
Following nearly a decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan Westerners are tired of conflict and  

understandably reluctant to commit national blood and treasure in foreign lands.  Arguably, there is a 

growing lack of national will everywhere for military engagements, which is underscored by a lack of 

resources, both human and financial. Nonetheless, and possibly even feeding on this state of affairs, 

there certainly is no lack of peril to which no nation is immune.  In particular, geographic and geopoliti-

cal boundaries are becoming increasingly less important to antagonists as is witnessed by the rise in 

transnational acts of aggression including terrorism, criminal activity and cyber-attacks.   Nonetheless, the 

response to these acts of belligerence is often slowed – if not impeded – by national boundaries and 

capabilities, not least of which is the lack of national will to commit resources abroad.  The concept of 

“By, With, Through” operations helps to mitigate these issues. Central to this approach, military assistance 

to allied and friendly nations is paramount in assuring a secure and stable world.  Whether conducting 

operations “by” us (namely the Western nations) for those states without the necessary capability, or “with” 

those countries to secure their borders, the goal is, in the end, to work “through” those same countries 

by empowering them to conduct their own operations to secure their borders, with the ultimate goal of 

regional and international security.  Special Operations Forces (SOF) by nature of their agile, unobtrusive 

and cost-effective profile represent the ideal force to lead such a response.  Importantly, the concept, in 

its most effective form, allows for local solutions to potentially global problems and, as such, is not only a 

practical solution but a fiscal and sustainable one as well.  “By, With, Through”: A SOF Global Engagement 

Strategy explores these issues from the perspectives of practitioners, strategists and academics.  
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F O r E WO r d

i am delighted to introduce the latest volume in the Canadian 
Special Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM) publication 
series.  this book is based on the fourth annual Special Operations 
Forces (SOF) Symposium conducted jointly by CANSOFCOM and 
the United States Special Operations Command’s (US SOCOM’s) 
Joint Special Operations University (JSOU). its subject, “‘by, 
With, through’: A SOF Global Engagement Strategy,” is timely 
as the post-Afghanistan conflict period underscores the need to 
work within a whole of government approach and alongside allied 
and partnered nations.  

As an integral part of the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), the de-
fence of Canada and its national interests is, and will always be, the 
primary focus of CANSOFCOM. Quite simply, i cannot envision 
a future CANSOF operation being done in isolation from a joint, 
combined or interagency framework. indeed, it is through this 
combined synergy, underscored by the assistance and cooperation 
of allies, as well as friendly nations, where collective strength and 
resiliency is fully realized.  this synergy is important to all na-
tions.  As the global security environment becomes increasingly 
more complex, chaotic and ambiguous, and as we are faced with 
sophisticated networks of those who would do us harm during a 
period of persistent conflict and hybrid warfare, Canada, its allies 
and partnered nations will take the necessary steps toward shap-
ing a secure and stable world.  

i believe this process entails a continuing emphasis on military 
assistance and engagement to assist our friends and partners in 
creating the necessary security environment in fragile, threatened, 
failed or failing states.  What the contemporary and future operat-
ing environments likely mean for CANSOFCOM is that, in close 
co-operation with our traditional services, (particularly the royal 
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Canadian Air Force that has proven consistently invaluable in pro-
viding responsive and agile air support), as well as our allies, and 
fully in support of Government of Canada (GoC) policies,  we will 
continue to assist partner nations develop capabilities that will 
assist them in achieving improved internal security and stability.  

Key to this philosophical approach, and in accord with the subject 
of the december 2013 Symposium, military assistance to allied 
and friendly nations will be central to ensuring a secure and sta-
ble world.  Whether conducting operations “by” us (namely the 
Western nations) for those states without the necessary capability 
or “with” those countries to secure their borders, the goal is, in 
the end, to work “through” those same countries by empower-
ing them to conduct their own operations to secure their borders, 
with the ultimate goal of regional and international security.  this 
state, of course, reduces the need for costly military interventions 
by Western nations.  

Notably, to be able to achieve these goals CANSOF needs to con-
tinue to build out its network of trust with those with whom we 
interact.  i contend that trust is our lifeblood. in a changing world 
building trust within strong networks is a non-negotiable down-
payment for inevitable contingency operations that CANSOFCOM 
will be called upon to undertake.  

“By, With, Through”: A SOF Global Engagement Strategy captures 
many of the themes central to the issue of military assistance and 
the “by, With, through,” concept.  it is intended to both inform 
and educate, and i highly recommend it to anyone with an interest 
in defence related issues. 

M.N. rouleau

brigadier-General
Commander Canadian Special Operations Forces Command
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i N t rO d U C t i O N

Special Operations Forces (SOF) perform a variety of tasks, both 
kinetic and non-kinetic, in order to further national interests at 
home and abroad.  While the kinetic element is generally easy to 
imagine and fuels the stuff of hollywood movies, the non-kinetic 
side, while perhaps less sexy, is arguably the bread and butter 
of SOF operations.  in fact, non-kinetic activities are often key 
in providing a non-violent end to an event before it escalates. in 
essence, the shaping, influencing and training components of SOF 
military assistance missions often assist in stabilizing countries or 
regions that are at risk of imploding.   

Central to this approach, and in accord with the subject of the 
december 2013 SOF Symposium, military assistance to allied and 
friendly nations is paramount in assuring a secure and stable 
world.  Whether conducting operations “by” us (namely the 
Western nations) for those states without the necessary capability, 
or “with” those countries to secure their borders, the goal is, in 
the end, to work “through” those same countries by empower-
ing them to conduct their own operations to secure their borders, 
with the ultimate goal of regional and international security.  in 
simple terms, it is about collectively placing greater focus on the 
“pre-bang” phase of conflict and shaping the environment to as-
sist our friends and partners in creating the necessary security 
environment in fragile, threatened, failed or failing states.  this 
philosophy reduces the potential need for costly military inter-
ventions by Western nations through minimizing the number of 
smouldering issues that might erupt into larger national or inter-
national conflagrations.  

indeed, historically the concept of “by, with, through” has prov-
en itself to be a sound practice.  Nonetheless, it is not without 
its challenges.  in particular, from the strategic through to the  
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tactical level there are pragmatic, moral and ethical issues to navi-
gate, such as decisions involving choosing partners and deciding 
who takes on which responsibilities. Ultimately, however, the 
concept, in its most effective form, allows for local solutions to 
potentially global problems and, as such, is not only a practical 
solution but a fiscal and sustainable one as well.  

“By, With, Through”: A SOF Global Engagement Strategy explores 
these issues from the perspectives of practitioners, strategists and 
academics.  Notably, this book is based on the fourth annual SOF 
Symposium conducted jointly by the Canadian Special Opera-
tions Forces Command (CANSOFCOM) and the US Joint Special  
Operations University (JSOU).  
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“BY, WITH, THROUGH”:  
A HIsTORICAL sUCCess sTORY

COLONEL bErNd hOrN ANd dr. biLL KNArr

Many would argue that very little changes over time in military 
affairs.  yes, technology may evolve, thereby altering tactics, tech-
niques and procedures (ttPs) but the underlying nature of war 
and conflict remains constant.  tenets of conflict, and by associa-
tion international relations, raised by Sun tzu in 400 bCE and Carl 
von Clausewitz in the 1800s are as relevant today as they were 
then.  this truth is particularly salient after a decade of conflict 
in Afghanistan and iraq, when Western nations are tired of war 
and are seeking solutions to the world’s insecurity and instabil-
ity.  Making this process more difficult is the worldwide economic 
difficulties that have lessened the tolerance for excessive military 
spending, thus creating a fiscally constrained environment for 
most militaries.  

in the case of Special Operations Forces (SOF), one such solution 
to both the fiscally constrained environment and the problem 
of international instability is the global SOF network, which is 
designed to leverage partner capacity and resource sharing.  More-
over, it allows participating nations to realize a more responsive, 
agile and effective approach to fighting global insecurity at less 
individual cost.  the idea entails partner nations sharing capa-
bility and expertise, as well as the burden of providing military 
assistance to others, specifically by assisting friendly at-risk na-
tions develop the necessary capacity to solve their own internal 
security problems before they become regional or international 
conflagrations. importantly, the global SOF network represents 
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the potential to provide a sustainable solution to the ever growing 
complex and dangerous international security environment.    

