs) on the battlefield." 

In terms of conducting operations throughout the country, SOF 
contributed approximately 8 percent of the combat forces initially 
engaged in Iraq." Their operations, critical in the west and north, were 
no less key in the south and central sectors. In a 6 April 2003 article, 
written after two weeks of operations, the New York Times credited SOF 
with securing offshore oil platforms, rescuing Private Jessica Lynch, 
seizing the Haditha Dam (which had the potential to cause significant 
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flooding), controlling the west of Iraq, seizing airfields H2 and H3 (sus-
pected Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) sites), raiding Saddam 
Hussein's Thartar Palace, destroying 10 tanks in two convoy attacks near 
Ramadi, securing the north, training the Kurdish forces, and finally 
operating with the CIA in searching for regime leadership.' As 
Brigadier General Gary L. Harrell summarized in the same article, 
"[SOF were] doing things that have never been done on such a large 
scale and have produced phenomenal results.... The coalition is getting 
plenty of bang for the buck from SOF." 

While not all SOF operations went according to plan — British 
papers claim that a Special Boat Squadron insertion into northern 
Iraq resulted in vehicles being captured and personnel forced to flee,' 
and at least one operation demonstrated to U.S. SOF the risks of 
operating without air cover" — on the whole, SOF played a signifi-
cant role in the success of the campaign. As Cordesman notes in a 
section of his history of the conflict entitled "Snake Eaters with 
Master's Degrees": "It is already clear that at least the United States 
has drawn the lesson that such forces [SOF] are so valuable that they 
need significant expansion.... It seems likely that Special Forces are 
becoming a critical new element of joint warfare in an era of asym-
metric warfare." There is however a clear understanding throughout 
the U.S. military that "SOF must complement — not compete with 
nor be a substitute for — conventional forces.' In Iraq and 
Afghanistan, SOF have proven that they are essential forces on the 
battlefields of the future. 

The implications for Canada are twofold. First, as SOF have proven 
their utility, both against asymmetric threats and as a war fighting tool, 
the CF needs now to consider their relevance and relative priority in our 
force structure. Second, SOF are unmistakably now the fourth compo-
nent (in addition to naval, land, and air) in joint operations, and only 
those nations that provide forces to the coalition special operations 
component commander will be informed of the nature of theatre SOF 
operations. As SOF operate in politically sensitive environments, their 
operations will often be discreet and compartmentalized. Only a CF 
SOF contribution will give Canada true insight into what is actually 
happening behind the scenes in a theatre of operations. Canada there-
fore needs to consider SOF as one of four possible service contributions 
to coalition operations. 
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EMERGING ROLES 

The great theoretician, Sun Tzu, wrote, "Generally, in battle, use the nor-
mal force to engage; use the extraordinary to win." 45  By definition, SOF 
are required for specialized operations where there is no broad conven-
tional force requirement. Counterterrorism has long been a specialty of 
SOF. Operations such as the SAS Princes Gate hostage rescue in London 
in 1980 demonstrate vividly the role of military forces in domestic 
counterterrorism. Since 9/11, this role has taken on broader meaning. In 
Canada, for example, the December 2001 "public security" budget allo-
cated funds and tasked the Department of National Defence (DND) to 
double the capacity of JTF-2, including its capability to attack terrorists 
and terrorism beyond our borders. 

In the U.S., countering terrorism has required specialized and often 
covert, discreet, or clandestine SOF capabilities specifically designed to 
track and attack terrorist or regime leadership targets. These forces are 
separate from the largely "white" or warfighting SOF referred to above. 
While the United States developed such special mission units in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, these forces did not emerge from the shadows 
until the post-9/11 operations. 

Not only have the forces emerged from the shadows, but their roles 
are being transformed. 

As Canadians consider what SOF capabilities are required within 
the CF, we must be cognizant of the distinction between "black" and 
"white" SOF, and of the fact that SOF themselves are not static. We must 
not aim to develop capabilities based solely on yesterday's operations, 
but must develop relevant forces for the future. 

With the recorrunendations of the Holloway commission, the 
United States created a standing counterterrorist special operations 
task force. Several authors have suggested that the Joint Special 
Operations Command took on that role, although the U.S. govern-
ment has never confirmed this, and even retired General Carl Stiner 
and Tom Clancy, in their book dealing with Stiner's role as command-
er of the counterterrorist task force and later of Special Operations 
Command, refer only to a generic Joint Special Operations Task Force 
(JSOTF)." Nevertheless, it was clear even before 11 September 2001 
that U.S. special mission units would play a key role in attacking ter-
rorism. In fact, SOF preparations began long before 9/11. According to 
former U.S. National Coordinator for Security, Infrastructure 
Protection and Counterterrorism Richard Clarke, joint special operations 
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personnel prepared a plan to capture an al-Qaeda leader in Khartoum 
in 1996, only to have the plan cancelled at the White House (in spite of 
Al Gore's reputed recommendation to "Go grab his ass")." The 9/11 
Commission Report also highlights the fact that in early 1998 (prior to 
the embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania) the Joint Special 
Operations Forces commander and the commander of Delta Force 
were asked to review CIA plans for an assault to capture bin Laden in 
Tarnak Farms (the site where four members of 3 PPCLI were killed in 
2002)." Clearly, U.S. SOF have long had a key national interagency role 
that goes far beyond military joint operations. 

According to several press reports, it was these specialized national-
level strategic Special Operations Forces that made up a series of 
largely covert numbered task forces established to track and capture 
or kill al-Qaeda, Taliban, and later Iraqi regime leadership. According 
to an article in the New York Times, two special operations missions 
tasked to track "high-value targets" (Task Force 5 in Afghanistan and 
Task Force 20 in Iraq) were replaced in the summer of 2003 by Task 
Force 121, which had a broader regional mission." Task Force 20 was 
reportedly responsible for the collation of intelligence on and the 
subsequent capture of Saddam Hussein's sons Uday and Qusay on 22 
July 2003. 

While the Washington Post suggested that there was a rift within the 
SOF community on how best to go after such targets,' proponents of 
the numbered joint task forces were vindicated when Task Force 121 
captured Saddam Hussein on 13 December last year." As in previous 
operations, interagency intelligence gathered and analyzed by the task 
force provided a sound basis for a successful action. According to 
Newsweek, Task Force 121, "a pure hybrid of civilian intelligence and 
military striking power," continued its operations into 2004 in 
Afghanistan tracking Osama bin Laden." 

It was the confidence of Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld in the abil-
ity of the U.S. Special Operations Command to create and employ such 
relevant, coordinated, and responsive interagency task forces that 
caused him to lobby for and eventually assign SOCOM an expanded 
role in January 2003, for the prosecution of the global war on terrorism. 
With this change, the Commander SOCOM now has the responsibility 
to conduct his own operations, rather than just support the operations 
of regional commanders.' In order to adapt SOF for this new task, a 
new Center for Special Operations has been created within SOCOM 
Headquarters to consolidate intelligence, planning, and operations 
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functions to better track down and "destroy terrorist networks around 
the world.' 55  

This seemingly continual change and transformation of SOF is 
unlikely to stop anytime soon. At a recent conference, Lieutenant 
General Norton Schwartz, the senior Pentagon operations officer, stat-
ed that even more, fundamental changes will be required of SOF in the 
future. "This community needs to morph.... We need to look more like 
them [terrorists] than we do like us:' Schwartz stated as he argued for 
greater human intelligence and signals intelligence components within 
SOE" Even greater changes may be on the horizon as the 9/11 
Commission has recommended that, "lead responsibility for directing 
and executing paramilitary operations, whether clandestine or covert, 
should shift [from the CIA] to the Defense Department. There it should 
be consolidated with the capabilities for training, direction, and execu-
tion of such operations already being developed in the Special 
Operations Command.' While commentators such as Jennifer Kibbe 
have expressed concern over the legal framework for U.S. military 
covert operations, there does seem to be a growing support for this type 
of consolidation." 

OBSERVATIONS ON MODERN SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES 

This chapter has presented only a glimpse of current SOF structures, 
recent operations and future trends. Much has had to be left out because 
of space considerations and the limitations of open source references. In 
particular, the role of SOF in national domestic responses to terrorism, 
while downplayed here, is very important. In Canada, the United 
Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, SOF provide the primary 
national counterterrorist armed response. Even in the United States, 
with the legal limitations on the use of the military in the United States 
delimited in the Posse Comitatus Act, U.S. SOF nevertheless play impor-
tant roles in concert with the Department of Homeland Security and 
the FBI. These domestic responsibilities of SOF are now among the 
highest priority military tasks. 

Finally, the contributions of Canadian and Commonwealth SOF 
during the past few years have been glossed over. While the U.S. clearly 
operates on a different scale than their smaller allies, British, Canadian, 
Australian, and New Zealand SOF have all conducted similar types of 
operations. From these collective experiences we can draw some gener-
al observations. First, SOF have truly become the fourth component of 
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joint operations. They are not solely an add-on, a force multiplier, or an 
optional approach. They are a critical component to success. Without 
them a military coalition will be less likely to win. Without SOF, and 
having to rely on allies for that capability, a nation is likely to be 
deprived of an understanding of what is happening below the surface of 
an operation and therefore less able to exercise its sovereignty preroga-
tives during coalition operations. 

Second, SOF are in demand today and for the future. All of our clos-
est allies are enhancing their SOF capabilities,,and yes, it is usually at the 
expense of other elements of their force structure. Australia rerolled an 
infantry battalion and allocated it to SOF, the British are reducing the 
strength of their infantry while enhancing SOF and, finally, the United 
States is placing a priority on SOF augmentation. As armed forces are 
reduced in strength and have to rationalize defence capabilities and 
spending, SOF are growing and taking a greater share of limited funds. 

Third, as U.S. SOF doctrine has stated for years, "competent SOF 
cannot be created after the crisis occurs." It takes years to create SOF 
structures and to develop competent SOF personnel. The U.S. SOF 
community was ready to respond to 9/11 only because, as USAF 
General Charles Holland said in 2002, "political and military visionar-
ies ... created this command to ensure the United States had a force 
trained, equipped and ready to combat such adversaries [terrorists] and 
destroy them." It is dear that joint SOF structures will not be proposed 
by the individual services at the expense of their own core capabilities. 
Tough decisions must be made, and, to be ready for future threats, they 
must be made now. 

Fourth, when used appropriately, SOF create military, diplomatic, 
and political successes out of all proportion to their numbers. They are 
cost-effective. They operate across the spectrum of conflict, understand 
the requirements of other government departments, and are comfort-
able with tactical, operational, and strategic goals. Armed appropriately, 
employed sensibly, and supported by joint assets, they are high-intensity 
warfighters, as important a contribution to coalition operations as any 
other arm. They can be capable force "packages" that Canada c,an afford 
to develop to the highest world standard, and ones that allies will 
request in the future. 

Fifth, specialized counterterrorist SOF are best used as a part of 
coordinated interagency teams, either conducting intelligence-led 
operations or conducting operations to develop intelligence. They do 
not and should not conduct conventional military operations. To be 
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most effective, they must be established within coherent and ready 
standing formations, with all the tools necessary to function. JTF-2 
provides Canada with the tip of a spear, but we cannot go searching 
for the shaft on the day of a crisis. What's more counterterrorist forces 
must not be misused. Committing JTF-2 to some SOF tasks would not 
only be an inappropriate use of a strategic asset, it may actually reduce 
that unit's ability to conduct counterterrorist operations to protect 
Canadians. Canada needs a range of SOF capabilities that can func-
tion in a broad spectrum of scenarios, and which can be combined 
when needed. 

Sixth, SOF are precise, lethal, and discriminating. In preventative, 
conflict, and post-conflict operations, they are part of the solution 
not part of the problem. They can be structured so as to have knowl-
edge of the operational locale and the language skills needed to func-
tion amongst the indigenous population, and they train to operate 
and fight in sophisticated and sensitive environments. Considerations 
of collateral damage are weighed, as a rule, not just against the mili-
tary objective to be achieved, but against the political and humani-
tarian goals. 

Finally, as seen in both Afghanistan and Iraq, all SOF are not equal. 
Counterterrorist forces should not be used to conduct overt uncon-
ventional warfare. Direct action units like Rangers are not suited for 
discriminating engagements or "hearts and minds" tasks. Just as armed 
forces require a range of conventional capabilities, so too, do they 
require a range of SOF capabilities. Particularly in a small military 
force, these c,apabilities must complement conventional forces, not 
replicate them. Just as all SOF are not equal, not all nations are capable 
of developing sophisticated and credible SOF. These are high-end 
forces that G-8 nations like Canada can generate, whereas many other 
nations cannot. 

DECISIONS FOR CANADA: STILL WING-WALKING? 

This chapter began with some basic questions about defence relevance. 
Are the changes we have made and are making too modest and incre-
mental? As we consider our future force structure in Canada, some 
hard questions must be asked about what are discretionary and non-
discretionary operations. What are the military options that the CF 
must be capable of providing to the government of Canada at short 
notice in a crisis? Given the huge cost to the taxpayer of virtually any 
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defence capability, we must ensure the forces we develop are relevant, 
robust, and ready. In coalition scenarios, they must be contributions to 
success, not just contributions to force size. If they can meet domestic, 
asymmetric, and combat threats, their relevance can only be increased. 
Few would dispute the claim that SOF meet the non-discretionary 
asymmetric threats of the future security environment. 

This chapter has attempted to show how SOF either contribute to 
warfighting, or lead it. They are compatible with Canada's aspirations 
and economic realities. SOF are equally well-suited for soft-power 
diplomacy and capacity building, and for hard-power fighting. While a 
number of proposals for SOF structures have or are being proposed,' 
what is a critical first step is for the CF to acknowledge the need to 
transform to remain both affordable and relevant. While most officers 
need little convincing of the relevancy of SOF, many still believe they are 
unaffordable for a small force. I would suggest that in an era of sus-
tained asymmetric threats, we cannot afford not to have a robust SOF 
capability to protect Canadians at home and abroad, and to engage ene-
mies when necessary. 

As our government undertakes a serious and detailed review of 
defence requirements, military planners will have to come up with cre-
ative options for relevant, robust, precise, and affordable defence capa-
bilities for the future. That will require letting go of some older and less 
relevant capabilities developed during the Cold War. In the early 1990s, 
then chief of the defence staff, General John de Chastelain, proposed 
the "wing-walker" metaphor for Canadian defence policy. In short, as 
the security environment changed, our actions were akin to a daredev-
il wing-walker whose key to success is never releasing hold of one thing 
until something else is firmly gripped. For General de Chastelain, the 
aircraft in the analogy was our national defence polic-y. We are again in 
a situation where the security environment is changing. We now can 
see that c,apabilities such as SOF are the secure handholds that will take 
us through the turbulence of asymmetric threats, but we hesitate to 
drop the old and trusted handholds of our current force structure. If 
we can only look down, we will see that some of our most trusted 
handholds have rusted through over the years, and others are prohibi-
tively expensive and therefore beyond our reach. Some we have not 
actually used for decades, yet they continue to weigh down the aircraft. 
Others might not even be attached to the airframe any longer. The 
world has changed, and we don't have a lot of money. Yes, we really do 
have to think. 
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Putting a Square Peg in a Round Hole: 
Finding a Special Forces Capability for the 

Canadian Army 

Tony Balasevicius 

C ince their inception during the early stages of the Second World War, 
modern special operation forces (SOF)' have steadily grown and 

evolved into a key element of a nation's military inventory. In the 
post—Cold War period they have proven to be particularly popular with 
the political leadership because of their small footprint, low-visibility, 
and ability to accomplish a myriad of sensitive missions. They eliminate 
the need for larger national commitments, reducing the risk of heavy 
casualties or adverse political fallout. 

The utility of SOF has gained increased recognition in the after-
math of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attack against the United 
States. The trend since then has been to enhance the capabilities and 
extend the employment of SOF. Evidence suggests that the employment 
of these soldiers will likely continue to grow in the coming years. Since 
9/11, SOF have played key roles in recent operations in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, and the Philippines. 

These well-publicized examples of SOF missions are only a small part 
of the ongoing and increasing SOF commitment by Western states.' This 
heavy operational tempo is not surprising given the range of their capa-
bilities, which indude long-range reconnaissance, sabotage behind enemy 
lines, counterterrorism, and the training of foreign military forces. 
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Most modern militaries now have some type of SOF c,apability. 
According to journalist and author Robin NeiRands, already in 1997 
over 287 SOF units were operating worldwide within 66 nations or 
states. 3  This number has continued to grow in the turbulent aftermath 
of 9/11. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Canadian Army is look-
ing at developing an SOF capability as part of its force development 
review. One option under consideration is the formation of a direct 
action (DA) organization based on the U.S. Army Rangers. 

As with any option, the potential of creating a Ranger-type unit 
demands some form of critical analysis to answer key questions like, 
how would such a capability enhance Canada's ability to respond to the 
various SOF contingencies? And would the formation of such a unit 
enhance Canadian capabilities and meet strategic goals? 

Given the comple)dty of the subject, this chapter will focus on the 
Ranger concept as an SOF capability and consider its historical devel-
opment and employment to determine its strengths and limitations 
based on operational experience. Finally, the utility of a Ranger-type 
unit within the Canadian context will be assessed. 

As in any doctrinal construct, nations characterize special opera-
tions (SO) in different ways. For the purpose of this chapter, special 
operations will be defined in accordance with American doctrine and 
will focus primarily on American SOF models such as the Rangers that 
have developed within this context. According to U.S. joint special 
operations doctrine, SOF operations are those operations conducted in 
hostile, denied, or politically sensitive environments to achieve mili-
tary, diplomatk, informational, and/or economic objectives employing 
military capabilities for which there is no broad conventional force 
requirement. These operations often require covert, clandestine, or 
low-visibility capabilities. 

Special operations are applicable across the range of military oper-
ations. They can be conducted independently or in conjunction with 
operations of conventional forces or other government agencies and 
may include operations by, with, or through indigenous or surrogate 
forces. SO differ fi-om conventional operations in degree of physical and 
political risk, operational techniques, mode of employment, independ-
ence from friendly support, and dependence on detailed operational 
intelligence and indigenous assets.' 

As such, SOF units are organized and trained in nine principal mis-
sion areas: 5  counter-proliferation (CP), counterterrorism (CT), foreign 
internal defence (FID), special reconnaissance (SR), direct action (DA), 
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psychological operations (PSYOP), civil affairs (CA), unconventional 
warfare (UW), and information operations (10). 6  In addition to these 
nine principal missions, there are also a number of other tasks, com-
monly referred to as "collateral activities," that have been carried out by 
SOF and are the result of their unique sldlls and training. They include 
coalition support, combat search and rescue (CSAR), counter-drug 
(CD) activities, humanitarian demining (HD), humanitarian assistance 
(HA), security assistance (SA), and special activities. 