Of note, the theory driving the global SOF network is not entirely 
new.  it has roots in, and shares the basic premise of, the old “by, 
With, through” concept, which was about leveraging capabilities 
of indigenous forces and people in pursuit of national security 
objectives.  its basic tenet was an evolutionary process of activi-
ties and operations “by us” to assist at-risk friendly nations deal 
with security issues.  As the security capacity within those states 
was developed, the process transformed to cooperative activities 
and operations “With us” to deal with extant security matters. 
Finally, once the process was complete and capacity developed to 
its fullest extent, the process evolved to activities and operations 
“through them” (i.e. those nations that were assisted) to achieve 
the necessary security effect desired in pursuit of national inter-
est.  in fact, “the most important military component in the War 
on terror[ism],” former Secretary of defense robert Gates asserted 
“is not the fighting we do ourselves, but how well we enable and 
empower our partners to defend and govern themselves.”1  

As such, the underlying premise of the global SOF network is in 
consonance with the “by, With, through” concept.  it is about 
helping others to help themselves, while at the same time develop-
ing deep partnerships and a broad, close network that will allow 
a cooperative approach to combating those that would do us, our 
allies and friends harm.  Significantly, the concept is arguably very 
sound and historically, the “by, With, through” concept has been 
very successful.

From a North American perspective one can go back to the colo-
nial period to see the premise at work.  From necessity, the early 
French military and political leadership understood survival of 
France’s wilderness colony in the harsh North American landscape 
depended on at first utilizing the skills of the Native peoples and 
later combining that with the skills and expertise of the settlers of 
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New France, who after several generations, had taken on a distinct 
“les Canadiens” culture and approach to war.2  Faced with a brutal 
war of annihilation against the Six Nations iroquois confederacy, 
the King of France eventually relented to pleas for assistance 
from his colonial governors and dispatched the Carignan-Salières  
regiment to New France in the spring of 1665.3  

Upon arrival the French regulars troops undertook the building 
of defences and operations against the iroquois in conjunction 
with French Canadians in the colony.  the experience inculcated 
volunteers with military experience.  it also demonstrated the ad-
vantages of leveraging the indigenous elements within a country 
who knew the terrain, environment and peculiarities of the re-
gions, to serve under arms.  in fact, in April 1669, King Louis XiV 
ordered the governor of New France to organize a Canadian Militia 
and to ensure that the men between 15 and 60 years of age “always 
be well armed and always have the powder, lead, and fuses neces-
sary to use their arms when needed.”4  

With the iroquois threat quelled, the Carignan-Salières regiment 
was redeployed to France in 1668.  the defence of New France was 
now left largely in the hands of a few scattered regular and colonial 
troops and the French-Canadian settlers.  this change was pos-
sible as the experience gained from the regular troops and jointly 
conducted operations provided confidence and military prowess.   
Significantly, a core of regulars chose to remain in Canada.5 the 
benefit was enormous.  it provided a nucleus of military experi-
ence, which when added to exposure and knowledge of the North 
American way of fighting, created unrivaled irregular fighters.    

this capability of fighting in an irregular manner was increasingly 
demonstrated, much to the misery of the English, who replaced 
the iroquois as the major threat to New France.  the French- 
Canadians now arguably provided the French King with an effec-
tive, cost efficient manner to fight in North America.  having been 
imbued with war fighting instruction and experience, the French 
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Canadians developed a highly effective war fighting strategy that 
was achieved by a mixed force that included the military strengths 
of regulars (e.g. courage, discipline, tactical acumen) with those 
of the French-Canadians and indians (e.g. endurance, familiarity 
with wilderness navigation and travel, marksmanship) who relied 
more on initiative, independent action and small unit tactics than 
on rigid military practices and drills.  

the effectiveness of the French-Canadian and Native warriors to 
protect French “national interests,” namely the colony of New 
France, was amply evident. Utilizing small raiding parties that ter-
rorized the frontier and paralyzed the Anglo-American forces into 
focusing more on rear area security than invasion, they were able 
to maintain the balance of power against a superior (i.e. economi-
cally, militarily and population wise) antagonist in North America 
for almost a century.6      

the French approach of using indigenous forces to achieve na-
tional interest in North America was not lost on the british.  they 
too, eventually mobilized their indigenous forces to fight in the 
New World.  interestingly, they created “rangers” to counter the 
French-Canadian and Native raiding threat.  One of the first efforts 
was in 1744, in the North American theatre of operations, as part 
of the larger War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748).  during 
this conflict the british presence in the Maritimes was once again 
prey to the marauding Abenakis and Micmac indian war parties 
that were aligned with the French.  As a result, an “independent 
corps of rangers” also known as the corps of Nova Scotia rang-
ers was raised in New England and commanded by Captain John 
Goreham.  

Goreham’s command composed of 60 Mohawks and Metis war-
riors.  Familiar with the indian way of war, they swiftly engaged 
the French and their indian allies.  Massachusetts Governor 
William Shirley wrote, “the great service which Lieut. Colonel 
Goreham’s Company of rangers has been of to the Garrison at 



5

c h a p t e r  1

Annapolis royal is a demonstration of the Usefulness of such a 
Corps.”7 Goreham’s rangers continued to serve on the volatile 
frontier even after the conflict ended.  Prior to the onset of the 
French and indian War, also known in its global context as the 
Seven years War (1756-1763), Goreham’s rangers were used to 
protect the british settlements in Nova Scotia against indian raids.  
however, with the official outbreak of the war, they became in-
creasingly involved in military operations specifically because of 
their expertise at irregular warfare.8 

despite their success, in the most current conflict Goreham’s 
rangers were eclipsed by another british effort aimed at matching 
the effectiveness of the French-Canadian raiders in the strategi-
cally important Lake Champlain theatre of operations.  the british 
once again tapped their indigenous forces to create the legendary  
rogers’ rangers.  by the winter of 1756, rogers’ bold forays with 
his small band of unofficial rangers behind enemy French lines 
were regularly reported in newspapers throughout the colonies.  
they provided a tonic to a beleaguered English frontier.  in March 
1756, Major-General Shirley ordered rogers to raise a 60 man 
independent ranger company that was separate from both the 
provincial and regular units. As such, it was titled his Majesty’s 
independent Company (later Companies) of American rangers.  
his unit was directed to scout and gain intelligence in the Lake 
Champlain theatre, as well as “distress the French and their allies 
by sacking, burning and destroying their houses, barns, barracks, 
canoes, battoes...to way-lay, attack, and destroying their convoys 
of provisions by land and water.”9 in the end, rogers’ rangers, 
as they became universally known, brought to life the ranger 
tradition in North America and ensured it would forever endure.  
their deeds and prowess have with time become legendary. how-
ever, key is the fact that both the French-Canadian and American 
“rangers” represented a maturation of the “by, With, through” 
concept in one of its earliest forms.
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Moving away from the North American continent, a more con-
temporary example of the successful application of the “by, With, 
through” concept was the british Special Operations Executive 
(SOE) in the Second World War. the SOE was created by Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill, who preferred to call the SOE the 
“Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare.” On establishment of the 
SOE, the prime minister commanded, “And now, set Europe 
ablaze!”10  the SOE was responsible “to co-ordinate all action, by 
way of subversion and sabotage, against the enemy overseas.”11 
the War Cabinet subsequently approved the new SOE and its 
charter on 22 July 1940.