Interestingly, many of these missions, both primary and collateral, 
have not necessarily resulted from an evolution of operational circum-
stances. "This list is a hodgepodge of conventional, unconventional and 
just plain odd missions, some of which are actually subsets of others," 
observed Thomas K. Adams, a former director of intelligence and spe-
cial operations at the U.S. Army Peacekeeping Institute. This "results in 
part from a general willingness at the command levels of the SOF com-
munity to accept almost any mission as one in which SOF can suc-
ceed."' Adams adds, "There is an idea that, by accepting many missions, 
SOF demonstrates its fitness and remains competitive with other 
organizations in the struggle for a share of the diminishing military 
budget. This leads to the inclusion of things, which clearly is [sic] and 
ought to be conventional."' 

Nonetheless, the nine principal missions and seven collateral activ-
ities have evolved from three core missions, which have, with some 
exceptions, developed from the capabilities established to meet specific 
operational requirements during the Second World War. The three core 
missions are direct action (DA), special reconnaissance (SR), and 
unconventional warfare (UW). The reason that these three missions are 
highlighted is that modern SOF units are generally organized, equipped, 
and trained to be proficient in one of these areas. Residual capabilities 
developed during training will allow some overlap, but it is important 
to understand that there is a limit on how much an SOF unit can do 
outside the spectrurn of their core mission. 

For example, DA missions can be broken down into large-scale 
actions carried out by units such as the British Army Commandos and 
American Rangers or small-scale operations carried out by a more sur-
gical strike from smaller forces such as the Special Air Service (SAS). 
UW can likewise be broken down into missions undertaken by larger 
forces such as the former Office of Strategic Services (OSS), operational 
groups (OGs), and the current American Special Forces' or by smaller 
liaison teams similar to the Second World War concept of Jedburgh 
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teams employed by the Allies.' Jedburgh teams were groups of three 
Allied agents (SOE or OSS) dropped into France prior to D-Day to 
assist the local French resistance. Their task was to supply the Resistance 
and ensure that its efforts were coordinated in the best interests of Allied 
strategy. Each team consisted of two officers and one NCO wireless 
operator, all of whom were trained in demolitions and guerrilla tactics. 

Because the requirements of each core task are extremely special-
ized, in terms of their organization, training, and equipment, SOF units 
tend to focus in one area, either large-scale DA, small-scale DA and SR," 
or UW. In the case of the Rangers, their specialization is large-scale DA 
missions.' In fact, since the inception of the large-scale DA units dur-
ing the early stages of the Second World War, this capability has moved 
out of the purview of SOF into the domain of conventional forces. 

Unfortunately, military institutions will often create these units 
with the mistaken idea that they can provide an SOF capability that can 
also be used for other, conventional tasks. This lack of understanding of 
SOF in general and of the large-scale DA capability in particular often 
leads to misemployment because military commanders do not under-
stand the limitations of these forces." The concern of misemployment 
is extremely relevant today as SOF are in high demand and the option 
to provide a quick fix with a hybrid capability such as the Rangers is a 
tempting one. Rangers are highly trained light infantry that have devel-
oped a very specialized mission capability that fits within the context of 
the U.S. Army's total spectrum dominance extremely well. When used 
within this limited context, such a capability can produce outstanding 
results. However, with few exceptions, the opportunities to employ these 
large DA forces in appropriate operations have thus far proven limited. 

The development of a large-scale DA capability had its genesis in 
the creation of the British Commandos during the Second World War. 
One of the first SOF units to be formed by the Allies, the Commandos 
were conceived as "mobile and hard-hitting light troops that could 
raid or operate behind an enemy's lines."' Some 30 Commandos were 
eventually formed, and they were initially trained and equipped to 
conduct offensive operations against the German defences in 
Occupied Europe. These operations were designed as classic DA mis-
sions consisting of "short-duration strikes and other ... offensive 
actions to seize, destroy, capture, recover, or inflict damage on desig-
nated personnel or materiel."' 

The training program developed for units to carry out these spe-
cialized missions emphasized the development of the individual soldier. 
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The focus was on physical fitness, weapons training (both their own and 
the enemy's), demolitions, orienteering, close-quarter combat, silent 
killing, communications, survival skills, amphibious and cliff assault, 
and vehicle operation.  Ail training was extremely demanding and real-
istic, often employing live ammunition.' In fact, British experience in 
this area was so influential that the Americans decided to have the first 
group of their Rangers attend the British Commando course at 
Achnacarry Castle, Scotland. 

The modern Arnerican Rangers were formed on 1 June 1942, when 
General George C. Marshall, chief of staff of the U.S. Army, directed the 
creation of an American commando organization. Marshall wanted a 
cadre of personnel with battle experience, which could be shared 
throughout the Army. To this end he ordered the activation of the 1st 
Ranger Battalion on 19 Jtme 1942, at Carrickfergus, Northern Ireland." 
In order to gain experiedce, the Rangers operated with the British 
Commandos. This meant that although the Rangers were equipped as 
an American infantry unit, they would be given additional "special 
equipment for amphibious landings and night attacics that included 
such things as collapsible rubber dinghies and life preserver vests." As 
Commando training and operations also included individuals with spe-
cial qualifications such as demolition experts, mechanics, truck and 
tractor drivers, and maintenance personnel, the composition of the 
Ranger unit reflected those additional capabilities. 

Notwithstanding the excellent training and high calibre of person-
nel, the light scales of equipment posed a constant problem for the 
Rangers during subsequent operations.' While light holdings of equip-
ment enhanced mobility, firepower was correspondingly reduced. This 
problem was not serious if engagements were short, however, if opera-
tions were prolonged or if the unit was used as conventional infantry, 
the limited firepower of the unit proved a major disadvantage. 
Ironically, this trend continued throughout the war and, as time went 
on, "the more the Rangers were used as conventional infantry, the more 
firepower they needed; and the more firepower they got, the more like-
ly it became that the headquarters that controlled them would use 
them conventionally."" 

This problern was highlighted during the North Africa campaign. In 
the opening stages of Operation Torch, in November 1942, the Rangers 
were given an appropriate DA mission to conduct a surprise night land-
ing north of Arzew, Algeria (French North Africa), where they success-
fully neutralized the port's main coastal defences and captured its docks. 
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After this operation, the Rangers were assigned to the Fifth Army 
Invasion Training Center (ITC) as demonstration and experimental 
troops." Interestingly, even commanders who understand the concept 
and potential of such large-scale DA forces employed the Rangers in 
conventional infantry missions. During the latter stages of the North 
African campaign, the Rangers "spent almost four times as many days 
in conventional combat than they did in Ranger-type operations and, in 
fact, spent most of their time on non-combat duties."' 

The reason they spent most of their time on non-combat duties was 
that the Rangers, with their special training and capabilities, were being 
held back for employment on appropriate high-value operations such 
as the destruction of key enemy installations. As a rule, they were not 
employed in the line as often as conventional units, and this created the 
perception within the Army that these forces were a drain on the per-
sonnel pool and did not contribute significantly to the overall war 
effort, which was generally measured by the number of successful com-
bat actions a unit engaged in. It was further believed that such capabil-
ities did nothing that could not be done by well-trained infantry.' Of 
course, this logic belies the reality of the situation: These types of large 
DA forces are, in fact, well-trained infantry troops. Unfortunately, it is 
generally forgotten that, during times of conflict, the training of hastily 
raised infantry units in a large army to the high standards necessary to 
conduct these types of missions successfully is impossible.' 

Nevertheless, a significant quandary associated with keeping highly 
trained DA units in reserve is the temptation to use them to fix prob-
lems more suited to conventional troops. When this occurs, higher 
casualty rates often result as these units are neither structured, nor 
equipped to endure prolonged periods of combat. A good example of 
such misemployment is provided by the complete destruction of the 
American Ranger battalions at Anzio. An official report noted: 

A botched infiltration mission on the Anzio beachhead in early 
1944 completed the destruction of Darby's Rangers.... When 
the two battalions began their infiltration on the night of 29-30 
January, the enemy quickly detected them and by dawn had 
surrounded them with infantry and armour just outside 
Cisterna. In a desperate attempt to rescue the isolated units, the 
4th Ranger Battalion repeatedly attacked the German lines 
throughout the morning but succeeded in losing half of its 
combat strength in the futile effort. About noon, the remnants 
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of the 1st and 3rd surrendered. Only eight men escaped to 
American lines.' 

Attrition resulting from conventional operations also depleted 
another large-scale DA unit, the First Special Service Force (FSSF) dur-
ing their operations in Italy. In 1942, the British were examining the cre-
ation of a mobile commando force equipped with light over-snow vehi-
des for use against German facilities in Norway. After high-level discus-
sions, the Americans and Canadians agreed to provide volunteers for a 
unit to carry out these missions." The FSSF never carried out its origi-
nal operational mission and was instead sent to Italy, where for the most 
part, it was used as a conventional infantry organization.' After two 
months of intensive fighting in the Italian mountains, the FSSF was 
reduced from its original strength of 1,800 to 400 combat-effective sol-
diers," 28  a loss that proved difficult to replace. The Americans tried to 
solve the reinforcement problem by drawing replacements from the 
general infantry pool," while Canadian reinforcements, had "three 
weeks training in US weapons and drill and Special Forces tactics." 

Heavy causalities, such as those suffered by the Rangers at Anzio 
and by the FSSF, have a tendency to create instability within the organ-
ization and generally undermine effectiveness. The loss of a significant 
number of highly trained soldiers and a lack of similarly trained 
replacements will quickly turn these units into little more than conven-
tional infantry organizations. 

However, when used appropriately, these large-scale DA units can 
achieve good results. During the Americ,an assault at Omaha Beach on 
6 June 1944, elements of the 2nd Ranger Battalion scaled the 100-foot 
cliff at Pointe du Hoc and seized German artillery pieces that threatened 
American troops landing on the beach. Despite high causalities, the 2nd 
Ranger Battalion successfully held off a number of determined German 
counterattacks and retained the position. 

Another interesting Ranger operation carried out during the 
Second World War was conducted in the Pacific by the 6th Ranger 
Battalion." The unit was reinforced by members of the Alamo Scouts' 

•and Filipino guerrillas, to rescue 511 Allied prisoners of war (POWs) 
from a Japanese internment camp near Cabanatuan in the Philippines." 

The preparatory planning for the operation started as the 
American Sixth Army entered central Luzon and involved the use of 
extensive map and ground reconnaissance. Once there was sufficient 
intelligence to confirm the location of the POWs, the mission was 
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confirmed and detailed planning commenced. Everyone involved 
became completely familiar with all aspects of the plan, including "the 
routes to the objective, the rendezvous points and the layout of the 
objective." In the end, the operation proved an overwhelming success 
and an example of what large DA forces can do when properly 
employed and given adequate time and resources for a specific mis-
sion. One military historian concluded: 

At a cost of two Rangers killed, the 6th Ranger Battalion (-), 
reinforced by Alamo Scouts and Filipino guerrillas, liberated 
511 American and Allied POWs and killed or wounded an esti-
mated 523 Japanese. The principles and techniques [utilized in 
the planning of the operation] were important because they 
contributed to the Rangers' undetected approach to the objec-
tive, their gaining complete surprise over the Japanese, their 
smooth assault on the compound, and their successful libera-
tion of the prisoners." 

Interestingly, the 6th Ranger Battalion did not take part in any 
major operations after Cabanatuan. Their activities in the Philippines 
were limited to providing security for Sixth Army headquarters, con-
ducting reconnaissance patrols, searching for Japanese stragglers and 
eliminating small pockets of enemy resistance.' Like most specialized 
units created during the Second World War, the Rangers were deacti-
vated in 1945. But the operations at Arzew, Pointe du Hoc, and 
Cabanatuan proved that the capability was feasible and, if employed 
properly, DA units like the Rangers, FSSF, and Commandos could have 
a significant impact on general military operations. The difficulty was 
that these units were misemployed more often than not, and when in 
operations were used largely as highly trained assault infantry. 

This is due in part to a general perception that was created within the 
Allied command that the limited opportunities where these forces could 
be employed did not justify the personnel and training that was being 
committed to them. The Commandos were originally raised as highly 
trained, flexible raiders with a range of individual skill sets. But as time 
passed, their role narrowed so that by the time of Operation Overlord, 
the invasion of Normandy in June 1944, they had effectively become spe-
cialists in amphibious assault." This evolution came about because of the 
significant limitations of naval lift. The British discovered that even 
organizing a small force comprising 300 soldiers required a great deal of 
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specialized shipping. In addition, these light forces needed signific,ant 
naval gunfire and air support to have any chance of success." In the end, 
limited employment opportunities and the level of support and protec-
tion required forced the large-scale DA unit to evolve away from the 
realm of the SOF and into the sphere of highly trained infantry where 
the Marines, airborne, and other such light forces now tend to operate." 

In fact, after the Second World War, the concept of employing 
Rangers as a large-scale DA force re-emerged very slowly and did not 
fully rematerialize until the early 1970s. In August 1950, 15 Ranger com-
panies were activated during the Korean conflict. Between December 
1950 and August 1951, seven of the companies saw action in the coun-
try, where they were assigned to various infantry units. Their primary 
tasks were to scout ahead of the main body, patrol enemy positions, 
conduct raids behind enemy lines, and carry out ambushes.' After 
Korea, the Rangers companies were disbanded only to be reactivated 
again in the late 1960s, during the Vietnam War. In the aftermath of 
Vietnam, the independent Ranger companies were formed into battal-
ions, where they once again became a quick reaction light-infantry force 
designed to carry out larger DA missions.' The renaissance of a large-
scale DA capability continued through the post-Vietnam era and in 
1980, the Rangers started to evolve into a new role when "C" Company, 
1st Battalion 75th Infantry (Ranger) Regiment was ordered to support 
Operation Eagle Claw, the mission to rescue the American hostages held 
in Iran. 

The mission was primarily an SOF operation; however, the Rangers 
were assigned to provide security for some of the support elements 
while the assault forces carried out the rescue. In October 1983, the 
Rangers re-established their large-scale DA capability in a more con-
ventional task of airfield seizure when they led the assault during 
Operation Urgent Fury, the invasion of Grenada, by jumping into and 
capturing the Point Salinas airstrip, paving the way for the 82nd 
Airborne Division.' Six years later, in Panama, during Operation Just 
Cause, the Rangers were again used to secure the main airfield, at 
Tocumen, where they were again subsequently reinforced by elements of 
the 82nd Airborne Division» 

During the 1990-1991 Gulf War, "A" and "B" Companies of the 1st 
Ranger Battalion were deployed to play a supporting role in the allied 
mission to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi forces. The Rangers also carried 
out a number of raids and conducted numerous reconnaissance patrols 
into Kuwait to collect information for the assaulting forces." 
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In Somalia, in the early nineties, the trend of employing Rangers to 
beef up Special Forces continued as soldiers from "B" Company, 3rd 
Ranger Battalion provided backup support to Delta Force in a series of 
operations designed to capture key leaders of a clan disrupting the 
United Nation's mission in the region. 

Employing Rangers in support of SOF continued into the new mil-
lennium. In the weeks following 9/11, the Rangers assisted Northern 
Alliance forces that were being supervised by Special Forces during the 
opening stages of Operation Enduring Freedom, which was focused on 
destroying al-Qaeda's network and removing the Taliban from power in 
Afghanistan. The Rangers went into action on 19 October 2001, when a 
company was parachuted into a small enemy command and control 
compound outside Kandahar and onto a separate airfield in southern 
Afghanistan. During the raids, the Rangers destroyed several weapons 
caches and gathered intelligence. In addition to these raids, the Rangers 
searched various cave complexes and provided SOF with a rapid reac-
tion force capability. 

It should be stressed that these operations, c,arried out during the 
1980s and 1990s, fit the current concept of Ranger employment envi-
sioned by the American military. Today, Rangers are tasked "to plan and 
conduct special military operations ... that may support conventional 
military operations or they may be performed independently when 
conventional forces cannot be used...."' The Rangers are also expected 
to conduct what the Arnericans call "strike operations," which are 
defined as raids, interdiction, and recovery operations." These strike 
operations are carried out to support the U.S. Army's Air Land Battle 
doctrine, an d Rangers are integrated into an overall c,ampaign plan to 
destroy, delay, and disorganize the enemy. In this concept of operations 
they are intended to divert the enemy's operational forces and power to 
their own rear area security tasks. Strike missions are also anticipated to 
create a suitable environment to exploit the capabilities and impacts of 
SOF. In addition, Rangers are expected to conduct special light infantry 
operations, including "many of the light infantry missions assigned to 
airborne, air assault, or light infantry battalions and brigades. ' In 
effect, a Ranger unit can provide the same capabilities as these other 
light liffantry units. 

The Rangers' evolution from highly trained, flexible raiders with 
a range of individual skill sets for very specific missions in the Second 
World War to highly trained light infantry with a broader capability 
to carry out a range of missions is not difficult to understand. The 
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limited opportunities where mission-specific forces can be employed, 
even during periods of international conflict such as the Gulf War, 
did not justify the expense of keeping them. In attempting to ration-
alize their relevance in a highly competitive niche, the Rangers have 
moved into the realm of conventional forces highlighting a more 
general-purpose capability, while attempting to stake a claim as the 
best capability to support SOF." 

Having examined the evolution of the American Rangers, the ques-
tion must then be asked, would the creation of a Ranger capability be a 
suitable option for Canada? To determine the answer to this question it 
is necessary to first look at what capabilities the Canadian Forces (CF) 
anticipate needing in the coming years. According to Shaping the Future 
of the Canadian Forces: A Strategy for 2020, the CF "must evolve to meet 
the challenges of the future!' To do this the CF must "position the force 
structure ... to provide Canada with modern, task-tailored, and global-
ly deployable, combat-capable forces that can respond quicldy to crises 
at home and abroad, in joint or combined operations." More important, 
"the force structure must be viable, achievable, and affordable."' 

Within the limitations of it being viable, achievable, and affordable, 
a Ranger capability is certainly possible. Rangers are highly trained light 
forces that can quickly be task-tailored and are globally deployable. The 
organization and training of such a force would take time but, with the 
exception of finding the right people, would likely present little difficul-
ty for the Canadian Army.' In fact, the basic elements of Ranger train-
ing are currently provided to a select number of soldiers through the 
Patrol Pathfinder Course, which is run by the Canadian Parachute 
Centre in Trenton, Ontario." This course could be easily modified to 
meet the requirements of a Ranger unit. 