the mandate and objectives given to the SOE were almost un-
limited.  the Prime Minister’s charter to the SOE instructed “to 
undertake subversive action of every sort and description against 
the enemy.” it had a twofold objective.  First was to exploit “every 
present means of harassing the enemy and damaging his war ef-
fort.”  the second, was to assist in the organization of secret armies 
“by arranging for the supply of personnel, communications, arms 
and explosives etc., and by strengthening any underground 
propaganda that may be necessary to the ultimate objective of em-
barking on large-scale operations.”12 

Notwithstanding the desire to cause as much short-term pain for 
the German war effort as possible, the key objective of the SOE 
was to organize a concerted uprising amongst the peoples of the 
occupied territories.  in essence, the SOE intent was to create an 
“organisation of secret armed forces that can co-operate in any 
military offensive we may be able to take in the future and so 
compensate for our lack of trained troops.”13 

to achieve its aim, the SOE was broken into country directorates, 
with each respective country directorate divided into one or more 
sections. For example, France had six distinct sections within its 
directorate. As such, the SOE was engaged in classic unconven-
tional warfare (UW). it was responsible for training agents and 
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organizers, as well as deploying them into the various target coun-
tries with the object of establishing basic subversive organizations 
that could be expanded as required as the situation allowed.  the 
main functions of the subversive organizations were explained as:  

a.  Political Subversion and Propaganda: to encourage the 
population of the occupied countries against the forces of 
occupation and to undermine the morale of the latter.

b.  Sabotage: to build up a sabotage organization wherever 
the Axis can be effectively attacked, which is mainly in 
the occupied territories. the object of this activity is to 
wear down the Axis morally and economically and so 
hasten the date by which our military forces can take the 
offensive. Sabotage efforts must be correlated with those 
of the fighting services especially the bomber forces, and 
our present short term policy is, therefore, based on the 
instructions recently given to bomber Command whose 
efforts we intend to supplement by attacking rail, sea, 
canal and road transport. the sabotage organization must 
also be prepared to harass the Axis lines of communica-
tion, should Great britain be invaded, and to intensify its 
activities in close co-operation with any allied invasion of 
the continent.

c.  the Organization of Secret Armies: to build up and 
equip secret armies in occupied territories. these armies, 
in co-operation with the sabotage organizations, will be 
prepared to assist our military forces when they take the 
offensive, either directly in the theatre of operations or 
indirectly elsewhere, by attacks on communications, 
whether telegraphic or transport, by neutralization of sei-
zure of aerodromes, by a general attack on enemy aircraft 
and personnel, and by producing disorder in the enemy’s 
rearward services.14 
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important to note, is the fact that the SOE was not the only orga-
nization involved in creating capability behind enemy lines.  the 
Americans also created a counterpart to the SOE. On 11 July 1941, 
President Franklin roosevelt created the office of the Coordina-
tor of information (COi) to better coordinate the activities of the 
various American government intelligence agencies.  he placed 
William donovan, also known as “Wild bill,” in charge of this 
new office.  On 13 June 1942, the COi was renamed the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS). the OSS focused its efforts on Europe, 
Asia and North Africa with Major General donovan at its helm.15 

during his tenure, General donovan approved the development of 
three unconventional warfare activities to support operations in 
Europe and the Far East: 

1.  Operational Groups (OGs) to operate in France;

2.  Jedburgh teams to operate in France, belgium and the 
Netherlands; and

3.  detachment 101 to conduct operations in burma. 

in July 1942, donovan formed the OGs.  Although their size var-
ied, they were initially configured to consist of two sections of 15 
men, each with two officers and 13 enlisted – closely mirroring 
the Special Forces Operational detachment – Alphas (SFOdA) of 
today.16 Members were bilingual volunteers recruited primarily 
as infantrymen and demolitions experts, but they also included 
medical technicians and radio operators. their mission was to “or-
ganize and supply guerrilla bands, gather intelligence, and carry 
out commando operations behind enemy lines.”17  

the Jedburgh teams were created later, in the early spring of 
1944, in britain and Algeria. they were parachuted into Europe to 
support the invasion of occupied Europe. Under the direction of 
the Supreme headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (ShAEF), 
their mission was to link-up with the guerrilla groups, collect  
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intelligence and support the Allied forces as they moved through-
out Europe.18 Although team composition varied, they were 
originally intended to include one American, one british and one 
French or dutch member.19

the Jedburghs and OGs that led, advised and assisted French 
guerrillas had tremendous effect. they crippled locomotives and 
rolling stock, severed communications trunk lines, blew bridges, 
and harassed enemy columns on the move, thereby delaying 
Germany’s reaction to the Allied offensive. teams then provided 
“timely, accurate intelligence” to Allied forces, such as General 
George Patton’s third Army during its dash across France.20    

On 14 April 1942, Major General donovan, activated detachment 
101 for action in burma. the Unit, commanded by Colonel Carl 
Eifler, gathered intelligence, identified targets for Army Air Force 
bombing raids, rescued downed Allied airmen and harassed/dis-
rupted Japanese operations. detachment 101, composed of a core 
element of Americans, depended on support and recruits from 
the various tribes in burma, particularly the Kachins, who were 
fiercely anti-Japanese due to harsh treatment by the Japanese and 
who were renowned for their skills in the burmese jungle.21 No-
tably, the small group of Americans, supported by thousands of 
Kachins secured a major transportation route between india and 
China, known as the burma-Ledo road. After its deactivation in 
July 1945, detachment 101 was awarded the Presidential Unit Cita-
tion. its accomplishments included killing or wounding more than 
15,000 of the enemy, destroying or capturing more than 3,500 tons 
of supplies, rescuing more than 550 Allied Air crewmembers, and 
designating the majority of targeting in the area for the 10th Air 
Force.22 

in the end, the SOE and OSS and their application of the “by, 
With, through” concept were immensely successful.23  in a ShAEF 
report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff on 18 July 1945, General 
dwight “ike” Eisenhower’s staff noted, “without the organization, 
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communications, training and leadership which SOE supplied…
resistance [movements] would have been of no military value.”24  
For example SOE and OSS teams arranged reception of three-man 
Jedburgh teams that were designed to assist local resistance net-
works to coordinate their efforts.  they provided a wireless link, 
supplied arms and ammunition and provided training on the use 
of weapons and basic tactics.  Fourteen teams dropped into brit-
tany alone and they helped organize 20,000 underground fighters.  
A large part of the German effort was spent simply to fight the 
resistance forces.25  Furthermore, a Chiefs of Staff report assessed, 
“it can be fairly concluded, therefore, that SOE activity forced 
the Germans to retain considerable forces in areas of no immediate 
military value to us. the forces could have been usefully employed 
elsewhere and were contained by an economical expenditure of 
effort.”26  Similarly, SOE-led guerrilla groups in the Far East killed 
more Japanese forces than the regular Army.  One guerilla force 
alone is credited with killing an estimated 10,964 Japanese sol-
diers and wounding another 644.27

in the post-war era, the “by, With, through” concept proved 
equally effective.  the post-war era did not provide the war-weary 
and debt-ridden governments or their public with a prolonged pe-
riod of peace and tranquility.  the onset of the Cold War in 1948 
created additional financial pressures on the Western nations as 
they now were faced with the creation of large peacetime standing 
armies. the savage wars of peace, namely the eruption of brush 
fire wars around the globe ignited by communist insurgents, as 
well as aspirations of independence by former colonies merely ex-
acerbated the problem of affordable military solutions. As such, 
the UW and Foreign internal defence (Fid) provided a means of 
leveraging additional capability.  

the first application was during the Korean war, 1950-1953, when 
the Central intelligence Agency (CiA) was responsible for all 
covert operations.  As such, they created partisan forces to oper-
ate against the enemy, as well as a Special Missions Group that 
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was responsible for raids on the enemy’s coastal railway system. 
despite the CiA mandate, by 1951, the US Far East Command 
(FEC) created the Miscellaneous Group, 8086 Army Unit, which 
was responsible for creating and controlling a large partisan force 
that was designed as a combat force and not just an intelligence 
gathering body.  by the end of the year, FEC created the “Covert, 
Clandestine, and related Activities – Korea” (CCrAK) organiza-
tion to control all unconventional warfare operations in theatre.28  
these efforts had the effect of tying down large numbers of  
enemy forces.

Aside from the Korean War, the Cold War also established the 
specter of two large heavily armed camps facing off in Europe.  
the fact that the seemingly aggressive and very belligerent So-
viet Union maintained a buffer of occupied territories and peoples 
between itself and the West clearly presented an opportunity for 
unconventional warfare. this opportunity was not lost on stra-
tegic planners and commanders, particularly those with recent 
OSS and SOE experience. As a result, the Americans resurrected 
their UW capability.  in 1952, the 10th Special Forces Group (SFG) 
was activated. the following year the bulk of the 10th SFG was 
deployed to bad tolz, West Germany.  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, 
were tasked, in the event of the expected Soviet invasion, with 
developing and exploiting the resistance potential of the popula-
tion in those areas behind the enemy lines. in essence, the teams 
were expected to train and advise resistance movements in the art 
of guerilla warfare, as well as conduct strategic reconnaissance to 
locate Soviet headquarters and nuclear weapon installations.29 the 
organization and plan was steeped in the success of the concept 
during the Second World War.

Concurrently, as indicated earlier, the globe erupted in a series 
of conflicts, a combination of wars of independence and com-
munist inspired insurgencies.  regardless, the complex nature of 
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such conflicts, which were of long duration, required political and 
not simply military solutions, and were normally conducted in 
complex terrain that provided cover, concealment and protection 
for the less heavily armed and equipped insurgents, overwhelmed 
the conventional military capability and proved to be potentially 
extremely expensive. As such, the british quickly turned to the 
“by, With, through” concept, utilizing SOF forces to train, assist 
and augment indigenous capability to defeat the internal, as well 
as external threats to their security.    

the success of the application of SOF to solve the security prob-
lems in such locations as Aden, borneo, brunei, dhofar, indochina, 
Malaya and Oman, to name but a few, underscored the strength of 
the “by, With, through” concept.  importantly, it also revealed 
that the employment of SOF achieved a “comparatively low cost in 
lives set against results achieved.”30  Quite simply, frugal bureau-
crats realized that SOF provided an inexpensive means of waging 
war against insurgents in distant jungles and deserts, often largely 
on their own in support of governments in place. Savings real-
ized by replacing generic capability backed with quantity, with 
specific skill sets reinforced by quality, in support of in-place  
indigenous forces, became an attractive option. 

John F. Kennedy, influential congressman and later president, was 
quick to see the threat, as well as the solution.  in 1958, he iden-
tified the new threat as “Sputnik diplomacy, limited brush-fire 
wars, indirect non-overt aggression, intimidation and subver-
sion, internal revolution.”31 When he became president in 1961, 
Kennedy espoused his personal commitment to a stepped-up, in-
tegrated counter-insurgency program that was based on the “by, 
With, through” concept.  Kennedy warned, “the free world’s 
security can be endangered not only by a nuclear attack, but also 
by being nibbled away at the periphery... by forces of subversion, 
infiltration, intimidation, indirect or non-overt aggression, inter-
nal revolution, diplomatic blackmail, guerrilla warfare or a series 
of limited wars.”  however, he also asserted, “the main burden of  
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local defense against overt attack, subversion and guerrilla  
warfare must rest on local populations and forces.”32

President Kennedy reaffirmed that assertion in a 1963 interview 
concerning the future of Vietnam when he proclaimed, “in the 
final analysis, it is their war. they are the ones that have to win or 
lose it.”33 that would be an important reminder, in particular as 
the United States escalated its involvement in Vietnam.

the United States was involved in Vietnam as early as 1945 when 
the OSS was working with ho Chi Minh, who would later lead 
North Vietnam in its efforts to recapture the south. in 1950, the 
French were heavily involved in Vietnam while the United States 
provided aid and established the Military Assistance Advi-
sory Group, indochina, to administer the program. however the 
French, fatigued with fighting, and the cost of the conflict, led to 
a brokered peace. the Geneva Accords of 1954 was the agreement 
between France and the democratic republic of Vietnam (North), 
which divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel.  France agreed to with-
draw its forces by 1956. With the ensuing power vacuum, the 
United States subsequently increased its involvement by advising 
and assisting the government of South Vietnam in its resistance 
against the North Vietnamese regime and a growing insurgency. 

by 1959, the insurgents, known as the Viet Cong (VC), had sig-
nificantly increased their activities and by 1960 South Vietnamese 
infrastructure and counter-insurgency efforts had deteriorated 
to the point that the VC had gained the initiative.34 A year later, 
in May 1961, Kennedy decided to send 400 Special Forces (SF) 
soldiers into the Central highlands to train the Montagnard tribes-
men in counter-insurgency as an early commitment to the Civilian 
irregular defense Group program (CidG).35 the CidG, active from 
1961 to 1971, was developed for two reasons:  1. to help the South 
Vietnam government secure ungoverned spaces (potential VC 
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sanctuaries) by recruiting tribes and minority groups into their 
counterinsurgency program and, in doing so,  2. Preclude their 
recruitment by the VC.  

if left unchecked, VC recruitment was a very real possibility given 
tribal dissatisfaction with the South Vietnamese Government. in 
addition to their value as a counter-insurgent paramilitary force, 
the Montagnards were also a valuable source of intelligence as 
their tribal affiliations and networks spread throughout the high-
lands of South Vietnam and Laos. those affiliations and networks 
provided South Vietnamese and American intelligence on North 
Vietnam’s military infiltration and supply routes into the south 
via Laos.36

the Combined Studies division of the US Operations Mission origi-
nally managed the CidG program with Special Forces support. in 
1963, the majority of the effort was transferred to Military Assis-
tance Command Vietnam (MACV). this command included hamlet  
militiamen, mountain scouts and border surveillance personnel. 
there were a number of other initiatives supporting the program, 
including Mike Force, a rapid reaction force led by Special Forces to 
support the CidG camps. by 1971, the CidG program was transferred 
to the Vietnamese Special Forces. the objective was to eventually 
transition them into the South Vietnamese regular Army.37

there were other “by, With, through” initiatives over the span 
of American involvement in Vietnam that deserve discussion. 
two notable programs include the Military Advisory Assistance 
Command Vietnam Studies and Observation Group (MACVSOG) 
and the Civil Operations and revolutionary development Support 
(COrdS) program.  COrdS included the much debated Phoenix 
program (i.e. recruit or capture/kill VC leadership) that garnered 
much attention.