Furthermore, the Army already has a substantial light force capa-
bility (albeit lacking in coherent doctrine) with its light infantry bat-
talions (LIBs), one of which could form the basis of a Ranger unit if 
necessary. For a moderate level of additional money, the conversion of 
a unit to this role could be completed without significant modifica-
tions to the LIB's basic structure and would thus provide a quick reac-
tion capability to conduct strike missions and carry out the other spe-
cial light infantry operations currently being undertaken by the 
Rangers. A significant barrier to creating this capability would be pro-
viding sufficient personnel of the quality that is needed. More specifi-
cally, will there be reasonable opportunity to employ the unit and can 
requirements for personnel needed to maintain the capability be sustained 
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veithout jeopardizing the overall efficiency of the Army? For Canada, 
limited employment opportunities must be a major consideration 
when developing future capabilities. 

Given the small size and extremely demanding operational tempo 
currently being experienced by the Canadian Army, it is difficult to see 
how a Ranger unit of 600 to 800 soldiers could be exempt from other 
missions such as peace support or counter insurgency operations. In 
recent operations, the American Rangers have been used primarily in 
airfield seizure and providing backup for SOF operations. In the British 
Army, however, conventional airborne forces have performed these 
same missions with very little difficulty. For example, during a hostage-
taking situation in Sierra Leone, a force of about 150 British paratroop-
ers, and members of the SAS, freed 11 British hostages. More important, 
paratroopers<are also capable of conducting conventional missions such 
as peace support operations and other conventional light infantry tasks. 

Although Canada does not maintain an airborne unit, each LIB has 
a parachute company." It would be possible — given proper training, 
the necessary resources, and a specific mandate — for the LIBs to carry 
out many of the Rangers' tasks, including support for the SOF. The 
added benefit to such an option would be the ability to rotate the task, 
something that could not be done with a single-unit capability. 

Another problem related to having a Ranger-type unit is that, in 
order to be effective, such units must remain in a constant state of high 
readiness for quick operational deployments. In order to be opera-
tionally ready for rapid deployment, such a unit would have to be kept 
free of other operational taskings so that it can focus on training and 
other high-readiness requirements. This is something that has not been 
done well in the past. The former Canadian Airborne Regiment (Cdn 
AB Regt) was Canada's high-readiness unit and, as such, was expected 
to deploy outside the country within 72 hours. However, after the unit's 
move from Edmonton to Petawawa in the late 1970s, the Cdn AB Regt 
was given a large share of the Army's individual taskings and was also 
deployed on UN peacekeeping missions like any other unit. 

This was done because the Army was in dire need of the additional 
resources just to function. More important, the Army realized that even 
if it could maintain the Cdn AB Regt's high operational readiness pos-
ture, there was still the problem of aircraft availability within the CF to 
move the unit. As witnessed by the deployment of the Princess Patricia's 
Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) Battalion Group to Afghanistan in 
2001, the ability to rapidly deploy units not only depends on the high 
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operational readiness of the organization, it also depends on how quick-
ly aircraft can be made available to move the unit, the capability to have 
dedicated airlift on standby to move high-readiness units in the time-
frames necessary does not currently exist within the CF and would need 
to be addressed. 

Once deployed, the basic problem facing the employment of a 
Canadian Ranger-type unit would be its limited tactical mobility, espe-
cially in the area of ground transport, which would make it unsuitable 
for most types of extended employment. Recent experience with the 
LIBs in Afghanistan, much like the American Rangers in North Africa 
and Italy, has shown that significant augmentation is needed if these 
light forces are to provide a relevant contribution to operational 
requirements or, at least, when tactical mobility is necessary. This prob-
lem was clearly evident with the employment of the 3rd Battalion, The 
Royal Canadian Regiment (3 RCR) LIB, in Afghanistan in 2003. The 
unit had to be augmented with no less then two light armoured vehicle 
(LAV) companies from the 1st Battalion, The Royal Canadian Regiment 
(1 RCR), in order to properly carry out its missions." 

Moreover, the outstanding success in Afghanistan of the PPCLI 
Battalion Group, which was based on a LIB, would have been difficult 
without the extensive aviation support from the Americans. A Ranger 
unit lacks transport; if used outside the very specific mission spectrum 
it was designed for, it would face many of the same tactical mobility and 
force protection problems encountered by the RCR and PPCLI. 

The issue of equipment and its impact on employment was a con-
stant problem for the former Cdn AB Regt. "Even though the Airborne 
Regiment was designated the national UN stand-by force, with the 
exception of its deployment to Cyprus in 1974, it was never used as 
such," wrote Colonel Bernd Horn, a former serving member and 
author. He added, "It was also labelled as the nation's strategic reserve, 
but its light scales of equipment, particularly its shortage of vehides, 
caused many to dismiss it as unemployable for anything other than a 
domestic context.'  Horn explains, "Time after time, when the Cdn AB 
Regt received a mission it meant stripping equipment from convention-
al units. Each effort only reinforced the accusation that the Regùnent 
was an anachronism and a parasite that sapped the declining resources 
of the remainder of the Army."" 

Sapping the Army's declining personnel resources will be another 
major problem that will come with having this capability. Ranger units 
rely on effective leadership, the best soldiers the Army can provide, and 
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a very high level of training to operate effectively. A Ranger capability 
would demand the best soldiers in the Army. One of the biggest prob-
lems faced by the Cdn AB Regt was its ability to attract and retain qual-
ity leaders and soldiers. To put this problem into better perspective, 
approximately 70 percent of soldiers who attend a jump course will be 
successful; yet, only about 50 percent of the soldiers attempting a 
Ranger Course will pass." If the Army had trouble maintaining the Cdn 
AB Regt using the 70 percent who were successful on a jump course, it 
will have more difficulty maintaining a unit of similar size to the Cdn 
AB Regt," which has more specialized abilities and capabilities but will 
accept only the top 50 percent of those who volunteer for the training.' 

Interestingly, none of these difficulties have been acknowledged in 
Future Force, the Canadian Army's blueprint for future capabilities. As 
for specialized abilities and capabilities, the document states, "Although 
the requirement for multi-purpose forces will continue to exist within 
the context of the army's mandated tasks, specialization will be increas-
ingly required to meet the growing plethora of national security risks."' 
It goes on to say, "In light of future threats, economic constraints, and 
political realities, the Army will have to enhance, evolve, and refine its 
SOF capability."' Although the document recognizes many of the limi-
tations currently facing the Army, it does not take into consideration 
Canada's experience with maintaining large, quick reaction capabilities. 

In fact, the document provides an option for an SOF organization 
in the future and recommends a DA unit similar in concept to a Ranger 
capability as part of the force structure. The difficulty with this option 
is that it attempts to cut and paste a model from another military, which 
does not fit into the limited resource realities faced by the Canadian 
Army. The ability to have a number of SOF capabilities, each with its 
own selection, training, and support capability requirements, is a luxu-
ry few nations can afford, and Canada is not one of them. If the Army 
is going to develop specialization in key areas, it must create an organi-
zation that can fit national requirements. Such capabilities must be 
selective and provide the best value for the resources expended or, as is 
often stated, "the biggest bang for the buck." Within the current strate-
gic environment, the use of SOF by nations such as the United States has 
been extremely successful because they are highly trained, have a small 
footprint, low-visibility, and can accomplish a myriad of sensitive mis-
sions. Rangers do not operate within this SOF spectrum. They are not 
equipped, trained, or organized to generate missions such as long-
range, long-duration reconnaissance. Nor are they capable of operating 
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for extended periods without support-attributes that distinguish SOF 
organizations from conventional forces. Attempting to employ such a 
unit for SOF missions would be a mistake. Canada cannot have capa-
bilities that cover the full spectrum of SOF missions and must explore 
options that give her the most flexibility regarding employment within 
its resource envelope. In essence, the optimal solution is one that pro-
vides the most flexibility, and therefore the most potential for employ-
ment, namely an SAS, small-scale DA, SR capability, backed by some 
type of conventional DA capability such as an airborne unit. 

In summary, many of the strengths and weaknesses that resided in 
the original unit-size DA capabilities such as the British Commandos 
are present in the modern American Rangers and would be intrinsic to 
any capability the Canadian Army developed. That being said, no mil-
itary capability is perfect as each has its own particular strengths and 
weaknesses. The question that must be asked is whether those strengths 
and wealçnesses can fit into the specific strategic requirements of 
Canada. If the Canadian Army is looking for an SOF capability, the 
Ranger model is unsuitable. Rangers are not equipped, trained or 
organized to provide any type of SOF capability that Canada would 
need. They conduct operations in a very narrow spectrum of tasks and 
suffer from the limitations associated with a light infantry. Despite 
some spectacular mission successes, specialized DA units, such as the 
Rangers, have not faired well historically. This is due largely to their 
limited scope for employment and the substantial support necessary to 
allow them to carry out operations. In recent operations, the Rangers 
have been used primarily in airfield seizure tasks and for providing 
support to SOF operations. 

From a Canadian perspective, creating a unit specifically to sup-
port SOF operations or to develop a very specific DA capability is 
wasteful. The British Army's airborne forces ,  have adequately carried 
out the same tasks. In this regard, Canada would be much better served 
if it focused on a true SOF capability modelled on the American Special 
Forces (UW) or the British SAS (SR/small DA) capabilities. These SOF 
units have a significant operational impact, and their relative scarcity 
keep them in high demand. Such units demand greater effort in per-
sonnel selection and training, but they are within the Army's ability to 
generate and maintain. More important, they would do a better job 
than a Ranger unit in providing Canada with the relevant capability it 
is seeking. 
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1. William S. Cohen, secretary of defense, United States, Annual Report to the 
President and Congress, 1998 (April 1998), accessed at  www.dtk.mil/exec-
sec/adr98/index.html . Special Operations Forces (SOF) are speciali7ed mil-
itary units designed to deal with a variety of situations. According to the 
report, "They offer a range of options to decision makers confronting 
crises and conflicts below the threshold of war, such as terrorism, insur-
gency, and sabotage. Second, they are force multipliers for major conflicts, 
increasing the effectiveness and efficienc-y of the U.S. military effort. 
Finally, they are the forces of choice in situations requiring regional orien-
tation and cultural and political sensitivity, including military-to-military 
contacts and noncombatant missions like humanitarian assistance, securi-
ty assistance, and peacekeeping operations." 

2. John T. Carney and Benjamin E Schemmer, No Room for Error: The Covert 
Operations of America's Special Tactics Units from Iran to Afghanistan (New 
York: Ballantine Books, 2002), 23. "Between October 1, 2000, and 
September 30, 2001 ... Special Operations Forces deployed to 146 coun-
tries or foreign territories with an average of 4,938 personnel deployed 
each week — while also conducting 132 Joint Combined Exchange events 
in 50 countries, 137 counterdrug missions in 23 countries, and humani-
tarian demining missions in 19 countries. That represents a 43 percent in-
crease [sic] in country deployments in the ten years since Desert Storm, a 
57 percent increase in the number of missions undertaken, and a 139 per-
cent increase in the number of Special Operations Command personnel 
serving abroad in any given week — all with essentially the same number 
of people." 

3. Robin Neillands, In the Combat Zone: Special Forces Since 1945 (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1997), 320. 

4. United States, Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Pub 3-05 — Doctrine for Joint 
Special Operations (Washington, DC: 17 December 2003), I-1. Most allied 
countries, including Canada, have largely accepted this definition. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Ibid. In May 2003, changes to the SOF principal missions and collateral 
activities were made. Specifically, "principal missions" are now referred to 
as "core tasks." These indude unconventional warfare (UW), foreign  inter-
na!  defence (FID), direct action (DA), special reconnaissance (SR), coun-
terterrorism (CT), counter-proliferation of WMD (CP), psychological 
operations (PSYOPS), information operations (JO), and civil affairs oper-
ations (CAO). In addition, the Americans no longer work in terms of col- 
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lateral activities. Notwithstanding this change, the Americans believe SOF 
may be assigned one or more of these former "collateral missions" as an 
embedded task. For the purposes of this chapter I have remained with 
published unclassified material. The definition of the key tasks includes: 

• Special reconnaissance (SR) — conduct reconnaissance and surveil-
lance actions to obtain or verify information concerning the capa-
bilities, intentions, and activities of an actual or potential enemy or 
to secure data concerning characteristics of a particular area. 

• Direct action (DA) — conduct short-duration strikes and other 
small-scale offensive actions to seize, destroy, capture, recover, or 
inffict damage on designated personnel or materiel. 

• Unconventional warfare (UW) — organize, train, equip, advise, 
and assist indigenous and surrogate forces in military and para-
military operations normally of long duration. 

• Information operations (10) — achieve information superiority 
by affecting adversary information and information systems while 
defending one's own information and information systems. 

7. Thomas K. Adams, US Special Operations Forces in Action: The Challenge of 
Unconventional Waifare (Portland, OR: Frank Cass Publishers, 1998), 303. 
Eric Morris states much the same thing in his book, Guerillas in Uniform: 
"Guerrilla units (Special Forces), once created, were desperately afraid of 
being left on the shelf. This made them vulnerable to a form of moral 
blackmail, which meant they took on tasks and missions, which they were 
singularly ill-equipped to handle. This was frequently the case with the 
Middle-East Commandos, roundly abused and misused by generals who 
could not, or willfully chose not to understand their tactical role." Eric 
Morris, Guerillas in Uniform (London: Hutchinson, 1989). 

8. Ibid., 303. 

9. Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was the forerunner of the CIA, 
1942-1945. Operational groups (OG) were used when missions required a 
more robust c,apability than the Jedburgh teams had. They were similar in 
organization to the current American Special Forces "A" Team. 

10. Jedburgh teams were trained to parachute into France in the summer of 1944 
to support the Normandy landings. Jedburghs joined the French Resistance 
organizations fighting against the Germans. Each team consisted of two offi-
cers and an enlisted man who was employed as the radio operator. 

11. From the Allied perspective, the concept of SR was developed by the Long 
Range Desert Group (LRDG) in North Africa. Concerned about the vast 
unprotected desert flank west and south of Cairo, Major Bagnold proposed 
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the establishment of a small organization equipped with desert-worthy 
vehicles to travel deep behind enemy lines for extended periods and observe 
traffic along the coastal road in northern Libya and Egypt and, if the oppor-
tunity presented itself, to attack remote desert outposts and airfields. The 
proposal was eventually accepted, and the LRDG was born. Arguably, the 
concept of modern patrolling in order to carry out DA or SR derived from 
the British experience during the Malaya campaign. The experience had a 
significant impact on how the British trained the reactivated Special Air 
Service (SAS), and many armies used the SAS model to develop their capa-
bilities. Many SOF capabilities use patrolling as a basis for SOF operations. 

12. Adams, 17-18. 

13. Michael J. King, Rangers: Selected Combat Operations in Second World War 
(Fort Leavenworth, Kansas: Combat Studies Institute, U.S. Army 
Command and General Staff College, June 1985), Introduction. 

14. Wildpedia Encyclopaedia online. British Commandos, http://en.wikipedia.org/ 
wiki/British_Commandos#Formation, accessed 15 February 2004. 

15. Joint Pub 3-05,11-11.  

16. Peter Young, The First Commando Raids: History of the Second World War 
Series (BCE Publishing Ltd, First Edition 1966), 1-4. According to Charles 
Messenger, author of The Commandos 1940 -1946, "While in very early 
days, emphasis was on the Commando operating as an individual, it was 
quicldy realized that unless the necessary self- and corporate discipline was 
instilled, he would be of little value. The same went for basic military skills, 
and it was competence in these, which gave the Commando his inherent 
flexibility. Thus, apart from his specialist roles, he could fight just as well 
as an ordinary infantryman, as Crete, Tunisia, Normandy and Hill 170 
showed. What marked him as different from the ordinary soldier was that 
he had to be physically fitter; capable of operating both as part of a large 
body and on his own and have a greater versatility of skills." Messenger 
uses the definition of the post-war Royal Marine pamphlet on Commando 
training to define the qualities of a Commando. He says it states that 
"Commandos are highly skilled infantryman who must be expert in his 
own branch of infantry work. In addition he must: (a) be able to move fast 
across any country and be independent of roads; (b) be very happy to fight 
at night; (c) be ready to work in small parties or on his own; (d) be able to 
land on coasts impracticable to normal infantry and follow up climbing 
leaders in cliff assaults." Messenger goes on to say the pamphlet recog-
nized, more important than anything else was the inculcation of the right 
psychological attitude. This is called "the Commando spire which was 
made up  of (a) determination; (b) enthusiasm and cheerfulness, especial- 
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program. This is also physically demanding and is designed to indoctrinate 
and teach basic skills and techniques used by the Ranger units. Training 
includes daily physical training; Ranger history test; map reading; APFT; 
airborne operation; Ranger standards; day and night land navigation; five-
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•  The Evolving Requirements of the 
Canadian Special Operations Forces: 

A Future Concept Paper 

J. Paul de B. Taillon 

All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the 
dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to fmd that it was 
vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they 
may act out their dream with open eyes, to make it possible. 

— T.E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom 

r‘n1 April 2006, the Canadian Special Operations Forces (CAN- 
SOF) 1  celebrates its 14th year of service in the Canadian Forces 

(CF). 2  The past years have been ones of great challenges and change, 
with a developing national and international reputation for profession-
alism, which was recently proven in joint and coalition Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) work in Afghanistan. This has also been a 
period of garnering military and political support 

In over a decade, the unit has gone from one that drew heavily from 
the Canadian Airborne Regiment, to an organization comprising a 
broad spectrum of service volunteers, including reservists. CANSOF has 
performed duties in a number of countries, induding Bosnia, Rwanda, 
Afghanistan, and Haiti. Moreover, CANSOF operations have run the 
gamut. They have undertaken protective duties for Canadian VIPs, 
acted as Joint Commission Observers (JC0s) 3  in Bosnia, trained 
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Haitian police personnel,' and carried out surveillance and direct action 
operations in Afghanistan.' 

In the wake of the New York and Washington attacks on 11 September 
2001, the Canadian government reportedly increased CANSOF's budget 
by some $119 million as an integral part of Canada's participation in the 
global war on terrorism (GWOT)." The govermnent's intent was to double 
the size of this unit to a reported goal of 600 personnel.' This is a most dif-
ficult challenge considering not only the size of the regular CF but also the 
demanding selection requirements for those individuaLs who aspire to 
become SOF operators. Thus, the CF may have to shift the recruiting and 
selection process for SOF operators, looking instead to reservists and to 
those Canadians who have the identified skills and capabilities. The cre-
ation of a reserve CANSOF squadron, paralleling a move a number of our 
allies have made, would provide a trained and operationally ready cadre of 
SOF operators able to augment CANSOF when required. 