MACVSOG was created as a joint operation in 1964 and was re-
sponsible for unconventional warfare operations against North 
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Vietnam that included developing resistance forces, direct action 
missions against economic targets and psychological operations 
all within North Vietnam.  its charter was approved by President 
Lyndon Johnson in 1964 under OPLAN 34A as he looked for ways 
to influence the government in hanoi to change their support for 
prosecution of the war against the south.  Missions included in-
serting agents into the north, conducting reconnaissance missions 
in Laos and Cambodia, and in particular addressing challenges as-
sociated with interdiction missions along the ho Chi Minh trail.38 

COrdS in turn, was developed specifically to address President 
Johnson’s frustration over a lack of coordination between the em-
bassy and the military regarding pacifications programs in South 
Vietnam.  As such, in 1967 he issued National Security Action 
Memorandum (NSAM) 362, responsibility for US role in Pacifica-
tion to create the program. COrdS placed all of the pacification 
initiatives under a single commander, at the time General William 
Westmoreland, Commander of MACV, who put one of his principle 
deputies, a civilian, in charge of COrdS.  this military/civilian 
mix, under COrdS, was represented at every level down to prov-
ince and district.39 the most significant and controversial part of 
the program was Phoenix. 

the Phoenix program, symbolized by the Vietnamese as Phung 
Hoang, a mythical bird with all-seeing powers, specifically target-
ed the Viet Cong infrastructure (VCi) in South Vietnam.  As such, 
operations were intelligence-driven with Provincial intelligence 
and Operations Coordination Centers (PiOCC) and district intel-
ligence and Operations Coordination Centers (diOCC) throughout 
the country. those centers, consisting of Americans and South 
Vietnamese, collected information on VCi suspects and dissemi-
nated intelligence to field force units where they were captured, 
killed or turned.  those units included the Vietnamese national 
police, National Police Field Force, US Navy SEAL teams and US 
Army special operations groups, and Provincial reconnaissance 
Units (PrU).  
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the most controversial of these units was the PrU, who were CiA 
funded, trained and operated independent of the other force units. 
despite vetting and oversight the PrU had gained a reputation for 
assassinations.  Later studies, for the most part would, profile the 
PrU as a professional force whose mission was to capture VCi sus-
pects for their intelligence value rather than kill them. in general, 
captured documents and post-war testimonials by North Vietnam 
military leaders indicate the Phoenix program was extremely ef-
fective in eliminating the VC leadership infrastructure.40  

Although Americans were focused on Vietnam, the United States 
was also applying “by, With, through” operations in Latin 
America. One of many examples is the United States’ support to 
Colombia, which provided the challenge of dealing with both 
drug trafficking and insurgent activities. 

Colombia’s insurgent problems began in the 1950s-1960s, as sev-
eral groups emerged, the primary one being the revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia, also known as the FArC.  the initial 
response of the Colombian government was to ignore the problem, 
as long as the insurgents remained in the savannahs and jungles 
to the south east and stayed away from the population centers.  
Under those conditions the government simply left the insur-
gents alone.41  however, in the late 1970s, the narcotics industry 
migrated to Colombia as a result of successful counter narcotics 
programs in other South American countries such as Peru and bo-
livia. Although the FArC initially opposed any dealing with the 
drug industry, they quickly realized the financial benefits of such 
a partnership.42  

the effect on the US was noticeable. by the mid-1980s the US ad-
ministration was concerned by the increase in the illegal import 
of Colombian drugs, as well as the violence of the cartels in doing 
business. As a result, in 1986, President ronald reagan declared 
illicit drugs a threat to national security.  Subsequently, the de-
partment of defense (dOd) received a sizeable part of the national 
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program funding and the counter-narcotics mission. three years 
later, in 1989, President George bush expanded the mandate and 
dispatched SOF to “train Colombian military and police forces for 
operations against the big Colombian cartels.”43

however, the cap on the number of advisors allowed in country, 
well-intended policies on human rights violations, and prohibi-
tions on the use of forces and funds for counter-insurgency (as 
opposed to counter narcotics), frustrated the advisory and train-
ing mission.  that, combined with the corruption and the quality 
of Colombian recruits and leadership, led to a Colombian gov-
ernment on the verge of collapse by 1998. Colombia desperately 
required changes in-country, as well as US support to halt the 
rapid deterioration of the situation.44 Colombian changes included 
a new administration in 1998, as well as a new strategy the follow-
ing year entitled “Plan Colombia,” which boosted most aspects of 
counter-narcotics support, as well as Colombian military capacity 
and activities. in turn, US changes included President bill Clin-
ton’s 1998 waiver of the Leahy Law that prohibited aid to countries 
with “credible gross human rights abuses” and an increase in aid 
in subsequent years.45 

those changes were not enough, however. As a result of 2002-
2005 policy, leadership and strategy changes, both in the 
United States as well as Colombia, a marked increase in the 
Colombian government’s capability to confront and defeat the narco- 
insurgents transpired.46 For example, a major obstacle and frustra-
tion for American support to Colombian military operations was 
a US Congressional prohibition on funding counter-insurgency 
operations but not counter-narcotics operations. this dichotomy 
was a major irritant since in many cases the two were inseparable. 
in 2002, President bush signed an executive order authorizing the 
use of counter-narcotics funds for counter-insurgency. Addition-
ally, in 2004 Congress authorized an almost twofold US force cap 
increase in Colombia from 400 dod personnel and 400 contractors 
to 800 and 600 respectively.  in concert, in Colombia the Uribe  
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administration expanded the number of Army brigades and 
police, and developed platoons of peasant soldiers to fight the nar-
co-insurgents in their territory, previously ungoverned insurgent 
sanctuaries. this process represented a wholesale philosophical 
change. the Uribe administration focused on security first, as a 
foundation for governance and development, rather than trying to 
build all three simultaneously. Additionally, SOF, and in particular 
SF, worked with the rapidly expanding Colombian SOF units, as 
well as the counter-narcotics units and regular army.47

by 2008, the Colombians fielded a professional force, which was 
highlighted by the dramatic rescue of three Americans and several 
high profile Colombians who had been held hostage by FArC.  the 
Colombian planning and execution were a tribute to the quality 
and commitment of the Colombian SOF organizations, as well as 
to the advisory and training, of the “by, With, through,” concept 
implemented by SOF and other interagency partners.48

Another relative success story for the “by, With, through” con-
cept, at least in the context of the time period, was the Western 
support for the Mujahedeen during the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan from 1979 to 1989.  As early as 15 January 1980, just 
three weeks after the first deployment of Soviet troops, American, 
british, German and French diplomats met to discuss assistance to 
the Afghan resistance.  According to a british report:

Aid to the rebels is highly desirable in itself. A pro-
longed counter-revolutionary war there could only have 
the most profound effects on the whole Soviet system.  
Certainly anything in the nature of a Soviet ‘Vietnam’ –  
to use an analogy which has been widely employed – 
would presumably have the same effect on a government 
in Moscow as the real Vietnam did in Washington. We 
trust the Western leaders are prepared for the enormous 
beneficial possibilities that could just possibly open up if 
the Afghan rebellion were to succeed.49 
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As such, the Western nations provided money, supplies, muni-
tions and training support, as well as advisors, to the Mujahedeen 
organization, who numbered approximately 90,000.  Acting in a 
classic UW role, the West was able to leverage their limited sup-
port to indigenous forces to gain significant “national interest.”  
the cost to the Soviet Union is estimated at approximately 15,000 
killed in action, 54,000 wounded in action as well as billions of 
dollars to support the war effort, economic resources that were 
scarce to begin with.  Arguably, the war also became a catalyst for 
the implosion of the Soviet Union. 

the Philippines provides yet another good example of the ef-
fectiveness and efficiency of the “by, With, through” concept.  
Suffering from a number of insurgencies fueled by islamic extrem-
ism since the early 1990s, the Philippines represented a friendly 
at-risk nation on the verge of disintegration.  Groups such as the 
Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), an Al-Qaeda (AQ) affiliated terrorist or-
ganization, as well as the Jemaah islamiya and the Moro islamic 
Liberation Front, wreaked havoc through bombings, kidnappings 
and other terrorist activities.  American assistance focused on in-
creasing the ability of the Filipino Government and its security 
forces to deny the insurgents sanctuary, control the lines of com-
munications and improve the infrastructure for the local populace 
through civil affairs.  they also assisted with information opera-
tions to bolster the image of the Filipino Government in the eyes 
of its citizens.  