SOF PERSONNEL ATTRIBUTES 

An SOF operator needs to be highly motivated with a keen intellect, 
physically fit, psychologically stable, and resourceful and self-reliant. 
Moreover, an SOF operator must be able to operate alone or in a small 
team and possess an unflappable personality, as well as a courage that 
Ernest Hemingway described as "grace under pressure."' 

In addition, tact and persuasive skills are critically important for 
those involved in advising and training foreign militaries; those not sen-
sitive to the socio-cultural milieu in which they are operating will hold 
little local influence over foreign officers and their non-commissioned 
officers (NC0s), many of whom may have had more practical experi-
ence. As one Special Air Service (SAS) operator noted: "You may advise 
the wily Afghan how to orchestrate a better ambush, but never say that 
they do not have experience in conducting ambushes.' 9  Any short mili-
tary history on Soviet operational experience between 1979 and 1989 
will quicldy persuade you as to the capabilities of the Afghan fighters to 
inflict casualties and destruction on their opponents.' 

SOF TRAINING ASSISTANCE AND THE REQUIREMENT FOR 
CULTURAL/LANGUAGE EXPERTISE 

SOF operations, by their nature, are low-visibility, using speed, sur- 
prise, audacity, and deception to minimize the associated risks and to 
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maximize the results. These tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs) 
enable SOF forces to accomplish missions that, in many cases, conven-
tional military forces could likely accomplish, albeit with greater diffi-
culty; hence, they are a "force of choice." Our allied forces — the 
United States and Great Britain in particular — have many SOF oper-
ators who have been or are geographically oriented and, therefore, cul-
turally well-attuned and capable of communicating in the language(s) 
of the region.' This capability enables our SOF allies to acclimatize 
rapidly in exotic locales and undertake their missions from a standing 
start. Thus, our allied forces can easily employ their personnel to con-
duct foreign internal defence (FID) operations," mobile training teams 
(1%,ITT)i4  or act as advisers, not only to assist friends and allies, but also 
to leverage their assistance to further the foreign policy agenda of their 
respective governments. For the SOF personnel involved in these ini-
tiatives, such training programs improve their spectrum of competen-
cies, while developing personal contacts and networks that could be 
important at a future date. 

Considering that SOF and intelligence will be in the forefront in 
the GWOT, CANSOF is one of the three strategic military assets that the 
Canadian government has available.' In this regard, CANSOF has the 
capability of influencing Canada's international security agenda. The 
future employrnent of CANSOF, as a training asset to assist friendly 
nations, would ensure high-quality training while, at the same time, 
extending, and leveraging Canadian foreign polic-y interests and influ-
ence abroad. In addition, CANSOF conducted initiatives, while requir-
ing a relatively small outlay in personnel and material, would have the 
strategic impact of contributing to nation building, democratization, 
and regirne stabilization in nascent democracies while strengthening 
Canadian relations and influence in regions needing training assistance. 
Canadian participation in FID and military assistance programs, in 
conjunction with our allies, would enhance Canada's international 
stature while providing a viable and attractive option for those nations 
that may not seek assistance from our British and American cousins. 

In order to address this possible future requirement, CANSOF will 
have to incorporate language abilities, other than the two official 
Canadian languages, into their skill sets. Arabic, Spanish, Chinese, and 
Afghan dialects are some of the languages that will likely remain neces-
sary in the foreseeable future. In addition, our slcills in French will be a 
great asset in dealing with Haiti, as well as African francophone nations, 
who may, in the future, solicit C,anadian military assistance. 
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One way of resolving the issues of language and cultural sensitivi-
ty would be to talent spot' and directly recruit second-generation 
Canadians of various ethnic groups' into the CF, with the aim of 
selecting and assigning them for CANSOF training. The sekction of 
second-generation foreign-language speakers, who are Canadian citi-
zens, would be similar to the Swedish model of employing, for securi-
ty reasons, only second-generation Swedish translators with their 
forces abroad.' A similar initiative would provide CANSOF selection 
with candidates who are not only Canadian but who have been born 
and raised in a multi-ethnic nation, retaining the vital sldll sets of cul-
tural sensitivity and insight,' in addition to having a critical language 
capability. Moreover, in the wake of selection and training, Canadian-
ethnic operators (CEOs) should be allowed the opportunity to travel to 
their family homelands in order to see, firsthand, their potential area of 
operation and to evaluate the necessary requirements, should the time 
come, to undertake or assist special operations in these areas. Native 
speakers selected and trained as CANSOF operators who could easily 
blend into the environment would be a highly valuabk addition to our 
capability spectrum. 

Another way to obtain these skills is to talent spot university-level 
students who are studying languages of operational interest and ascer-
tain their potential contribution to CANSOF. Such personnel, once 
recruited and trained, could also undertake a country familiarization 
visit and be provided with an opportunity to tour the country and study 
it firsthand, while concomitantly practising their language skills and 
developing cultural awareness." Unfortunately, there are no shortcuts. 
The classroom lecture regarding the geography, people, culture, lan-
guage, and terrain features of a certain country will not provide the nec-
essary insights on issues such as the social order, the local politics and 
local political peculiarities, or specific eccentric social practices. Equally 
important, SOF operators must be capable of adapting to an indigenous 
lifestyle, wherever they go. This personal adaptability is not within 
everyone's character and makeup. However, those that are capable of 
adapting to foreign cultures will garner the respect of the locals and 
develop useful personal relationships, while expediting the mission. 
This falls in line with the evolving military policy of "coalition advoca-
cy," which is the building of relationships to enable operations. The 
chief of the defence staff (CDS) action directive further amplifies the 
goals of coalition advocacy to include effective inter-operability and 
integration with non-traditional allies and coalition partners, critical 
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enablers if the CF is to be capable of multinational lead-nation status in 
peace support operations. CANSOF could play a strategically instru-
mental role in this CDS initiative. 

To assimilate such important, yet often overlooked, linguistic and 
cultural skills, the CF may have to shift their recruiting and selection 
procedures to initiate a new, innovative, and flexible program to talent 
spot, recruit, screen, select, and train these personnel, as well as oversee 
their administration and career development.' Needless to say, this par-
adigm shift from more traditional recruiting and selection procedures 
would be difficult. However, we must be willing to take innovative ini-
tiatives to meet the expectations of government. By ignoring the need to 
change, the CANSOF community may well lose an important means of 
acquiring and recruiting suitable SOF candidates, and gaining political 
support and credibility. 

It is important to appreciate the advantages of the cultural and eth-
nic mosaic that now makes up Canadian society and the importance of 
having SOF embrace this mosaic.' Historical examples illustrate the 
importance of such advantages, such as when British Army recruiters 
sought out Chinese Canadians to join the Special Operations Executive 
(SOE) Force 136. 23  These same Canadians performed their duties in the 
harsh Malayan jungles in an outstanding fashion, always with the 
knowledge that they would be executed should the Japanese capture 
them. Recently, it was a lack of linguistic and cultural knowledge that 
dogged the Army when Canada deployed to Afghanistan as, reportedly, 
there was no one in the CF personnel inventory who could speak the 
Afghan languages. Fortunately, a Canadian intelligence officer was dis-
covered who had the requisite language skills and was subsequently 
attached to the 3rd Battalion, Princess Patricia's Canadian Light 
Infantry (3 PPCLI) as an interpreter. This experience underscores the 
necessity for ensuring linguistic and cultural capabilities exist within 
our SOF, and our highly capable light infantry battalions." 

CANSOF RESERVE SQUADRON 

CANSOF has been assigned the task of doubling its operational capa-
bility. This is a difficult order to fulfill, especially given that the regular 
contingent of the CF numbers approximately 55,000, with a total 
reserve of roughly 23,000. 25  Moreover, during the recent past, SOF has 
lost a number of its operators and support personnel to retirement, the 
police world, and the private or public sectors. Considering the numbers 

265 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

lost, it is reasonable to assume that any future growth will be painstak-
ingly slow. As a result of this situation, it may be appropriate to explore 
the creation of a reserve CANSOF squadron. The reserve squadron 
would be assigned, trained, and organized to conduct limited special 
operations, such as mobile training teams, red cells, intelligence gather-
ing, talent spotting of linguists, and rural/urban surveillance, amongst 
other SOF capabilities. This new reserve SOF squadron would be com-
prised of former members of the unit, selected CF reservists who have 
specialist skills sets, and civilians who have been talent spotted and 
recruited for specific qualities and capabilities, as well as individuals 
who self-identify as having the sldlls required for CANSOF. All of these 
individuals would have to undergo a rigorous selection program, and 
required follow-on training. These personnel would be augmentees, 
similar to the Individual Ready Reserve (IRR) in the U.S. Marine Corps 
or the reserve status 21st and 23rd SAS Regiments (SAS[R] ), consisting 
of British reserve Territorial Army (TA) soldiers who are prepared to 
undertake training and operations at short notice." In the United 
Kingdom, the TA and regular SAS regiments have a close relationship, 
with members of 22 SAS routinely being attached to the SAS(R). 
During the 1980s, the regular force SAS established a practice where an 
officer or senior NCO in 22 SAS who wished to advance in rank had to 
serve time with the SAS(R). 27  These reservists went on to hold promi-
nent positions at a high corporate and political level, adding a dimen-
sion the is currently missing in the CF in general and the CANSOF 
conununity in particular. For example, Sir Paddy Ashdown, a former 
Special Boat Service (SBS) officer, was leader of the Liberal Democrats 
in the United Kingdom from 1988 until 1999. 28 With individuals such as 
Ashdown in a position to provide peer to peer advice to their Cabinet 
colleagues on the capabilities and limitations of SOF troops, the high 
standard of politico-military cooperation and mutual understanding 
would be that much doser to realization. 

While the idea of a reserve CANSOF squadron might be uncon-
scionable to some in the Canadian SOF community," our allies have 
found that they could undertake direct recruiting from the streets, as 
the British Army's 21st and 23rd SAS Regiments have done since their 
inception. It is noteworthy that the London-based Artists' Rifles 
Territorial Army regiment was converted to 21st SAS (Artists' Rifles) in 
1947" and remains an integral component of the British SOF commu-
nity, as does 23rd SAS. In January 2001, the U.S. Army Special Forces 
(SF) initiated a recruiting plan called the Special Forces Initial 
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Accessions Program, better known as the 18X Program. Twenty-five 
years ago, the U.S. Army had attempted to recruit SF soldiers directly off 
the streets, an initiative that was the subject of much controversy. 
Notwithstanding this initial problematic a ttempt, U.S. Army Recruiting 
Command began screening and selecting 18X soldiers. The scheduled 
training timetable for these "off the street candidates" is a two-year full-
time program consisting of training at the infantry and airborne school. 
Once the SF candidate has und'ergone the first phase of training, he is 
posted to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. At Fort Bragg, the 18X soldier 
attends the Special Forces Assessment and Selection Center. If selected 
for SF, the candidate then attends the SF Qualification Course (SFQC). 
Following the SFQC, he will attend language training and the Survival, 
Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERF) course. Once these courses are 
completed, he is promoted to sergeant. According to Command 
Sergeant Major Michael S. Breasseale, "the quality of recruits is impres-
sive and, so far, the 18Xs have exceeded all expectations."" Considering 
the British and American models noted herein, the CF may wish to 
study and undertake experimentation with one or both of these 
methodologies to ascertain if either one could address current and 
future Canadian SOF requirements. 

The inclusion of SOF reservists in Canada, however, would require 
an administrative redesign, as their incorporation will necessitate a dra-
matic change in personnel administration and career management. On 
the positive side, this would provide impetus to resolve the issue of per-
meability and integration between regular and reserve components 
that, to date, has been problematic. Permeability would enable person-
nel to transition easily between the regular military stream and the 
reserves, with few bureaucratic requirements, retaining necessary secu-
rity clearances, while expeditiously addressing any training or opera-
tional requirements. This would require a highly flexible and innovative 
personnel management system, individual training, and recruitment 
system. CANSOF could be the vanguard champion of the initiative of 
permeability between regular and reserve forces. 

SIMILAR MILITARY/CAREER JOB PARAMETERS 

The CF needs to ascertain if SOF skill sets exists that align with certain 
civilian occupations. There are reservists who employ, on a day-to-day 
basis, certain skill sets that are similar to, or that parallel, some of 
those required in SOF units. Police officers assigned to Emergency 

267 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

Response Teams (ERTs) come to mind inunediately, as do demolition 
engineers who work on construction projects, medical attendants, 
professional deepwater divers, and a myriad of other civilian profes-
sional skill sets that could be easily placed under the capabilities 
umbrella of special operations. For example, a former American SOF 
officer advised the writer in June 2004 that one of the most proficient 
SOF units in the United States was the Los Angeles Police Department 
(LAPD) Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) team. Apparently, some 
American SOF operators had been sent to LAPD SWAT as observers, 
and to undertake courses. 

The Second World War saw the creation of the British SOE and the 
American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) where it was demonstrated 
that the recruiting methodologies suggested herein are neither unique 
nor unusual and, indeed, have historical precedent. The multitude of 
psychological and physical tests available, that are specifically designed 
to ascertain the potential military capabilities of an individual for SOF, 
could be adapted to expedite the selection of direct entry candidates. 
Reservists have historically brought with them valued skill sets due to 
their occupational spectrum. They could be the vehicle for positive 
innovation (i.e., administrative permeability, enhanced capabilities, and 
cultural redesign), assist in breaking down internal barriers, and aid in 
the generation and cross pollination of ideas — all of which are critical 
for an effective and constantly evolving SOF capability." 

COVERT OPERATIONS 

At some point in the future, particularly should the GWOT continue 
unabated for the next decade, it might be necessary for Canada to devel-
op a covert operational capability. This could be required to counterter-
rorist initiatives domestically or those emanating from third countries 
that may target Canada or Canadian interests, or those of our allies. The 
campaign in Afghanistan revealed certain CANSOF activities when a 
photograph appeared in the media of Canadian operators talçing blind-
folded Taliban fighters off a transport aircraft thus wweiling Canada's 
participation in the covert war in Afghanistan. 

The future conduct of successful covert operations will require the 
incorporation of a competent CANSOF capability with an integrated 
intelligence support unit. This unit must be able to "reach back" to 
access all source intelligence and be capable of fusing these sources of 
information into coherent, timely, and actionable intelligence. The need 
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to understand a more complex and culturally diverse enemy will 
increase the requirement for more sophisticated intelligence products, 
necessitating an intelligence support apparatus based upon an interde-
partmental and interagenc-y approach. Such an organization will likely 
incorporate representation from the Canadian Security Intelligence 
Service (CSIS) to address tactical and strategic human ,  intelligence 
(HUMINT) capability, slices of the Communications Security 
Establishment (CSE) and the CF Information Operations Group 
(CFIOG) to provide an intercept capability and, depending on the situ-
ation, a policing capability from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
(RCMP)." Furthermore, this intelligence support unit may also take on 
representation from any other government department or agency, 
including those of allied nations, deemed necessary to meet the opera-
tional requirements of the moment. This would enhance the spectrum 
of capabilities available to CANSOF in an operational theatre, as well as 
providing an enhanced level of situational awareness on the ground. 

"GO SOFTLY SOFTLY" 

Not to be critical, as all SOF units must karn from their experiences, 
the 2004 deployment of CANSOF operators to Haiti underscored a 
lack of sophistication in low-visibility, sorne would say covert, opera-
tions. Their deployment was uncovered shortly after their arrival 
when front-page photographs of very fit SOF operators, wearing 
trendy wraparound sunglasses and Nike baseball caps, resulted in 
media hype and, hence, political and public attention. Unfortunately, 
this incident further fuelled the media interest in CANSOF activities 
in Haiti and in Canada. This incident brings to mind what the late and 
former chief of the British general staff, Field Marshal Lord Carver, 
once stated regarding his reticence in employing the British SAS in 
Northern Ireland. It was his firm belief that "the problem with clan-
destine operations is that they seldom remain clandestine for long."' 
His view resonates particularly today when military activity remains 
under intense media scrutiny. 

SOF operators must spend considerable time training and learning 
how to access denied areas. Parachute, swimmer delivery vehicles 
(SDV), boat, submarine, helicopter, scuba, and klepper (two-man 
kayak) operations are just some of the means available for insertion or 
extraction. As global populations move from rural to urban centres, 
SOF forces may have to seek out lower testosterone-driven techniques 
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of infiltration and extraction. They must learn to blend into domestic 
and foreign populations, while fully equipped to undertake the mission 
at hand. This requires training in clandestine tradecraft, so that opera-
tors may move innocuously or, as the SAS would say, in a keeni meeni" 
fashion towards their objective and, after the mission is completed, 
egress the area expeditiously without a trace. Such new realities under-
score the necessity of previously noted multi-ethnic recruiting policies 
so that SOF can operate unnoticed veithin the expanding mixture of 
ethnic and cultural environments found around the globe. 

To address our lack of covert/clandestine operational methodology, 
CANSOF may wish to seek exchanges with our British and American 
allies, as do our intelligence services, in order to augment our expertise 
in these aspects of special operations. As well, attachments to the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and the Canadian Security 
Intelligence Service (CSIS), to learn intelligence/covert operational 
tradecraft, may also assist in enhancing the clandestine skill sets and 
capabilities of SOF operators and personnel. 

SOF COALITIONAL INTELLIGENCE REQUIREMENTS 

One of the major issues evident in recent Afghanistan operations was 
the ongoing difficulty of intelligence sharing amongst coalition allies. It 
can be appreciated that intelligence sources and sensitive technology 
may have to be protected. However, to assign coalition allies high-risk 
conventional or SOF missions without providing critical all source 
intelligence along with the assigned target package, is arguably immoral 
and particularly disenfranchising. This became a serious issue within 
the coalition SOF community in Kabul, at one point exacerbating rela-
tions with an ally and having a deleterious effect on multinational SOF 
operations. Fortunately, Canadian intelligence personnel were able to 
intercede and address the problem. The employment of Canadian per-
sonnel to mediate this issue amongst allies ensures the necessity for a 
degree of tact and patience, both of which are important special opera-
tions qualities. Thus, it is vital to ensure that the SOF select and retain 
intelligence support personnel who are capable of operating in a joint 
and coalition staff, as well as working with ambiguity, prickly intelli-
gence issues, allied/foreign SOF operators, and allied agendas." 
Considering the critical nature of intelligence in driving SOF initiatives, 
it behooves the integral SOF intelligence organizations, particularly 
those of the traditional or special alliance comprising Canada, Great 
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Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and the United States, to address the 
issue of how to appropriately deal with SOF intelligence requirements 
in a coalition. This will prevent future conflict and negate any animosi-
ty that could easily arise before, during or after coalition SOF opera-
tions. By multilaterally addressing this critical, yet sensitive, issue of 
intelligence sharing now, our traditional and future coalition allies will 
be more willing to incorporate their respective SOF forces in future 
coalition endeavours." 

INFORMATION OPERATIONS 

Due to the increasing operational tempo and the focus upon effects-
based operations (EBO)," there is a need to integrate within CANSOF 
an Information Operations (I0)" capability incorporating electronic 
warfare (EW), computer network operations (CNO), psychological 
operations (PSYOPS), as well as operations security and deception 
(OPSEC). In both the special operations and conventional spheres,  JO  
is a force multiplier that can: 

• Deter, discourage, dissuade, and properly orchestrated, direct 
an enemy; 

• Disrupt the enemy's unity of command while protecting our 
own; and 

• Protect our own plans while misdirecting the enemy. 

Properly integrated information operations can enhance special 
operations across the operational spectrum and can also shape the SOF 
operational environment.'  JO  will provide, now and into the future, a 
vital support asset that must be encompassed by SOF and employed 
innovatively. 

SOF IN NETWORK-CENTRIC WARFARE 

Network-centric warfare (NCW) is a relatively new approach to wag-
ing war, described by U.S. Air Force Captain Greg Gagnon as focusing 
"on the greater synergistic effect that can be created by networking 
and electronically linking geographically separated forces into one 
sensor-to-shooter engagement grid." It also provides the operator with 
enhanced situational and battle space awareness through extending 
the individual teams and network. 4 '  Gagnon argued that accessing a 
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common operating information centre could amass information, 
instead of combat forces, in order to effectively project combat power. 
Ail  operators in the information-based network undertake their oper-
ations in accordance with the commander's intent, as well as the "rule 
set" governing the activities and providing "guidelines for coordinat-
ing and controlling the interactions of the network entities." The rule 
set will also address who is responsible for target engagement, as well 
as optimizing sensor coverage while de-conflicting operators. NCW's 
intent is to decentralize the decision-making powers and, through the 
access of a common operating information base, the network acceler-
ates the Boyd cycle of observation, orientation, decision, and action 
cycle — better known as the OODA loop." As a result, the network 
of operators "can engage more targets as an aggregate system that 
they individually can handle." Concomitantly, there is an enhanced 
situational awareness predicated on the rules and the commander's 
guidance ensuring SOF and conventional forces will not have to wait 
for orders. 

There are a number of advantages to this network-centric capabili-
ty. The ability to leverage real-time information may have organization-
al implications in that we may have a smaller but much more situation-
ally aware and, therefore, more effective tip of the spear. On the other 
hand, the technical capability to share real time situational awareness, 
drawn from a common operating information base, may invite hierar-
chical intervention. In SOF and conventional partnering, the ability to 
access the commander's network enables SOF, as well as conventional 
forces, to extend their combat reach with access to faster, longer-range 
weapon systems within our inventory. 

Network-centric spedal operations will, theoretically, both enhance 
battle space and situational awareness, and expedite the decisions-making 
cycle, thereby increasing our combat effectiveness. Considering the theo-
retical benefits of network-centric warfare and its possible future applica-
tion, it behooves our CANSOF, and perhaps our light forces, to join with 
our allies, as well as the academic community, to explore the potential 
impact and what it will mean to future light infantry/SOF operations." 

INTRODUCING SOF TO MILITARY EDUCATION 

The impression held by many staff officers is that SOF operators are 
"Rambo"-like personnel in uniform. Moreover, many officers in core 
staff and command positions are not well versed in the capabilities of 
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and requirements for SOF operations. In addition, there is little appre-
ciation that SOF is a "high-value, low-density" national strategic asset. 
It is, therefore, incumbent upon the Canadian Forces Staff College sys-
tem and the staff training systems of our close allies to introduce cours-
es that familiarize future staff officers with SOF and include them in 
exercises, particularly scenarios incorporating a domestic and/or for-
eign counterterrorist situation, in a similar vein to that currently done 
at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, employing a 
Commander Joint Special Operations Task Force (CJSOTF) in 
Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF) exercises. This will ensure that 
aspiring SOF staff officers garner an appreciation of how a joint and 
coalition staff would employ these assets (integration of capabilities), 
as well as understanding some of the real issues that coalitions have 
with SOF and how to remedy them. Our educational institutions 
should also encourage studies in the history of SOF operations, their 
requirements, lessons learned, et cetera, so students acquire an under-
standing of SOF special requirements and operations in the politicâ 
and military context. Such studies will assist future staff officers in 
understanding what SOF represents, what they can achieve when given 
the resources and opportunity, and what the political risks are in con-
ducting SOF missions. 

It is also vital for planning staffs to be aware of the SOF skills avail-
able within our traditional coalitions and to partake in exercises incor-
porating SOF as a main player and not just an ancillary asset." Such ini-
tiatives will assist in embedding SOF in our contingency planning and 
establishing, within our staff officer cadre, means of employing their 
special skills while ensuring that these high-value, low-density resources 
are employed in an appropriate manner. This could necessitate the cre-
ation of a separate career field for SOF officers and non-commissioned 
members (enlisted) personnel. 

Furthermore, education for SOF personnel should be expanded 
to increase the depth of their knowledge of the history of SOF, 
enhance their understanding of the political and military implica-
tions of SOF forces in peace and war, and give them a deeper appre-
ciation of their role in conventional and unconventional operations. 
Selective SOF courses and case studies are currently offered by the 
Royal Military College of Canada in Kingston, Ontario, and could be 
expanded by the addition to the War Studies Department of a Special 
Warfare Studies Centre (SWSC), staffed by academics who study this 
field and by SOF experts. Continuous experience with SOF operations 
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will also be an important learning tool for the operators, their com-
manders, and the staff that support them. It will be important to 
maintain a reasonable operational tempo to gain experience with, 
and learn from, SOF operations. This may mean partnering with our 
allies to conduct joint SOF operations on a routine basis to detect and 
disrupt terrorist cells and other threats to our national interest world-
wide. CANSOF cannot be allowed to be placed on permanent stand-
by as a type of national SWAT team, otherwise their skills and equip-
ment will quickly become obsolete. To maintain an SOF capability, 
you must "use it or lose it." 

RE-ALLOCATING NON-SOF TASKING 

A number of tasks that are currently undertaken by SOF could be re-
allocated to our light infantry battalions. Such duties, although well 
within the scope of our Canadian light infantry capabilities, could be 
viewed by some observers as degradMg their "conventional" force 
capabilities. On the other hand, Canada may wish to make our con-
ventional light infantry more SOF-like, enabling it to undertake cer-
tain traditional SOF tasks, such as FID. The non-combatant evacua-
tion operation (NEO), and the close personal protection (CPP) roles 
are two tasks that, arguably, could be more appropriately assigned to 
selected individuals within our highly trained light infantry battal-
ions that are better suited to undertake to them. This creates a capa-
bilities triangle. At the apex are SOF such as American Army and 
Navy counterterrorist forces, the Counter-Revolutionary Wing 
(CRW, formerly known as the Pagoda Team of the SAS), and CAN-
SOF. Beneath the apex are SOF capable of conducting strategic recon-
naissance, direct action operations, foreign internal defence, et cetera. 
The base of the triangle consists of light infantry that are highly 
trained and slcilled in airborne, airmobile, raiding, patrolling, and 
traditional light infantry operations. 

The light infantry represents a feeder organization for CANSOF, 
where young soldiers have an opportunity to develop a spectrum of 
leadership and soldiering sldlls that will give them a solid base from 
which to move into the next level in the SOF triangle. CANSOF selec-
tion will take them to that stage, where they are monitored for their skill 
sets and mentored for their development. Canadian light infantry bat-
talions should be seen as a logical intermediary step, for those inclined 
to undertake CANSOF selection. Should that become the case, the light 
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infantry battalions would be able to assume, due to the high quality of 
their personnel and their training, the traditional Ranger/Commando 
operations that fall into the wider range of what are known as grey SOF 
tasks. Arguably, Canadian light infantry should be capable of conduct-
ing normative roles expected of a highly trained unit of this type, as well 
as becoming counter-insurgency specialists able to conduct operations 
of this nature utili7ing all manners of surveillance, tactics, PSYOP, and 
civil-military cooperation (CIMIC). The designation of a light infantry 
unit as a Special Operations Direct Support Unit (SODSU), like the 1st 
Battalion, The Parachute Regiment, or the 75th Ranger Regiment, could 
undertake similar selection/training to that of a traditional Ranger or 
Commando unit and be able to support CANSOF operations." As his-
torical experience demonstrates," the SODSU must be an integral com-
ponent of the CANSOF community and, ideally, be co-located with 
CANSOF to facilitate planning and integrated training, both of which 
are vital for operational effectiveness. 

Counter-insurgency operations (COIN Ops) have historically 
improved the quality of light infantry. They exercised junior leaders at 
all levels, as well as developed and honed combat skills such as tracking, 
instinctive shooting, small unit patrolling, and tactics, survival, naviga-
tion, intelligence, and situational awareness. The British experiences in 
Malaya and Borneo demonstrated the advantages derived from this sort 
of demanding training. In Borneo, the SAS absorbed members of the 
Guards Independent (Pathfinder) Company of the Parachute Brigade, 
as well as a number of individuals from the 2nd Battalion, The 
Parachute Regiment, all of whom were selected for their finely honed 
light infantry and operational skills.' Hence, our light infantry battal-
ions could become leading-edge counter-insurgency experts," as well as 
a stepping stone for those interested in becoming CANSOF operators. 
In short, we should consider making our high-quality, non-SOF forces 
more SOF-like, not only in the context of our light infantry but across 
the combat arms spectrum. 

CONCLUSION 

The intent of this chapter was to underline a number of issues that will 
likely have some impact on the evolution of the Canadian SOF. It must 
be kept in mind that Canada does not have the 60-plus years of expe-
rience of our Commonwealth and American allies. Moreover, we are a 
conventional force steeped in a conventional military culture, with its 

275 



CASTING LIGHT ON THE SHADOWS 

attendant views and opinions. However, it is vital that we learn from 
the past — our own and the pasts of other nations — and aggressively 
pursue the skills that our allies have within their respective SOF com-
munities in order to develop and expand our own capab ilities for 
future SOF operations/coalitions. Thus, the CANSOF community 
should consider: 

• Development of a CANSOF force structure to include special-
ized tasks, skills, and training for a reserve CANSOF squadron; 

• Development of CANSOF linguistic and cultural sldlls; 
• Encouragement of unorthodox approaches and unconven-

tional techniques; 
• Development of flexible thinking and innovation in address-

ing unconventional security threats; 
• Investment in academic expertise, science, and technology, 

using academics and technologists as force multipliers; 
• Promotion of a CANSOF capability for forward-basing, 

rapid deployment, regional adaptability; 
• Development of regional orientation of CANSOF. 

CANSOF has strategic utility that is invested in two qualities that 
run sublimely through this chapter. They are economy of force and the 
expansion of strategic choice that CANSOF offers senior governrnent 
and military decision makers. If properly staffed, trained, equipped, and 
deployed, CANSOF can offer the prospect of a favourably dispropor-
tionate return of the military investment.' 

However, it is important that Canadian decision makers understand 
that there are four simple yet self-evident truths coined by our 
American colleagues, which are fundamental and underline aspects of 
the issues discussed in this chapter and apply to all SUF. They are: 

• Hurnans are more important than hardware; 
• Quality is more important than quantity; 
• Special Operations Forces cannot be mass-produced; 
• Competent SOF cannot be created quickly after emergencies 

occur." 

Utilized correctly, SOF truly becomes the force of choice for the 
complex future security environment. 
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NOTES 

1. Refers to the Joint Task Force Two (JTF-2) in both their original and 
evolved forms. 

2. The term Special Operations Forces (SOF) is used to incorporate all  special 
operations capable and direct support elements. Canada has a rich yet 
largely unmined history in the field of special operations, dating back to 
the French colonial period. Arguably, one of the first special operators was 
Pierre Boucher (1622-1717), a coureur de bois (clandestine fur trader) who 
was a student of the Iroquois art of war. His knowledge and insights of the 
Iroquois warfighting techniques enabled him to write the book Histoire 
véritable et naturelle des moeurs et productions de la Nouvelle-France vul-
gairement dite le Canada (Paris, 1664). In this treatise, Boucher discussed 
Iroquois tactics and operations and, concomitantly, offered insights into 
their behaviour, the use of scouts, their preference for raids and ambush-
es, and their use of terrain. He argued that the French could only counter 
these small, mobile raiding parties if they could master the ability to move 
efficiently through the woods and adapt to the environment. In turn, the 
French needed to become an effective counter-insurgent force, capable of 
operating effectively against the Iroquois by adopting their capabilities, 
methods, and tactics. In the course of his life, Boucher was a governor, sol-
dier, and author. He also founded the city of Boucherville in Quebec. See 
Michel Wyczynski, "New Horizons, New Challenges," in Bernd Horn, ed., 
Forging a Nation (St. Catharines, ON: Vanwell Publishing, 2002), 15-42. 

3. JCOs were employed in Bosnia by commanders in order to garner "ground 
truth" in the never-ending quest for certainty. These trusted personnel 
existed outside the chain of command, acting as the eyes of the com-
mander, and reported findings from their observations of various units 
and/or operations. Lieutenant-Colonel Gary B. Griffin, The Directed 
Telescope: A Traditional Element of Effective Command (Fort Leavenworth, 
KS: Combat Studies Institute, 1991), 1. 

4. David Pugliese, "Elite Canadian Commando Force Planned Attack on Peru 
Terrorists," Ottawa Citizen, 4 November 1998. 

5. Stephen Thorne, "JTF2 in High Gear in Afghanistan," accessed at 
http://cnews. canoe. ca/CNEWS/CANADA/2005/09/  16/ 1220529- cp.html, 16 
September 2005; and ITF2, Canada's Super-Secret Commandos," accessed 
at www.cbc.calnews/background/cdnmilitary/jehtml, 15 July 2005. 

6. Canada, Department of Finance, "Enhancing Security for Canadians, 
Budget 2001', accessed at www.fin.gc.calbudget01/bp/bpch5e.htm. 
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7. Interestingly, in the British experience, a unit of 600 operators would real-
ize a total size of approximately 3,600 personnel. For every badged Special 
Air Service (SAS) operative, it was estimated that approximately five sup-
port staff maintained equipment, boats, planes, helicopters, stores, cater-
ing, ranges, research and development, intelligence, and training. It was 
noted that a well-functioning infrastructure would go a long way to recruit 
and retain operators. Discussion with a former senior SAS operator, 
Toronto (27 August 2005). It should also be appreciated that the recruiting 
issues faced by CANSOF are reflected in the Canadian Forces. A Queen's 
University study noted that "the Canadian military will be hard pressed to 
raise anywhere near the 8,000 additional recruits it hopes to attract over 
the next five years." Stephen Thorne, "Military Recruiting Goals Too High, 
Report Says," Globe and Mail, 26 September 2005. 

8. John Collins, "Why Special Operations Forces Are Special," Special Forces 
Study Group (Washington, DC: 15 June 2004). 

9. Discussion with an SAS officer who was operating in Afghanistan in 
2001-2002, London, England, 1 November 2004. 

10. The losses incurred by the Soviet forces induded 118 jets, over 333 helicop-
ters, 147 tanks, 1,314 armoured carriers, 433 mortars and artillery pieces, over 
1,338 command and control vehicles, over 11,369 trucks, and 510 engineer-
ing vehides. Soviet troop strength never really rose above 104,000 personnel. 
M.Y. Nawroz and Lester Grau, "The Soviet War in Afghanistan: History and 
Harbinger of Future War?" Military Review (September-October 1995). It 
should be appreciated that 75 percent of these troops were assigned to defend 
cities, base camps, and lines of communication. The situation was more 
problematic than it seemed at first as these units were not up to full strength 
as 25 to 30 percent of Soviet personnel were stridten with a ntunber of dis-
eases, including malaria, dysentery, typhus, and hepatitis. Of the 642,000 
Soviet personnel who rotated through Afghanistan during the decade of war, 
the munber of dead was reportedly 15,000, a number viewed as a gross 
underestimation by many analysts. Some experts argue that at least 40,000 to 
50,000 Soviet forces were killed, while some 415,932 troops fell victim to dis-
ease, 115,308 suffered infectious hepatitis, and 31,080 had typhoid fever. 

11. Bernd Horn, J. Paul de B. Taillon, David Last, eds., Force of Choice: 
Perspectives on Special Operations (Kingston: McGill-Queen's Press, 2004). 

12. As Major-General James W. Parker, commandant of the U.S. Army John F. 
Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School stated, "It is imperative that 
our SF soldiers learn to communicate with the populace of the regions in 
which they will  operate. It has always been the hallmark of SF soldiers that 
they possess warrior skills and cross-cultural communication skills, as 
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both are necessary in the performance of SF missions. Warrior slcills alone 
will not be enough for SF soldiers who need to work by, with, or through 
indigenous forces or who need to train host-nation forces. They must have 
the language skills and the cultural sensitivity that will allow them to com-
municate and build rapport with members of other cultures?' Major-
General James W. Parker, "Foreword," Special Warfare, Vol. 18, No. 1. 

13. FID operations consist of "organizing, training, advising, and assisting 
host-nation military and paramilitary forces to enable these forces to free 
and protect their society from subversion, lawlessness, and insurgency." 
Bernd Horn, "Special Men, Special Missions," in Bernd Horn, J. Paul de B. 
Taillon, David Last, eds., Force of Choice, 9. 

14. The Canadian experience has been to employ our highly trained conven-
tional forces to undertake MTTs, as we have done in Afghanistan. It may 
be advantageous to run a CANSOF training team in parallel with a "green 
army" (i.e., conventional army) task to give conventional forces exposure 
to SOF troops who can take advantage of a situation to conduct recruiting 
while gaining exposure to an operational area. Discussions with a former 
senior SAS operator, Toronto, 29 August 2005. 

15. The other strategic assets are our four submarines and the CF Reserves. 

16. Talent spot is intelligence tradecraft jargon used to describe the search for 
talent, in other words, likely candidates for recruitment. In this case, the 
intent is to seek out personnel who have certain personal or professional 
skills that may be of use to CANSOF. See definitions for spotter, talent spot-
ter, agent spotter in Leo D. Carl, CIA Insider's Dictionary (Washington, DC: 
NIBC Press, 1996). 