Working with the Filipino security forces by providing training 
and intelligence support, the Americans were able to help the 
Philippines stabilize their internal domestic security issue.  in fact, 
by 2002, the ASG, which represented the most significant threat, 
had been decimated.  they were pushed from their sanctuary and 
almost all of their key leadership has been captured or killed. im-
portantly, the American assistance came at minimal (relative) cost 
in both resources and lives.  the effort to save the Philippines cost 
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approximately $50 million annually and represented a deployment 
of approximately 600.50

the most contemporary application of the “by, With, through” 
concept, however, is in Afghanistan and iraq.  With regard to Af-
ghanistan, in the aftermath of the horrific terrorist attack on the 
morning of 11 September 2001 (9/11) on the twin towers of the 
World trade Center (WtC) the Americans moved quickly to strike 
at the terrorists who were behind the well-planned and coordi-
nated attacks, as well as those who supported and abetted them.51  
Osama bin Laden and his AQ terrorist organization sheltered in 
Afghanistan by Mullah Omar and his taliban government quickly 
became the centre of attention.  

On 7 October 2001, the Americans launched Operation Enduring 
Freedom (OEF). in an extremely short period of time, approxi-
mately 300 American Special Forces soldiers and a handful of CiA 
operatives were on the ground in Afghanistan.52  these operators 
rallied and forged cohesive teams out of the unorganized anti-
taliban opposition groups and equally as important, using a small 
amount of high-tech targeting equipment, brought the weight of 
American airpower down on taliban and AQ fighters. Approxi-
mately four weeks of bombing finally created the necessary effect.  
On 9 November 2001, the Northern Alliance (NA), who were 
supported by US SF and CiA operatives, as well as American air 
support, broke through the taliban lines at Mazaar-e-Sharif. the 
taliban collapsed and were totally routed.  

Within the next three days all of northern, western and eastern 
Afghanistan fell to the NA and their US SF partners.  the remain-
ing taliban forces fled south to Kandahar.  in total, it took only 49 
days from the insertion of the first SF teams assigned to NA forces 
to the fall of Kandahar.  

in the aftermath of victory, the “by, With, through” concept was 
fully embraced by the Western nations to assist the new interim 
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government and then later the newly created Government of the 
islamic republic of Afghanistan (GiroA).  the approach took a 
Security Force Assistance (SFA) role. SFA in accordance with US 
doctrine refers to “the unified action to generate, employ, and sus-
tain local, host-nation, or regional security forces in support of a 
legitimate authority.”53 it basically involves the conduct of action 
programs, such as developing capacity within in security agencies, 
military and/or police, of another country to assist them in pro-
tecting their society from subversion, lawlessness and insurgency.  

this critical role has allowed SOF to build a more effective internal 
Afghan security capability.54  For instance, SOF has created a num-
ber of highly effective counter-terrorist forces and has worked 
closely with the National directorate of Security (NdS) in sharing 
intelligence to conduct operations, as well as developing the NdS’s 
ability to assist with the concept of governance by improving its 
evidentiary capability to bring suspected terrorists and insurgents 
to trial and successful prosecution.

in addition, SOF has also taken a key role in training the 10,000 
strong police force that was established in villages across  
Afghanistan as part of Afghan President hamid Karzai’s deci-
sion to enhance the delivery of security through locally recruited 
“community watch” forces under the local defence initiative (Ldi).  
this village stability program was one of SOF’s highest priorities 
in theatre.  this initiative not only creates additional forces and 
presence for the counter-insurgency (COiN) fight, but also serves 
to connect remote villages to the Afghan government thereby 
achieving not only tactical results but also strategic effects.  

SOF was also targeted to provide additional training to 40 percent 
of Afghan’s elite police force, the Afghan National Civil Order Po-
lice (ANCOP).  in fact, by 2010, SOF trained eight ANCOP kandaks 
(i.e. battalions) and was partnered with four of them. the  
training and partnership directly resulted in lower attrition rates 
and greater effectiveness of the Afghan forces.55     
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Arguably, however, there was no bigger success than the SOF 
Commando program. the US SF created and partnered with a force 
actually called Afghan Commandos. by 2010, they had become 
known “as Afghanistan’s premier direct action force, specializing 
in air assault missions that kill or capture insurgents.”56 the ef-
fort has had great effect. the first commandos trained were the 
training cadre. From that point Afghan commandos trained other 
aspiring commandos, thereby increasing internal capacity. As of 
2010, 5,300 commandos in nine kandaks had graduated.  

the benefits of the SFA program run deep. On one level, SOF cre-
ated a larger and more effective national security force, which 
was desperately needed. however, on a much deeper level, they 
strengthened the relationship between Afghan National Security 
Forces (ANSF) and the Coalition. “We are working like brothers,” 
one Afghan commando confirmed.57 Moreover, and arguably more 
important in the larger COiN context, SOF have enhanced gov-
ernance by providing a direct link between the population and 
government/coalition troops. 

this linkage is crucial. As noted by Colonel Chris Kolenda, spe-
cial assistant to a former iSAF commander, “All problems in 
Afghanistan, or at least all social local problems, are solved at the 
community level.  And so enfranchising communities with own-
ership in local governance, local security, localized development, 
will help bring communities together and help create the pressure 
and attraction to bring young men back into peaceful existence.”58  
Notably, SOF have been on the forefront of the battle of building 
internal governance and credibility. “Our biggest problem isn’t 
caves; it’s credibility,” General Mike Mullen conceded, further 
explaining, “Our messages lack credibility because we haven’t in-
vested enough in building trust and relationships, and we haven’t 
always delivered on promises.”59  
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Other programs embracing the “by, With, through” idea were 
also undertaken. Canadian SOF undertook the Afghan National 
Army (ANA) tOOFAN (Storm) Program, which was the training 
and operational mentorship of an Afghan partnered force, based 
on a formed reconnaissance Platoon from 205 ANA Corps.  the 
Canadians also took on the training and operational mentorship 
of the Kandahar based Afghan National Police (ANP) Provincial 
response team.  Finally, in coordination with US SF, Canadian 
SOF also participated in the Village Stability Operations programs, 
which entailed the deployment of small teams partnered with  
Afghan Local Police (ALP) to provide security at the village level.

in sum, the Coalition efforts and “by, With, through” method-
ology were instrumental in creating capacity in Afghanistan.  
Although initially heavy on the “by,” the evolution to passing 
more and more of the security requirements to the Afghans has 
created a much more resilient and capable state than existed be-
fore, and has allowed for the draw down of Coalition forces. 