17. Issues of social cohesion and social inclusion are becoming more important, 
espedally given that Canada's population growth will be "driven by visible 
minorities — defined as 10 groups, induding Chinese, South Asians, 
Filipinos, and Latin Americans — through immigration and higher fertility 
rates?' By 2017, Canada will have between 6.3 to 8.5 million people of visible 
minorities. Jill Mahoney, "Visible Majority by 2017: Demographic Balance in 
Toronto, Vancouver Will  Tip Within 12 Years, Statscan Says,» Globe and Mail, 
23 March 2005. This initiative would also reflect the intent by the CF to 
recruit visible minorities. Mike Blanchfield, "Forces Hiring to Mirror 
C,anada's Diversity: Defence Chief Hillier Promises New Vision for C,ountry's 
Military," Ottawa Citizen, 15 April 2005. 

18. Discussions with Swedish officers, 1st Mech Infantry Bde HQ, Pristina, 
Kosovo,15 May 2002. These linguistic and cultural skills have not been lost on 
the terrorists. In the dedassified study by the Canadian Security Intelligence 
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Service, "Sons of Fathers: The Next Generation of Islamic Extremists in 
Canada," it was noted that "these individuals have been raised in an atmos-
phere of strict, extremist Islam within the general Canadian mosaic. They 
represent a dear and present danger to Canada and its allies and are a partic-
ularly valuable resource for the international Islamic terrorist corrnnunity in 
view of their language skills ... and familiarity with Western culture and infra-
structure." Stewart Bell, "Jihadists Being Raised in Canada," National Post, 23 
April 2005. This obviously raises the importance of a highly effective securi-
ty screening program to ensure all personnel selected as CEOs are deared 
before any enrolment. The British Secret Intelligence Service (BSIS), better 
known as MI6, has understood the operational requirement to attract ethnic 
minorities and women: reportedly 9 percent were from ethnic minorities and 
41 percent women. Michael Evans, "MI6 Drops Secrecy Over Spy Jobs," 
Times, 9 August 2005. 

19. The importance of cultural sensitivity is often overlooked due, in part, to 
our own cultural arrogance. T.E. Lawrence understood this as he devel-
oped and led an Arab guerrilla force against the Turks in the First World 
War. As advised by Lawrence in article 15 of the 27 Articles of TE. 
Lawrence, "Do not try to do too much with your own hands. Better the 
Arabs do it tolerably than that you do it perfectly. It is their war, and you 
are to help them, not to win it for them. Actually, also, under the very odd 
conditions of Arabia, your practical work will not be as good as, perhaps, 
you think it is." This wisdom is easily applicable to other countries and cul-
tures. For an excellent insight into the requirement for cultural awareness, 
see George W. Smith, Jr., "Genesis of an Ulcer: Have We Focused on the 
Wrong Transformation?" Marine Corps Gazette (April 2005), 29-34; and 
David P. Fitchitt, "Raising the Bar: The Transformation of the SF Training 
Model," Special Warfare: The Professional Bulletin of the John F. Kennedy 
Special Warfare Center and School (February 2005), 2-5. 

20. Other countries do this in Canada. China, for example, sends students here 
to study and spy on the West. "Defectors Detail China's Global Espionage 
Operations," NSI Advisory (August 2005), 8. During the Cold War, 
Spetsnaz operatives travelled extensively in other countries under the guise 
of an athletic team. Our main challenge as a nation would be to overcome 
any ethical concerns presented by such activity. Robert S. Boyd, "Spetsnaz: 
Soviet Innovation in Special Forces," Air University Review (November-
December 1986). 

21. This initiative does not argue for lowering the rigorous standards of selec-
tion; however, it may entail adjustments in selection with respect to men-
toring candidates and disabusing them of the "myths" that surround the 
selection process. 
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22. This cultural and linguistic appreciation is underlined in the new U.S.- 
based initiative called the "Pat Roberts Intelligence Scholar Program" 
(PRISP), which is a three-year pilot program that grants up to $50,000 per 
student studying the language and culture of a "critical area" such as the 
Middle East. The program is described as a way "to provide the Intelligence 
Community (IC) with an enhanced means to recruit intelligence officers 
with critical skills that the labor market does not readily provide." This 
could also be applied to SOF. Russell Cobb, The Daily Texan, 20 April 2005. 
This issue is also important in regards to interrogation techniques and 
strategies. For an explanation of this, see Stephen Budiansky, "Intelligence: 
Truth Extraction," The Atlantic (June 2005). 

23. For an overview of special operations experiences by Canadian military 
personnel, see Roy MacLaren, Canadians Behind Enemy Lines 1939-1945 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1981). 

24. As one senior American SOF operator advised, the capadty to understand the 
culture of the area of operations is a strategic necessity. This facilitates the 
development of non-lethal strategies, such as advising the tribal chief or vil-
lage elders that men from their village are dallying with nefarious elements 
that bring shame on the village. Expending certain monies to facilitate the 
building of rudimentary housing could make marriage an option for young 
men, taldng many out of the influence of Islamic extremist recruiters. As a 
result, there is a need for socio-anthropologists who are target area specialists 
and can assist in providing a broader strategy against violent extremism. See 
Susan B. Glasser, "Review May Shift Terror Policies," Washington Post, 29 May 
2005. This could also refer to the British experience in Northern  Ireland 
where 14 Intelligence Company and police undercover assets made extensive 
use of native-born Ulstermen to successfully penetrate IRA cells. This result-
ed in a breakdown of the IRNs intelligence network, which ultimately led to 
peace negotiations. The Protestant paramilitaries were far easier to penetrate 
and defeat as the under cover operatives used were mostly Protestants them-
selves and were more easily assimilated into loyalist cells for cultural reasons. 
On 14 Intelligence Company see James Rennie, The Operators: Inside 14 
Intelligence Company — The Army's Top Secret Elite (London: Century, 1996). 
On the undercover war in Northern  Ireland, see Jack Holland and Susan 
Phoenix, Phoenix: Policing the Shadows, the Secret War Against Terrorism in 
Northern Ireland (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1996). 

25. Due to the small number of regular and reserve personnel that comprise 
the CF, to enlarge the volunteer pool for SOF, there is a need to talent spot 
potential candidates outside of the military stream. 

26. The IRR of the USMC and the reserve SAS provide individual replace-
ments to their regular counterparts and can be employed to expand their 
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depth of capabilities or provide specialist skills as required. 

27. During the 1980s, the SAS director, Brigadier Peter de la Billière, established 
a rule that an officer or senior NCO in 22 SAS who wished to gain rank had 
to serve time with the SAS(R). General Sir Peter de la Billière, Looking for 
Trouble: SAS to Gulf War (London: HarperCollins, 1994), 160-161. 

28. "Shadowy Sister of the SAS," BBC News (20 September 1999). 

29. Some observers have argued that the requirements for creativity and inno-
vation in SOF operations are qualities that may be more prevalent in the 
reserve than in the regular Army. 

30. J. Paul de B. Taillon, The Evolution of Special Forces in Counter-Terrorism: 
The British and American Experiences (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001), 28. 

31. CSM Michael S. Breasseale, "The 18X Program: Ensuring the Future Health 
of Special Forces," Special Waifare (May 2004), 28-31; and Lieutenant-
Colonel David P. Fitchitt, "Raising the Bar: The Transformation of the SF 
Training Model," Special Operations Technology Vol. 3, No. 3 (2005), 13-14. 

32. It should be noted that Britain has formed a new regiment to be called the 
Special Reconnaissance Regiment (SRR). This unit will recruit men and 
women from the various branches of the armed forces, especially those of 
Middle Eastern or Mediterranean appearance, as well as other ethnic 
minorities. Such an initiative is highly supported by this chapter. Sean 
Rayment, "Britain Forms New Special Forces Unit to Fight Al-Qaidah," 
Sunday Telegraph, 27 July 2004; and "New Regiment Will Support SAS," 
BBC News (5 April 2005). 

33. The RCMP has a role in future counter-insurgency operations by assisting 
with training, as well as advising foreign police in law-enforcement opera-
tions. Moreover, criminal networks continue to support terrorist opera-
tions through drug-trafficking and smuggling, as well as other criminal 
ventures, and these must be dealt with by an effective police force. 

34. Field Marshal Lord Carver, letter to author, 24 December 1985. 

35. Keeni meeni is a Swahili phrase used to denote extremely dangerous under-
cover work. It refers to the sinuous movement of a deadly snake in long grass. 

36. For an interesting discussion on this, see Jon-Paul Hart, "Killer Spooks: 
Increase Human Intelligence Collection Capability by Assigning Collectors 
to Tactical-Level Units," Marine Corps Gazette (April 2005). 
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37. For an interesting insight on intelligence issues, see Lieutenant-Colonel 
Lester W. Grau, "Something Old, Something New, Guerrillas, Terrorists 
and Intelligence Analysis,» Military Review (July—August 2004). 

38. EBO: The integrated application of all relevant instruments of govern-
ment and military power under common strategic aims and objectives to 
achieve desired operational outcomes through the coordinated achieve-
ment of military and non-military effects. 

39. IO: Information operations are actions taken in support of national objec-
tives that influence the adversary's decision making by affecting their 
information and information systems while exploiting and protecting 
your own and allied information and information systems.  JO  is an over-
arching strategy for the coordination of military capabilities and opera-
tions. It enables commanders to protect their information assets and deci-
sion-making processes while affecting the adversary's information and 
decision-making process. It creates synergies in support of strategic, oper-
ational, and tactical objectives. 

40. Lieutenant-Colonel Bradley Bloom, "Information Operations in Support 
of Special Operations," Military Review (January-February 2004). 

41. The Canadian Forces, particularly the Army, have not had access to the 
spectrum of information management means available to their American 
counterparts. The focal point for the Canadian Army and for CANSOF has 
been the development of human-centric networks that incorporate tech-
nology, a niche capability that is done well by both the Canadian Army and 
CANSOF. See Howard G. C,00mbs and General Rick Hillier, "Command 
and Control During Peace Support Operations: Creating Common Intent 
in Afghanistan," in a currently untitled collaborative manuscript from the 
CF Leadership Institute and Defence Research and Development Canada 
in Kingston, Ontario, to be published by the Canadian Defence Academy 
Press in 2006. 

42. Colonel John Boyd was a United States Air Force (USAF) fighter pilot 
who made a lasting impact on pilot training, fighter design, and military 
theory and doctrine. Boyd's major contribution to military theory is what 
is known as the Boyd cycle or the OODA Loop. The Observation, 
Orientation, Decision, and Action Cycle Loop, while seemingly simplistic, 
is a complex analysis of military decision making before and during a blue-
on-red encounter (real battle), positing that the side proceeding through 
the decision-making cycle the fastest will be the winner. The ability to pre-
dict what the enemy is going to do implies an understanding of his dedsion 
cycle and an ability to anticipate his moves. Robert Coram, Boyd: The 
Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of War (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002). 
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43. For an excellent article on this topic, see Captain Greg Gagnon, USAF, 
"Network-Centric Special Operations: Exploring New Operational 
Paradigms," accessed at www. air . p ower. maxwell.af. mil/ airchro nicles/ cc/ 
gagnon.html. 

44. Steven P. Schreiber, Greg E. Metzgar, Stephen R. Mezhir, "Behind Friendly 
Lines: Enforcing the Need for a Joint SOF Staff Officer," Military Review 
(May-June 2004). 

45. In May 2005, the Canadian Forces announced that the Army would be cre-
ating a strike force of highly trained "Ranger" troops to assist in operations 
with CANSOF. It was estimated that this force would be brought into 
being within five years. Chris Wattie, "Ranger Troops to Replace Airl)orne 
as `Pointy End' of Canadian Forces," Ottawa Citizen, 3 May 2005. 

46. Operational experiences underline the necessity for close coordination 
between SOF units and a SODSU. The ill-fated attempt to rescue 
American nationals from Tehran in April 1980 (Operation Eagle Claw) 
employed American SOF with a Ranger force in direct support. The Battle 
of Mogadishu in October 1993 employed American SOF supported by a 
Ranger force. In Sierra Leone in September 2000, an SAS squadron sup-
ported by the 1st Battalion, The Parachute Regiment (1 PARA), rescued 11 
British soldiers who were held prisoner by a group calling itself the West 
Side Boys. This last experience brought home the need for a designated 
SODSU and subsequently saw the British Army designating 1 PARA to 
support future British SOF operations. 

47. During the Borneo conflict, the SAS trained the Guards Independent 
(Pathfinder) Company of the Parachute Brigade to undertake SAS-type 
operations. In 1966, before the conclusion of the Borneo campaign, G 
Company 22 SAS was formed from the ranks of this Guards formation and 
volunteers from the 2nd Battalion, The Parachute Regiment. Steve 
Crawford, The SAS Encyclopedia (London: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 45. 

48. We must develop our CANSOF, as well as our light infantry, to be capable 
of operating in ethnically complex, cross-cultural environs. As noted pre-
viously, this initiative does not exclude the other combat or support arms. 

49. Colin S. Gray, "Handful of Heroes or Desperate Ventures: When Do 
Special Operators Succeed," Parameters, US Army War College Quarterly 
(Spring 1999), 2. 

50. Joint Special Operations University pamphlet. Undated. 
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Canadian Special Operations Forces: 
A Blueprint for the Future 

Bernard J. Brister 

If you cannot attack your enemy, you should attack the friend 
of your enemy. 

— Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, 1993 World Trade Center Bomber' 

The security environment within which Canada must exLst for the 
foreseeable future is characterized by global dominance exercised by 

the United States.' This dominance is, however, likely to be challenged 
periodically by transnational groups and non-state actors who will 
employ asymmetric tactics and strategies to achieve their goals and 
objectives, groups that will not necessarily be constrained by funding or 
technology, or western morals and ethical standards. 

Within the global family, Canadians tend to see themselves as 
champions of hurnan security, individual rights, and peacekeeping. 
However, the reality is that Canada is a wealthy, Western democracy 
closely identified geographically, culturally, and socially with the United 
States. Canadians could thus be at risk by virtue of our proximity to the 
Americans from groups and factions intent upon forging a new world 
order, or simply destroying the one that now exists. If, as Canadians, we 
attempt to deny this reality of our situation and refuse to take the nec-
essary measures to protect ourselves, we may well become the target of 
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an attack. It is an unfortunate fact of life that refiisal to acknowledge a 
threat or to-defend adequately against one will attract rather than deter 
those bent on mischief. 

Canada has a well-established tradition of multilateralism in world 
affairs, which includes its military contributions to international secu-
rity. The concept of assisting in the maintenance of international 
security with our friends and allies by means of expeditionary oper-
ations within a coalition is one of the basic precepts of our defence 
planning. Within the context of the 1994 Defence White Paper, 
Canada committed itself to the maintenance of a general-purpose 
military force capable of a broad spectrum of tasks and missions in 
defence of the nation and of Canadian interests worldwide. In recent 
years this has been interpreted as providing forces that are interoper-
able with our most probable ally — the United States. But one of the 
stark realities of the modern economic and security environment is 
the prohibitive cost of manning and equipping a modern military 
force. Despite careful budgeting and spending practices, it is thus 
unlikely that Canada will have any more success than our traditional 
allies, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, in fielding a 
general-purpose force with the same or shnilar technologies and 
capabilities as those of the United States. 

Given this, Canada might want to consider the development of cer-
tain "niche capabilities." These capabilities must, of course, fit within the 
general concept of domestic operations, and, at the same time, be capa-
ble of contributing effectively to an international coalition employing 
state of the art equipment and tactics. If this position is accepted as 
being reasonable, the question then becomes, "what niche capabilities 
should Canada focus upon?" A detailed analysis of just what this focus 
could entail is beyond the scope of this article. However, by way of back-
ground, it may be instructive to note the results of an earlier study con-
ducted by this author' and the emphasis placed upon the use of Special 
Forces (SF) 4  and of Special Operations Forces (SOF) 5  by the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand in the most 
recent campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

If SOF are a viable contribution to coalition expeditionary opera-
tions by Canada, the next question to be asked is: "What exactly should 
Canada focus on in terms of the type, nature, and capability of an SOF 
contribution?" That question will be the main focus of this chapter. The 
identification of capabilities will be based upon recent coalition experi-
ence in Afghanistan and Iraq. A hypothetical organization and structure 
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for this force, including command and control, will then be presented, 
using the examples set by Australia and Britain as the basis for discus-
sion. Finally, a Canadian SOF capability and a methodology for its 
development will be proposed as a possible blueprint for future 
Canadian contributions to international security. 

SPECIAL FORCES CAPAI3ILITIES 

The modern approach to SOF coalition warfare involves the designation 
of a "Lead Nation" for a given operation or campaign. That nation pro-
vides a major force contribution, as well as the nucleus of the command 
and control, staff, and support infrastructure. The Lead Nation is also 
expected to provide or assist in the provision of key capabilities, known 
as "enablers," to the other contributing nations, such as strategic and tac-
tical airlift or logistic support. The co'mbined (multinational) and joint 
(multiservice or component) nature of the coalition concept extends 
down to the individual National Task Group level. There is no integra-
tion of national forces or components below this point, and the guiding 
principle being observed is "unity of command along national lines."' 

Despite a Lead Nation's obligation to provide strategic and opera-
tional enablers to contributing nations, the realities of defence budgets, 
even arnongst those nations capable of acting as Lead Nation in a coali-
tion, quite naturally limits the amount of assistance that can be pro-
vided. Thus, the extent to which any participating nation can con-
tribute a stand-alone strategic and operational-level SOF capability 
will determine the relative value of that contribution to the coalition's 
overall goals and objectives. Those nations that contribute the most 
capable SOF task forces will possess capabilities at the strategic and 
operational levels that will earn thern significant influence over the 
conduct of activities. This influence will exist, not only with respect to 
issues concerning the actual conduct of coalition military operations, 
but also in the international political and diplomatic processes sur-
rounding those operations. 

Special Operations Forces are differentiated from one another on 
the basis of an assessment of the quality and the scope of their capabil-
ities. Those organizations possessing the highest quality skills, expertise, 
and professionalism, and the broadest scope of capabilities, are c,atego-
rized as world-class or Tier 1, terms used both formally and informally.' 
The key characteristics that generally define a Tier 1 SOF organization 
are as follows. 
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Power Projection 

The organization must be able to project itself strategically into a the-
atre without assistance from or reliance upon the resources of the Lead 
Nation. Operationally, the National Task Group must also have the 
resources to move itself about the theatre with the necessary national 
air, land, or maritime resources, such that it does not have to draw upon 
the resources of the Lead Nation other than for very unique situations 
or missions. 

Strategic lift is extremely expensive for any nation to acquire and 
maintain, and this type of transport is in chronically short supply 
among nations requiring a global or strategic reach for their forces. In 
a time of a crisis that would generate the requirement for a coalition, 
each nation's lift capability would likely be committed entirely to mov-
ing its own forces to and from an operational arena. Thus, the require-
ment for a contributing nation to provide its own strategic lift, either 
organic or contracted, is essential if its SOF are to be considered a Tier 
1 organization.' 

Tactical or operational mobility in the theatre of operations is also 
a critical prerequisite of an effective SOF contribution. As with strategic 
lift, there are few nations capable of fielding sufficient operational and 
tactical lift to fully support their own forces. The ability of a nation to 
deploy fixed-wing aircraft with specialized navigation and defensive 
suites, combined with an air-to-air refuelling capability, would help to 
ensure that national forces have the support they need to conduct the 
missions for which they have been deployed. Having to rely on other 
coalition nations to provide this type of assistance is an uncertain 
option at best, since that lift support will, in all likelihood, be addressed 
only after the other nations have met their own requirements. Similarly, 
having helicopters with the same specialized equipment, including an 
air-to-air refuelling capability, provides greatly increased flexibility for 
the execution of the SOF mission. 

Taken together, the possession of sufficient strategic, operational 
and tactical airlift by a nation deploying an SOF task force will help cat-
egorize its SOF within the Tier 1 community, and place it on the list of 
preferred military coalition partners.' On the other side of the coin, 
without mobility at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels, regard-
less of the quality of the personnel and equipment deployed, an SOF 
task force will be of limited value in most coalition situations.' 
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Command and Control (C2) 

The C2 capability of the SOF task force should include strategic, opera-
tional, and tactical communications, and a stand-alone intelligence 
capability that could include signals, electronic, imagery, and human 
intelligence assets, as well as linkages to other government agencies. It 
should also ùiclude a full-spectrum planning capacity, and sufficient 
resources to exercise positive command and control during the execu-
tion of all operations. The SOF task force must have the resources to 
plan and conduct operations while keeping the national chain of com-
mand and the coalition fully apprised of the situation. The value of the 
national SOF contribution to the coalition can be enhanced by the addi-
tion of national specialty skills to the overall coalition capabilities, such 
as intelligence collection and analysis." 

Operational Flexibility 

A national SOF contribution must have the resources and capabilities 
to operate as a discrete force in the execution of its missions. It must 
also be able to incorporate and effectively use attachments from each 
of the national land, sea, and air components. And it must have the 
ability to function effectively within a joint force construct, either as 
part of a national task force, such as the British campaign in the 
Falklands, or as a member of a combined SOF coalition, as in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. 

Tactical Capability 

A national SOF must have the capability to execute a broad spectrum 
of high-order missions. These could include strategic reconnais-
sance, conducted either on foot or with vehicles; direct action 
assaults on enemy strong points and sensitive site exploitation tasks 
requiring precision entry and shooting skills; and the pursuit and 
recovery of high-value targets associated with an opposing force or 
regime. These missions are generally associated with the ability to 
conduct sustained operations over a lengthy period (low intensity, 
long duration) combined with an ability to transition, with little or 
no notice, to a high-energy response or manoeuvre (high intensity, 
short duration)." 
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Specialist Support 

The contributing nation must be able to tailor support to its SOF as 
required by the operational environment. Well-trained and capable spe-
cialist support, such as airborne, commando, or Ranger-type units, 
must be available if necessary. These types of units could perform secu-
rity tasks in support of the main effort, or act as a quick reaction force 
to assist in the extraction of SOF elements from their mission areas. 
Another type of specialist support that should be made available, if it is 
not organic to the SOF, is a chemical, biological, radiological, and 
nuclear response team. The importance of such a unit for survey, detec-
tion, analysis, and exploitation of situations that may involve those 
types of weapons or threats has been highlighted in both the Afghan 
and Iraqi campaigns.' 

The common theme of the argument presented above is that the 
most effective national SOF niche capability to contribute to a coali-
tion is a high-quality force capable of supporting itself at the strate-
gic, operational, and tactical levels. These capabilities are neither 
inexpensive, nor rapidly developed in time of need. The develop-
ment of a Tier 1 SOF organization requires sustained funding over a 
significant period. Failing to provide a force with all fundamental 
Tier 1 capabilities will limit the effectiveness, and, therefore, the 
value of the SOF contribution. 

FORCE STRUCTURE MODELS 

The structure of a national Tier 1 SOF capability usually follows one of 
two models. The first model is best described as the "centralized" 
approach, where all the required units or sub-units, equipment, capa-
bilities, and groupings are organic elements, and it is, in essence, a sep-
arate component of a national military capability, a force unto itself. As 
a stand-alone organization, it is funded as a separate entity and com-
petes with the other components for defence dollars. Although this pro-
vides a welcome degree of independence, it also puts the Tier 1 SOF 
component into what could be unhealthy competition with the other 
service components for funding. 
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The Australian Model 

A number of nations, including Australia, have adopted the centralized 
model. Prime Minister John Howard has come to rely upon the Australian 
Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) as his force of choice when there is a 
military aspect to the achievement of Australian foreign policy objectives.' 
The increased employment of SF and SOF, as opposed to conventional 
military forces, to deal with post–Cold War security issues prompted a 
review of the structure of the Australian military and how it is postured to 
address security threats. The process culminated in early 2003 with the 
establishment of Spedal Operations Command Australia (SOCOMD), 
which, in its end-state, will consist of approximately 2,000 soldiers and will 
be considered the fifth component (along with Army, Navy, Air Force, and 
Logistics elements) of the Austra lian Defence Forces.' 

The centrepiece of the new component is the Speciâ Air Service 
Regiment, which will have the capability of executing all Tier 1 SOF 
missions, including long-range reconnaissance, special reconnaissance, 
and direct action, as well as special recovery operations associated with 
counterterrorism and hostage rescue situations. 

Supporting and augmenting the SASR is the 4th Battalion, Royal 
Australian Regiment (Commando). This unit performs roles typical of 
a airborne, commando, or Ranger-type unit — raids and "point of entry" 
seizure-type missions. It has also duplicated the domestic counterterror-
ism capability that had been the sole province of the SASR. Following the 
events of 11 September 2001, it was determined that a timely response to 
domestic incidents of terrorism required the positioning of a counter-
terrorism, hostage rescue capability on each of Australia's west and east 
coasts. Consequently, the battalion was tasked to establish Tactical Assault 
Group East, a mission that fits into its high-intensity, short-duration task 
mandate. In addition to its domestic counterterrorism role, the unit will 
continue to be employed in conjunction with the SASR as a quick reac-
tion force, or in an outer cordon role during the deployment of national 
SOF assets. It will also serve as a high-quality recruitment reservoir for the 
Special Air Service Regiment.' 

Another significant component of the Australian model is the 
Incident Response Regiment (IRR), an engineer-based organization 
comprised of specialist response groups, such as explosive ordnance dis-
posal (EOD), and chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear 
(CBRN) analysis, survey, and consequence-management groups. 
Combat service support will be provided to all elements of the command 
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by a dedicated group focused on the unique support requirements of 
the full range of special operations missions. Recruitment and initial 
training of applicants to all these special operations units will be coor-
dinated through a Special Forces Training Centre, which will directly 
support unit training and doctrine requirements.'' 

Strategic, operational, and tactical air and aviation lift is being 
addressed with a hybrid solution. The strategic movement of SOF 
resources will be accomplished by means of priority taskings to the 
Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). Once in theatre, the RAAF will also 
provide operational or theatre-level support with C-130 Hercules air-
craft manned by specially trained crews flying aircraft with specialized 
self-defence and low-level navigation/terrain avoidance suites. These 
specialized capabilities will be developed and maintained by the RAAF, 
working in conjunction with Special Operations Command. 

Tactical lift support will be provided by the Australian Army with a 
squadron of special operations SA-70 Blackhawks, operated by specially 
trained crews. Other aspects of aviation support will likely be provided by 
CH-47 Chinook helicopters, several of which were fitted for Persian Gulf 
operations with an enhanced suite of self-defence and low-level naviga-
tion/terrain avoidance equipment shnilar to that used by the RAAF.' 8  

It should be noted that the capabilities planned for Special 
Operations Command have not yet been fully funded, developed, or 
fielded, and this is unlikely to happen for several years. Despite this fact 
the Australians are included in the very select grouping of internation-
al Tier 1 SOF organizations, based upon their past accomplishments 
and future capabilities. Their achievements in the coalition operations 
"Enduring Freedom" (Afghanistan) and "Iraqi Freedom," even with an 
SOF capability still in its embryonic stage, and because of demonstrat-
ed governmental will to employ these forces, have already paid consid-
erable political and economic dividends for Australia. 

The British Model 

The British Special Forces organization provides an example of the sec-
ond or "decentralized" model. Commanded and controlled at the nation-
al level by the Ministry of Defence through the Directorate of Special 
Forces, British Special Forces consist only of the Tier 1 organizations 
themselves. The front line commands of the conventional armed forces 
provide all the support organizations and attaclunents that are required 
for force employment, and they combine with the Tier 1 unit to form the 
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national SOF. These commands task and tailor the support organizations 
and attachments to the needs and requirements of the Special Forces, 
based upon the type and nature of the mission under consideration. 

The front line commands contribute to British Special Forces with 
some of their best personnel, and with significant funding. As such, they 
have a vested interest in ensuring that the forces are used to best effect. 
The day-to-day support for Special Forces operations within the U.K. 
defence conununity is enhanced by the placement of Special Forces staff 
in key positions throughout the Ministry of Defence. In addition to pro-
viding the front line commands with a return on their personnel invest-
ments in British Special Forces, this policy also serves to engender a 
greater level of understanding and acceptance of the roles and missions 
of these specialized forces within the military framework. 

The end result of this method of organization is that the British 
Special Forces are viewed as the "jewel in the crown" of Britain's military 
capability, and not as a separate and possibly threatening entity by the 
other service components. All components contribute to their quality 
and capability. Similarly, all components benefit from the development 
of these capabilities. Controlled at the national strategic level, British 
Special Forces are tasked with discrete missions in the national interest 
or as part of a joint operation working in conjunction with one or more 
of the other components in order to achieve a stated goal or objective. 
They can be employed jointly with any one or any combination of the 
other services to enhance and reinforce their mission capabilities. The 
use of Special Forces in joint operations of this nature also forms part 
of the return  on investment to the components for their contributions 
to developing and maintaining this capability. 

COMMAND AND CONTROL 

The development of a Special Operations Force is an evolutionary 
process that requires time to mature. Regardless of the force structure 
adopted, be it a centralized Special Operations Command organization 
similar to the Australian example, or a decentralized structure such as 
employed by the British, the creation of a Tier 1 SOF organization in 
Canada or elsewhere requires more than just the allocation of person-
nel, funding, resources, and time. It also requires significant amounts 
of operational experience and acumen. Thus, to reach its full potential 
as quicldy and as effectively as possible, a Tier 1 SOF organization 
requires the synergistic learning effect of working and associating with 
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allied Tier 1 SOF organizations that have similar roles, responsibilities 
and capabilities. 

Tier 1 SOF missions are tactical actions that achieve strategic 
results. That is not to say that SOF will not or should not be employed 
for operational or tactical results on occasion; they should indeed be 
deployed wherever and whenever their unique skills and capabilities can 
be used to effect in the attainment of national goals and objectives. 
Retaining command and control of SOF resources at the national 
strategic level, however, achieves what is arguably the most important 
aspect of the command and control of SOF resources. It ensures that a 
mechanism is in place at the highest level to make an overall assessment 
of where and when the use of SOF best serves the national Mterest." 

Operations in Afghanistan provide evidence that the struggle to 
maintain control of SOF operations at the strategic level has in some 
instances failed. In that theatre a number of contributing nations 
deployed with SOF elements attached to their conventional formations 
for use as reconnaissance troops — tactical tasks with tactical effects. In 
effect, this indicated a failure of the organizations involved to transition 
from a Cold War perspective on the role of SOF. In circumstances where 
most nations can afford only a small SOF organization, placement of 
these specialind forces within component commands interferes with 
their most effective employment at the national level for strategic 
effects." 

The American case is somewhat different, in that their SOF commu-
nity is sufficiently large and diverse to function at several levels simulta-
neously. It does, nonetheless, demonstrate that the employment and 
focus of SOF is a function of where it is placed in a nation's order of bat-
tle. The American model parcels out slices of SOF around the globe, and 
then, following a request for forces, places them under the operational 
control of one of five regional or theatre command headquarters." At the 
same time, the Americans retain SOF organizations for strategic applica-
tions at the national level. Thus, in the American case, the sheer size of 
their military assets permits the employment of SOF at both the nation-
al strategic and operational levels in several theatres of operation. 

The balance of evidence would indicate, however, that most 
nations, constrained as they are by economics, would only have the 
resources to maintain an SOF capability that is relatively small in com-
parison to American capabilities. In these instances, nations are proba-
bly best served by retaining command and control of their SOF at the 
national or strategic level. If SOF are retained as a force provider at the 
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national level in conjunction with the land, air, and maritime compo-
nents of a nation's military, they can be utilized at all three levels as sit-
uations dictate. This will enable a "god's eye" evaluation of opportuni-
ties for the employment of SOF, such that their eventual employment 
should always reflect national strategic priorities and concerns. 

The British case provides an example of the benefits to be derived 
from the retention of command and control at the national level. The 
British SOF can be employed as a discrete force on strategic operations, 
or as part of a joint force in combination with the other components of 
the armed services. As they are controlled at the national level, their 
employment will always tend to be strategic in nature, but they will 
remain available for operations with the other components as circum-
stances dictate. The optimum employment for British SOF strategically, 
operationally, and tactically is always determined at the strategic level, 
and from a strategic perspective." 

The Australian case is in a state of transition. At present, their Special 
Operations Command is subordinated to the land component. However, 
over the next several years, the four component commands, as well as the 
Australian Defence Force's operational headquarters and Special 
Operations Command Headquarters, will be concentrated in the capital, 
Canberra, bringing all key operational and component headquarters 
into close proximity.' This will have the effect of establishing Special 
Operations Command as the fifth component of the defence forces in all 
but name. This concept is reinforced by the fact that the Special 
Operations commander holds a rank equivalent to that of the other serv-
ice chiefs. He is already included as a key member in most, if not all, sen-
ior military and government decision-malcing forums. Clearly, the trend 
in Australia is to move its SOF resources from the component level to the 
national strategic level for more effective allocation and employment of 
these resources. This trend will bring the Australian Defence Forces into 
line with the same SOF command and control philosophies espoused by 
Canada's dosest allies, the Americans and the British. 

THE CANADIAN BLUEPRINT 

After having examined and considered the experience and practices of 
some of Canada's closest allies with respect to SOF capabilities, what 
direction should Canada follow? If one considers, as stated in the intro-
duction to this article, that such a capability could be the nation's 
most effective option in providing an expeditionary contribution to 
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international security, what specific form should this capability take? 
What follows is an outline concept for such a c,apability that might pro-
vide for Canada its most effective contribution to international securi-
ty, and, concomitantly, recognition of that contribution internationally. 

Force Capabilities and Force Structure 

Government spending priorities and budget constraints will require 
that any Canadian contribution be small but effective. Within these 
parameters, there is choice between providing a vertical, or full capabil-
ity, "slice" of SOF, or a horizontal "slice" — a partial capability but of 
greater strength — to a coalition. The recommended solution, elaborat-
ed below, will be a full capability, stand-alone SOF grouping, because of 
the generally greater value of such a contribution to any coalition, and 
because of the increased national recognition that such a contribution 
would generate. 

At the core of this hypothetical Canadian SOF niche capability 
would be Joint Task Force Two (JTF-2), a Tier 1-capable unit, acknowl-
edged by the chief of the defence staff as a counterterrorism and special 
operations unit capable of deploying abroad for the conduct of special 
operations in support of national political and military objectives." 
Three company-sized light infantry sub-units of approximately 180 
personnel each, with specialized parachute, Ranger and commando 
skills, would provide essential tactical support to JTF-2, both domesti-
cally and internationally. They could reduce the tasking load for JTF-2 
personnel on other than clearly defined Tier 1 missions, and could also 
provide a pool of training and experience for the core unit to draw upon 
for replacements and reinforcements. Specialist support groupings 
would include company-sized elements proficient in explosive ord-
nance disposal and chemical, biological, radiation, and nuclear survey 
and exploitation. A dedicated combat service support grouping would 
provide logistic support. 

Strategic lift would be provided by e)dsting or enhanced Air Force 
resources assigned on a priority basis to the missions. Operational or 
theatre level air support would also be provided by the Air Force with 
specially trained crews and C-130 Hercules aircraft modified with 
enhanced self-defence and low-level navigation/terrain avoidance suites. 
Tactical lift would be supplied by leased or purchased medium lift heli-
copter resources, crewed by the Air Force and equipped with the same 
defensive and navigation/terrain avoidance capabilities as the Hercules. 
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The mechanics of raising,  training, and deploying the SOF as a 
whole would be left with the air, land, and sea components, similar to 
the British model. JTF-2, as the core Tier 1 SOF unit, should be a stand-
alone fighting force complete with its operational and tactical level 
command and control groupings and indigenous combat service sup-
port capability. Specialist groupings and the individual specialist com-
ponents of the intelligence, and command and control functions would 
remain with their parent component for normal operations and train-
ing, but would receive funding from the SOF budget to maintain a 
required level of capability and expertise with respect to their SOF-
specific tasks and responsibilities. They would be required to train with 
the SOF on a regular basis and remain on-call for SOF operations at a 
heightened state of readiness. 

The lift capabilities at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels 
would be funded by SOF. They would reside with the Air Force but be 
subject to minimum training and exercise requirements with the SOF, 
and to short notice recall for SOF missions. The total complement of 
the entire Canadian SOF capability would not likely exc,eed 2,000 per-
sonnel. 

Command and Control 

As is the case with Australia and Britain, it should be anticipated that the 
Canadian SOF assets would be very much in demand across the spec-
trum of military tasks, especially in those situations requiring an opera-
tional response on short notice. In order to ensure that the SOF elements 
are employed to the greatest effect, command and control of these forces 
should be retained at the highest, strategic level. To do otherwise would 
risk the misemployment of these assets on taslcs achievable by other 
forces, while higher national priorities requiring SOF-specific capabili-
ties might be overlooked. Command, therefore, must continue to be 
exercised by the CDS through the deputy chief of the defence staff. 

CONCLUSION 

The use of niche military capabilities is both a viable and cost-effective 
rneans for governments to make meaningful contributions to interna-
tional security at the times and places of their choosing. Within the cate-
gory of niche capabilities, the use of SOF task groups is one such contri-
bution that provides a particularly high "payback" in terms of influence 
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and recognition among members of the international community. When 
faced with the range of options available to Canada in the provision of 
such a capability, one's attention must gravitate naturally towards the 
option that provides the greatest return for the dollar in terms of influ-
ence with our allies and partners. Thus, a full-capability or Tier 1 SOF 
grouping becomes an excellent choice for expeditionary contributions to 
be made by Canada in the interests of international security. 