Almost parallel in time to the Afghan effort, in the aftermath of 
the March 2003 invasion of iraq, the Coalition’s use of “by, With, 
through” once again proved extremely useful in iraq.  For in-
stance, Combined Joint Special Operations task Force – North 
(CJSOtF-N), also known as task Force Viking, was responsible for 
the northern front during the invasion of iraq. the 10th Special 
Forces Group formed the nucleus of the task force that also in-
cluded a Special Operations Group from AFSOC, civil affairs units, 
a special boat squadron from the United Kingdom and elements 
from a Marine Expeditionary Force, the 10th Mountain division 
and the 173rd brigade – forces totaling more than 5,000 personnel.  
Just as important, and perhaps more so, was the 70,000 member 
Army of Peshmerga that was already there on the ground.60  the 
CJSOtF’s mission was to conduct unconventional warfare, special 
reconnaissance, direct action and air support in order to disrupt 
and fix iraqi forces. the task Force was credited with securing 
Kirkuk, Mosul and the northern oil fields, and preventing iraqi 
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divisions from moving south and defending baghdad, or reinforc-
ing defensive operations against Coalition forces coming from the 
south.61 

in the aftermath of the invasion, in November 2003, Army Spe-
cial Forces were tasked to develop the iraqi Special Operations 
Forces. they started with the 36th Commandos, the only iraqi unit 
praised for its actions during the first battle for Fallujah.  to reflect 
an iraqi face and demonstrate an iraqi capability, the 36th Com-
mandos, accompanied and advised by an Operational detachment 
Alpha (OdA), led the attack during the second battle of Fallujah 
by seizing the Fallujah hospital, a high-value insurgent informa-
tion operation node.  

the 36th Commandos were only the start. From there, US SOF start-
ed developing the rest of the iraqi SOF brigade, which included 
a counter-terrorism battalion and support battalion. importantly, 
Coalition SOF continued to advise and accompany iraqi SOF on 
operations throughout the country.62

the “by, With, through” approach also played an important part 
in the Awakening or Al Shawa, in iraq.  in general, the Awakening 
movement was the partnering of the tribes in Al Anbar Province 
with the Coalition to fight Al-Qaeda in iraq (AQi). the movement 
is credited with the Coalition and iraqi success in Al Anbar Prov-
ince. Most people associate the turning of the iraqi tribes against 
Al-Qaeda with Sheikh Sattar Albu-risha in the ramadi city of Al 
Anbar in 2006.  however, historians are starting to agree that the 
first significant turning of the tribes against AQi occurred in Al 
Qaim, in western Al Anbar Province in 2005, where SOF played a 
major role. the Albu-Mahal in Al Qaim revolted against Al-Qaeda’s  
murder and intimidation campaign but soon realized they couldn’t 
beat the terrorists on their own and turned to the Coalition and 
iraqi Government for help. An OdA from 5th Special Forces Group 
helped the iraqis recruit and vet tribal members.  they were then 
trained by the SEALs in habbiniyah, south east of ramadi and 



25

c h a p t e r  1

became what was known as the desert Protectors.  Accompanied 
and advised by the OdA, they became the scouts for US Marines 
operating in the area, as well as elements of the 1st iraqi brigade 
during operations in the fall of 2005. Subsequent Coalition and 
iraqi government operations, which relied on intelligence and re-
connaissance tasks conducted by the desert Protectors, eventually 
turned the tide in Western Al Anbar.63 

On a smaller scale and apart from the major operations under-
taken in Afghanistan and iraq, other contemporary examples 
exist that support the effectiveness of a “by, With, through” ap-
proach. the Canadian and US SOF efforts to assist the Jamaican 
defence Force (JdF) Counter terrorist designated unit is one such 
example. the mission objectives include: building JdF capacity 
to conduct counter-terrorist (Ct) operations; enhancing JdF abil-
ity to enforce the domestic rule-of-law; building and maintaining 
professional relationships; and acting as a technical advisor for 
equipment procurement and infrastructure development. the pro-
gram demonstrated rapid dividends.  the JdF Counter terrorism 
Operational Group (CtOG) was able to demonstrate its leadership 
and capability when it successfully stormed CANJEt boeing 737 
Flight 918 in Montego bay, on 20 April 2009, when a gunman held 
159 passengers and 6 crew hostage.64 the following year, in May 
2010, the CtOG led the break-in into tivoli Gardens in the search 
and capture of Jamaican drug lord Christopher “dudus” Coke, 
who presided over an international drug and weapon trafficking 
organization, and represented a major threat to Jamaican internal 
security.65

Finally, in an ongoing example of the effectiveness of the “by, 
With, through” concept, the US and Canada, as well as other al-
lied nations, have been using the methodology in various North 
African countries (e.g. Mali, Niger, Chad, Mauretania, Senegal) in 
an attempt to bring stability to a number of nations undergoing 
internal and external security problems, specifically the expan-
sion of the Al-Qaeda in the islamic Maghreb (AQiM) organization, 
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which uses the remote, wide-open space, as well as the vacuum in 
governance and security of the weakly governed states to operate 
training camps, bases and conduct terrorist attacks. the threat the 
AQiM, as well as others, represents has the potential to explode 
into larger regional, if not international, crises.  

As such, the program undertaken includes training and advising 
security forces in a number of North African countries, as well 
as supporting the North African Union in taking a larger role in 
African affairs.  the training missions are in direct support of the 
Governments’ Counter terrorism Capacity building Programs and 
are closely synchronized with the US Special Operations Com-
mand – Africa (SOCAFriCA), specifically, Joint Special Operations 
task Force – trans Sahel operations.  tying efforts together is the 
American organized Exercise Flintlock, which was started in 2006 
and has been conducted annually ever since.  it includes up to 
16 participants and is designed to foster regional cooperation to 
enable African partners to stabilize regions of North and West Af-
rica, thereby reducing sanctuary and support for violent extremist 
organizations. importantly, it provides increased interoperability, 
counterterrorism, and combat skills training while creating a 
venue for regional engagement. 

the theory was put into practice in January 2013, when british 
and French SOF assisted Mali defence forces turn back an islamic 
militant (AQiM) offensive to increase their hold on territory they 
had seized from the Mali government in the previous year.  As 
they began their renewed offensive pushing south to the capital 
of Mali, government forces backed by Western nations halted and 
then turned back the militants.  during the combat operations 
French and british SOF advised, supported and even command-
ed Malian troops who did much of the heavy lifting in terms of 
fighting.  For France, much of the success was based largely on 
its ability to leverage forces, equipment and knowledge from its 
historic footprint in North Africa, as well as the reliance on a 
Coalition that used host-nation forces and African allies to assist.  
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this conflict was an exemplary example of the importance and 
power of a global network.66

Although not providing a definitive list, this chapter has illustrated 
cases of where the “by, With and through” concept, operational-
ized through UW, Fid, COiN, and various other programs, has had 
a dramatic affect in furthering “national interest” at reduced risk 
and cost.67  it is a means of leveraging indigenous forces and pro-
viding expertise and limited resources in a progressive manner to 
assist friendly forces and countries to help themselves solve their 
own internal and regional problems before they become major 
conflagrations.  

this approach to global stability and security is important as it 
underscores the potential value of a global SOF network which is 
designed to leverage capacity and resource sharing through the 
partnering of like-minded nations and the sharing of capability 
and expertise, as well as the burden of providing military assis-
tance to others, specifically by assisting friendly at-risk nations to 
develop the necessary capacity to solve their own internal security 
issues.  Specifically, based on the historic success of this approach, 
the global SOF network can be seen as a potential sustainable solu-
tion to the complex security environment that we all face.
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THe GLOBAL sOf NeTWORK  
As AN eNABLeR AND WeAPON sYsTeM

COLONEL bErNd hOrN

War weary, most Western nations are loath to become ensnared in 
further conflict.  yet, globalization has resulted in an increasingly 
international economy that ties nation states together. As such, 
global security and stability is just plain good business for ev-
eryone.  Unfortunately, chaos and violence abound and no nation 
is immune to its economic, political or social effects. While most 
states welcome security, there are those individuals, organizations 
and states that prefer to do harm. the global special operations 
forces (SOF) network, which acts both as an enabler to national 
and international security, as well as a weapon system, can mini-
mize the impact of those who seek to do us harm. Notably, the 
global SOF network is not about deploying more troops around 
the world. Conversely, it is about leveraging partner capacity and 
resource sharing. it allows participating nations to realize a more 
responsive, agile and effective approach to fighting global insecu-
rity at less individual cost. importantly, the global SOF network 
is not simply a temporary bandage to an ever growing complex 
and dangerous international security environment; rather, it rep-
resents a sustainable solution.  

it is generally agreed that the contemporary operating environ-
ment (COE) is uncertain, volatile, often ambiguous and, almost 
certainly, complex.  While it appears that in the short term a con-
ventional war with another nation state employing conventional 
tactics is remote, the rise of regional powers, or power blocks, ca-
pable of challenging the United States and the West is increasingly 
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becoming a reality.  Geopolitical uncertainties, rapid technological 
developments and the proliferation of technology and weapons of 
mass destruction (including chemical, biological, radiological and 
nuclear (CbrN)) underscore the complexity and threat of the COE.  
in addition, continued social and political instability, exacerbated 
by rampant urbanization, competition over scarce resources (e.g. 
water, food, fuel and other market commodities) and dramatic cli-
mate change have fueled the disintegration of the social order and 
resulted in increased global instability.