This SOF contribution can be quite small relative to those of our 
friends and allies. It is important, however, that the contribution be a 
stand-alone component fully capable of deploying itself, conducting 
operations at the highest level and with the greatest skill for extended 
periods of time, and returning home unassisted when the assigned task is 
completed. The resources comprising the contribution should raised, 
trained, and sustained by the subject matter experts in each specialist area, 
but retain the capability to gather and deploy quickly for operations. 
Lastly, control of this asset must be retained at the national strategic level 
to ensure its most effective use and employment in the national interest. 

In conclusion, it must be clearly understood that while SOF has an 
extraordinary ability to deliver effect and capability, a number of pre-
requisites must be met before this can happen. First the nation must be 
willing to invest sufficiently in its creation, development, and upkeep. 
And this investment must be done in a timely manner, since the cre-
ation of an SOF organization cannot be initiated when a crisis is loom-
ing. Further, the nation must be willing to invest sufficient funds to 
ensure that the best personnel have the required equipment to achieve 
the greatest effect with the smallest numbers, since large SOF compo-
nents are fiscally and practically unrealistic. The nation and the military 
must also be willing to commit their best personnel to this force, as only 
the best are likely to be guarantors of success under the situations and 
circumstances in which this force would, in all likelihood, operate. 

Once the investment has been made, the national political and military 
leadership must be willing to use the SOF in the pursuit of national polit-
ical and military goals and objectives. It must be seen as a precision tool to 
be used in special circumstances to achieve very specific and well-defined 
effects under a variety of difficult and demanding drcumstances. It must 
also be viewed as a means of mitigating high-risk situations to achieve sub-
stantial gains and successes out of proportion to the resources employed. 
Developed and employed in this manner, this force could become a blue-
print for Canadian success as an internationally respected Special 
Operations entity possessing very credible and significant capabilities. 
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Bernd Horn and Tony Balasevicius 

S ince their inception, modern SOF have steadily grown and evolved 
into a key element of a nation's military inventory. This growth has 

been particularly evident in the post—Cold War period where they have 
proven to be particularly popular with the political leadership because 
of their small footprint, low-visibility, and ability to discreetly accom-
plish a myriad of sensitive tasks. As a result, they often eliminate the 
need for larger national commitments, thus, reducing the risk of heavy 
casualties or adverse political fallout. SOF is able to operate in this nar-
row spectrum of high-risk military activity because its soldiers possess 
the skills necessary to operate comfortably in ambiguous situations 
and this allows them to successfully navigate through complex mis-
sions. This agility is the direct result of the quality of soldiers that SOF 
selects. It also derives from the employment concept, organiz,ation, and 
training programs that have been developed by the respective organi-
zations. These factors have allowed SOF to transform specialist-training 
competencies into relevant sldll sets that have thus far proven suffi-
ciently adaptive to meet the changing threats and challenges posed by 
the twenty-first century. 

The utility of SOF's flexibility has been especially recognized in the 
aftermath of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attack against the United 
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States. In fact, internationally, the trend since then has been to enhance 
the capabilities and extend the employment of SOF. Furthermore, evi-
dence suggests that this trend, at least in the short term, will likely con-
tinue to grow. Given the apparent benefits derived from employing SOF 
it is not surprising, that the Canadian Forces (CF) is now developing a 
significant SOF capability of its own. The creation of Canadian Special 
Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM), which stood up in 
February 2006 as part of the CF's ongoing transformation process will 
provide Canada with new capabilities and a potent weapon when deal-
ing with asymmetric threats. However, it will also fundamentally change 
the dynamics within the CF. 

When fully operational, CANSOFCOM will likely comprise over 
2,000 highly trained soldiers that will be employed within one of the 
various units that will make of this new command. These units will 
include: JTF-2, the Canadian Special Operations Regiment, a special 
operations tactical aviation squadron, the joint nuclear, biological 
chemical (JNBC) company along with a formation headquarters and 
various support organizations. The task of consolidating the newly cre-
ated CANSOFCOM into a functional organization, fully integrated into 
the CF, will be an arduous task and one that will be fraught with diffi-
culty and risk. 

The difficulty and risk inherent in standing up this capability is 
due, in part, to the fact that SOF has never been an integral element of 
Canada's military capability and the CF's experience in SOF opera-
tions outside the narrow spectrum of hostage rescue is extremely lim-
ited. Colonel Union aptly highlighted this immaturity in his discus-
sion of the 2004 deployment of CANSOF operators to Haiti. More 
importantly, the CF has had little or no experience in dealing with or 
coordinating numerous SOF units each with its own capabilities, 
selection processes, training, and support requirements and there is 
virtually no experience in synchronizing SOF activities with conven-
tional military forces. As a result, mistakes will likely occur and in 
some respects must be expected as both CANSOFCOM and the CF 
undergo an initial period of development and adjustment. That being 
said, mistakes can be greatly mitigated if there is a general under-
standing of the dynamics that SOF will bring to the CF's force struc-
ture. Key to this is a detailed knowledge of the strengths and limita-
tions of this capability. 

In seeking to understand the strengths and limitations of SOF, it 
is important to realize that these capabilities evolved from specific 
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operational circumstances that existed during the early part of the 
Second World War when dedicated units were raised to carry out spe-
cific missions that included direct action, special reconnaissance and 
surveillance, and unconventional warfare missions. These missions 
were very specialized and had a significant influence on the organiza-
tion, training, and equipment of the units that undertook them. 
Thus, the first step in understanding CANSOFCOM is to compre-
hend the missions each unit in the Command is capable of undertak-
ing and how these missions influence the organization, training, and 
potential employment of specific units. This is important because 
although, SOF units are not limited to one mission, there is a limit to 
what they can do. Therefore, care must be taken when assigning these 
units tasks. 

There is a common misconception that any SOF unit can do any 
SOF task. Nothing could be further from the truth. Although SOF units 
share a number of similarities, there are significant differences between 
them and these disparities make it difficult, if not impossible to pro-
duce a "one type fits all SOF capability." To this end, commanders and 
staff responsible for the planning and employment of CANSOFCOM 
must base their employment decisions on the sldlls sets available to 
each unit, which ought to match the criteria needed to successfully 
carry out the mission. 

In order to educate officers in the CF about the character, capa-
bilities, and limitations of SOF in operations two things need to be 
accomplished. First, it is important that SOF doctrine be produced in 
sufficient detail to provide the necessary information for the effec-
tive employment of this very important resource. Second, the course 
content of all command and staff training in the CF must incorpo-
rate a study of SOF doctrine and capabilities. Education, that high-
lights the significance of SOF as a force multiplier, will become 
important especially as CANSOFCOM begins to draw significant 
resources from the established Commands in an effort to meet its 
operational commitments. 

During the initial phase of its development CANSOFCOM will 
have to draw off resources from the current establishment but par-
ticularly from the Army, which will have to provide the bulk of the 
best soldiers for JTF-2, the Canadian Special Operations Regiment, 
as well as the various command and support elements. This drain 
becomes important when one considers that SOF soldiers need to be 
physically fit, self-reliant, highly motivated, intelligent, resourceful, 
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and psychologically stable. Moreover, an SOF operator must be able 
to operate alone or as part of a small team. These are qualities that 
are possessed by a select few. In fact one of the biggest problems 
faced by most premier SOF organizations is their difficulty in 
attracting and retaining quality leaders and soldiers. According to 
unclassified sources, the success rate for Special Air Service 
(SAS)/American SF after selection and training is about 24 percent. 
America's Delta Force has about a 10 to 12 percent success rate, 
which one can assume is about the same for JTF-2. Also assuming 
the Canadian Special Operations Regiment has similar requirements 
to the American Rangers we can expect a success rate of only about 
50 percent of the soldiers attempting to join that unit. This means 
that 1,500 to 2,000 of the top 50 percent of the Army's best soldiers, 
NC0s, and officers will be aggressively sought after by CANSOF-
COM. To put this problem into better perspective, approximately 70 
percent of soldiers who attend a jump course will be successful. So, 
if the Army had trouble maintaining the Canadian Airborne 
Regiment, a unit of 601 soldiers, using the 70 percent who were suc-
cessful on a jump course, it will have more difficulty in supplying the 
significant needs of CANSOFCOM, which has more specialized 
capabilities and a much larger force structure to feed, but theoreti-
cally will only be accepting candidates from the top 50 percentile of 
those who volunteer for training. Finding suitable volunteers is not 
the only issue that will confront CANSOFCOM in the coming years. 
The command is standing up at a time when many in the SOF com-
munity are revaluating current force structures and the future direc-
tion of SOF. 

The organizational model being used by Canada's new SOFCOM 
is loosely based on the American's USSOCOM, which will be adjust-
ed to fit the limited resource realities faced by the Canadian military. 
The American model is almost 20 years old and was designed when 
the Cold War was still the main focus of the American military and 
the main task of SOF was to provide supporting functions. USSO-
COM now has the lead in the American war on terror, which by most 
accounts is stretching resources and capabilities. Not surprisingly, the 
command is now looking at ways to transform. A fact, acknowledged 
by General Peter J. Schoomaker, a former commander of USSOCOM. 
"And the truth is," he asserted in 1998, "business as usual will not 
provide the capabilities we need to deal with the transnational and 
asymmetric opponents of tomorrow. A rapidly changing world deals 

304 



AFTERWORD 

ruthlessly with organizations that do not change — and USSOCOM 
is no exception. Guided by a comprehensive, enduring vision and 
supporting goals, we must constantly reshape ourselves to remain 
relevant and useful members of the joint team. As the president of 
AT&T once said, 'When the pace of change outside an organization 
becomes greater than the pace of change inside the organization, the 
end is near:" 

What role CANSOFCOM will play in the transformed CF of the 
next few years is still ver-y much an evolving concept. However, to pre-
pare for this future, CANSOFCOM will have to focus on providing 
Canada with traditional SOF capabilities, while structuring itself to 
quickly readjust to emerging missions and the challenges that lie ahead. 
The question then is what emerging challenges will CANSOFCOM like-
ly face as it evolves into Canada's SOF capability. 

First and foremost it must be remembered that SOF soldiers and 
their leaders will remain essential to SOF's future success. As a result, 
these warriors must continue to be selected and trained to very high 
standards. In this regard, trends indicate that training alone will no 
longer be sufficient to allow these soldiers to deal with the uncertain-
ties of the complex environment they will be expected to deal with. 
Training focuses on producing a predictable response to a predictable 
event and SOF does not always operate in this environment. SOF sol-
diers must often balance the needs of soldiering, cultural awareness, 
and political sensitivity with the operational requirements of their mis-
sion. The proper focus on education will allow SOF to develop the best 
solution for a situation that deals with multiple variables and interde-
pendencies, and providing this education to SOF will allow them to 
better deal with uncertainties they face. However, this means that the 
development of the future SOF soldier must be focused on providing a 
balance between education and training, and it will require more devel-
opment time. On top of this, if SOF wishes to remain a full-spectrum 
capability they will have to develop additional competencies that will 
allow them to transition into the network-centric dynamics of warfare 
in the Information Age. 

Network-centric warfare is based on the concept of information 
superiority that generates increased combat power by networking sen-
sors, decision makers, and shooters to achieve a shared awareness. In 
essence, it translates information superiority into combat power by 
effectively linking knowledgeable entities in the battlespace. 2  Thus far, 
SOF has been slow to adapt their force structure to become a player in 
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this key area of emerging military activity. Not only will they be 
required to develop new capabilities to remain relevant they will also 
have to learn to operate with others more effectively, something SOF has 
not emphasized in the past. 

A key aspect of warfare in the twenty-first century has been the 
migration of strategic assets such as satellite imagery, strategic bornb-
ing capabilities, and the use of SOF down to the operational and, at 
times, tactical levels of war. If CANSOFCOM is to remaùi relevant to 
CF needs, it will have to operate effectively in joint, combined, and 
interagency environments at all levels of war. As Schoomaker points 
out, "SOF face two major challenges: They must integrate — with con-
ventional forces, other U.S. agencies, friendly foreign forces, and other 
international organizations [i.e., United Nations and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross] — yet they must preserve the autonomy 
necessary to protect and encourage the unconventional approach that 
is the soul of special operations.' 3  

Historically, the concept of SOF was moved forward because 
SOF leaders were able to provide a more flexible approach to mili-
tary operations by using unconventional methods. More important, 
their success has been based on their ability to adapt to the changing 
circumstances they have had to confront. Although in some respects 
the times have changed, the future for the SOF still depends on its 
ability to adapt and think outside the box. To be successful in this 
new environment CANSOFCOM will have to become and then 
remain an adaptable and relevant organization. Moreover, CF lead-
ership must take an active role in guiding the development of CAN-
SOFCOM and integrating into the current force structure. If this is 
done correctly CANSOFCOM will become a potent capability with-
in the CF, otherwise CANSOFCOM will be at risk of becoming 
another bastard son. 
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APFT 	 Army Physical Fitness Test 
APRT 	 Army Physical Readiness Test 

C2 	 Command and Control 
CANSOFCOM 	Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
CAO 	 Civil Affair Operations 
CBRN 	 Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear 
CDS 	 Chief of the Defence Staff 
CENTCOM 	Central Command 
CEO 	 Canadian Ethnic Operator 
CF 	 Canadian Forces 
CFIOG 	 CF Information Operations Group 
CIA 	 Central Intelligence Agency 
CIDG 	 Civil Irregular Defence Group 
CIMIC 	 Civilian Military Cooperation 
CJSOTE 	 Commander Joint Special Operations Task Force 
CJTF 	 Combined Joint Task Force 
CNO 	 Computer Network Operations 
COHQ 	 Combined Operations Headquarters 
COIN ops 	 Counter-Insurgency Operations 
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CPP 	 Close Personal Protection 
CRW 	 Counter-Revolutionary Wing 
CSAR 	 Combat Search and Rescue 
CSE 	 Canadian Security Establishment 
CSIS 	 Canadian Security and Intelligence Service 
CT 	 Counterterrorism 

DA 	 Direct Action 
DND 	 Department of National Defence [Canada] 
DoD 	 Department of Defense [U.S.] 
DRIvILA 	 Democratic Revolutionary Movement for the 

Liberation of Arabistan 

EBO 	 Effects-Based Operations 
EOD 	 Explosive Ordnance Disposal 
ERT 	 Emergency Response Team 
ESI 	 Escadron Special D'Intervention 
•W 	 Electronic Warfare 

FID 	 Foreign Internal Defence 
FSSF 	 First Special Service Force 

GIGN 	 Groupe d'Intervention de la Gendarmerie 
Nationale 

GROM 	 Grupa Reagowania Operacyjno Mobilnego 
GSG 9 	 Grenzschutzgruppe-9 
GWOT 	 Global War on Terrorism 

HAHO 	 High Altitude High Opening 
HQ 	 Headquarters 
HUMINT 	 Human Intelligence 

IRA 	 Irish Republican Army 
IRR 	 Incident Response Regiment 
ITC 	 Invasion Training Centre 

JCO 	 Joint Commission Observers 
JTF-2 	 Joint Task Force Two 
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LAPD 	 Los Angeles Police Department 
LAV 	 Light Armoured Vehicle 
LIB 	 Light Infantry Battalion 
LRDG 	 Long Range Desert Group 
LRRP 	 Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol 

MACV 	 Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
MND 	 Minister of National Defence 
MOS 	 Military Occupation Specification 
MTT 	 Mobile Training Team 

NATO 	 North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
NCO 	 Non-Commissioned Officer 
NCW 	 Network-Centric Warfare 
NEO 	 Non-Combatant Evacuation Operation 
NVA 	 North Vietnamese Army 

OG 	 Operational Group 
()ODA 	 Observation, Orientation, Decision, and Action 

[Cycle] 
OPEC 	 Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries 
OpSec 	 Operational Security 
OSS 	 Office of Strategk Services 

PCO 	 Privy Counsel Office 
PM0 	 Prime Minister's Office 
PoW 	 Prisoner of War 
PPCLI 	 Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry 
PRT 	 Provincial Reconstruction Team 
PSYOPS 	 Psychological Operations 

RAAF 	 Royal Australian Air Force 
RCMP 	 Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
RCR 	 Royal Canadian Regiment 

TTPs 	 Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures 

SAS 	 Special Air Service 
SASR 	 [Australian] Special Air Service Regiment 
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SBS 	 Special Boat Service 
SDV 	 Swimmer Delivery Vehicle 
SEAL 	 Sea Air Land 
SERE 	 Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape 
SF 	 Special Forces 
SFAS 	 Special Forces Assessment and Selection 

[Course] 
SFG 	 Special Forces Group 
SFQC 	 Special Forces Qualification Course 
SO 	 Special Operations 
SODSU 	 Special Operations Direct Support Unit 
SOE 	 Special Operations Executive 
SOF 	 Special Operations Forces 
SOG 	 Studies and Observations Group 
SR 	 Special Reconnaissance 
SWAT 	 Special Weapons and Tactics 
SWCS 	 Special Warfare Center and School 

U.K. 	 United Kingdom 
UN 	 United Nations 
U.S. 	 United States [of America] 
USASOC 	 United States Army Special Operations 

Command 
USSOCOM 	 United States Special Operations Command 
UW 	 Unconventional Warfare 

VC 	 Viet Cong 

WMD 	 Weapons of Mass Destruction 

3D 	 Defence, Diplomacy, and Development 
9/11 	 11 September 2001 (Terrorist Attack) 
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Special Operations Forces (SOF) have never been an integral element of Canada's military capabil-
ity. Although units have existed periodically throughout the country's history, they have always been 
in the shadows and on the fringes of acceptance. The tragic terrorist attack in the United States on 
11 September 2001 changed much of that. In the aftermath of 9/11, SOF became the force of choice. 

Casting Light on the Shadows consists of a series of essays on SOF-related issues and topics writ-
ten by individuals with specialized knowledge and expertise in the field. As well as providing a solid 
foundation for SOF theory, historical background, and evolution, the book also highlights ongoing 
developments in Special Operations Forces. 

- Colonel Bernd Horn is an experienced infantry officer and is currently the director of the Canadian 
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4
rces Leadership Institute. Dr. Horn is also an adjunct associate professor of history at the Royal 

, ilitary College of Canada. 

ajor Tony Balasevicius is an experienced infantry officer who is currently on staff in the 
epartment of Applied Military Science at the Royal Military College of Canada. 
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