Further complicating the issue, diverse, networked and sophis-
ticated adversaries, often supported by rival and or rogue states, 
intent on imposing their political, ideological and/or religious 
views have emerged. taking advantage of pockets of instability 
that stretch across the globe, these groups have targeted weak 
and failing states, particularly for the control of their popula-
tions.  Motivated by economic, political and/or religious motives, 
these adversaries have proven resilient, particularly in states that 
lack the structural or institutional capacity to respond. Aided by 
globalization, these nefarious networks of organized crime, narco-
trafficers and terrorists, to mention but a few, have been able to 
seemingly seamlessly share financing, planning, information, 
tactics, techniques and procedures both within, and between, re-
spective networks. 

despite the seemingly regionalized nature of these areas of conflict, 
their impact on global security has been enormous. in essence, 
local problems, if untreated, threaten to become global issues.  
indeed, their activities have led to widespread acts of terrorism, 
insurgency, illicit economic exploitation, as well as the prolifera-
tion of weapons, the creation of terrorist training and/or staging 
bases, and criminal activity including trade in drugs and humans.  
Moreover, these illicit criminal activities have had the corollary 
consequences of population migration and social and political in-
stability.  Clearly, even relatively minor conflicts, or what appears 
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to be internal instability in distant obscure countries, underscores 
the need for international engagement and containment to ensure 
these regional conflagrations do not become breeding grounds for 
larger threats to global stability. 

Notably, the cost of engagement post-crisis, which has become 
abundantly clear, is often prohibitively high. Adversaries, painful-
ly aware of the West’s dominance in technology and sophisticated 
military capability, have turned to persistent, slow-burning, at-
tritional conflict, utilizing hybrid warfare that encompasses both 
conventional and asymmetric methodologies and weaponry to 
attack the enemy.  targeting the West’s political and public will 
through long, drawn-out campaigns of attrition, our adversar-
ies have focused on bleeding the West of blood and treasure in 
an attempt to force withdrawal from the respective regions of 
contention.

Separate, yet concomitant with the hybrid warfare and inter-
twined with the larger issue of regional instability, is the spectre 
of international terrorism, which, notably has left no nation im-
mune. the threat of terrorism remains substantial as it becomes 
more and more difficult to ascertain who in fact we are fighting.  
the enemy is often difficult to identity as groups such as Al-Qaeda 
become more an ideology than a physical organization and morph 
into a “network of networks.” in addition, an increasing number 
of trained and experienced veteran jihadist fighters returning to 
their native lands has raised the lethality and sophistication of 
possible attacks in various regions. Moreover, the beginning of 
the “home-grown” and “lone wolf” terrorists, radicalized on the 
internet or extremist institutions within Western industrialized 
states, has also started to take root.   

Significantly, adding to an already complex environment, is the 
ever increasing ubiquitous presence of the global media. instanta-
neous feeds from operational areas around the globe are pumped 
directly into the homes of civilians around the world in real time.  
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Whether through such vehicles as CNN or youtube, seemingly 
innocuous tactical situations on the ground are catapulted into 
potentially strategic significance. in essence, the reporting of 
seemingly minor events can generate hostility around the world 
and create international incidents for domestic governments if the 
actions or words are construed as disrespectful or unnecessary 
(particularly if taken out of context).  

Furthermore, increasingly unfiltered, instantaneous feeds on real-
time activity, emanating from individuals and their social network 
devices around the globe will have the capability of fuelling 
conflict and instability through the ability to create flash mobs, 
protests and discontent. the ability to act in the margins, in a 
discreet manner, will become increasingly difficult and the ability 
to supress social media will be extremely problematical, if not im-
possible. the instantaneous information society has created a new 
reality where individuals are empowered as a group as witnessed 
in the Arab Spring revolts.

in sum, the COE, and arguably the foreseeable future operating 
environment(s), will see only an increase in ambiguity, chaos, 
complexity and uncertainty.  Persistent conflict, based on hybrid 
warfare, will be the strategy of choice by adversaries who will 
both feed and attempt to take advantage of global instability.  
Left unaddressed, simmering problems in regions throughout the 
world will boil over thereby creating larger security issues for the 
international community.        

the implications of the COE for governments are enormous.  
Already, it has become evident that the large international 
institutions, humanitarian organizations, non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) and alliances created in the aftermath of the 
Second World War, which developed and evolved in the Cold War 
and pre-9/11 era, are neither structured, nor designed to meet 
today’s, let alone tomorrow’s, security needs.  indeed, they are in-
creasingly unable to deal with the conflagrations erupting around 
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the world. As a result, new approaches and methodologies will be 
required to bring stability to the globe.

Exacerbating this reality is the fact that the economically con-
strained environment will continue to impact the will, and ability, 
of these organizations, as well as nations to undertake or sustain 
prolonged operations in far-flung regions of the world. More 
than ever, this situation will create a tendency for states to react 
and deploy forces and provide assistance only to those missions 
that encompass very specific respective national interests. this 
hesitancy to engage global trouble spots could, in turn, create the 
“space” required by adversaries to further their nefarious activi-
ties and intent. 

As a result, partnerships and “coalitions of the willing” must 
become the operating methodology of today and tomorrow.  
Working together, sharing the burden and leveraging geographic, 
technological and informational, as well as cultural attributes and 
specific skill-sets, will become the hallmarks of the operational 
approach to achieving global security aspirations in an effective 
and economically efficient manner.

Consequently, the traditional Western default policy of crisis 
response, that is deploying troops and aid after a situation has 
become a major disaster or significant security threat to Western 
nations, must be replaced by a more proactive mindset of strategic 
engagement.  this new methodology must focus defensively on 
providing military and other (i.e. fiscal and developmental) assis-
tance to weak, failed and failing states in an effort to allow them 
to deal with internal instability prior to the localized problems 
exploding into larger regional and international security threats.  
it will also entail engaging opponents actively on the moral and 
informational planes.  this pro-active security posture will be 
particularly well supported by a global SOF network that can act 
as both an enabler, as well as a weapon system.  After all, interna-
tional SOF represent high readiness, operational agility, cultural 
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acuity and a wide-range of other skill-sets which, in turn, are able 
to provide assistance to the security forces of our friends, partners 
and allies, thus, creating a rapidly accessible capability around  
the globe.

SOF by their very nature are agile, unobtrusive and cost-effective.  
these characteristics, added to their low profile, make SOF an 
ideal force to create and grow a global network. in the end, by em-
powering partners to develop local solutions to global problems, 
SOF networks provide a rapid, efficient and effective manner of 
dealing with transnational threats while simultaneously minimiz-
ing the cost to each nation. in essence, they afford a collective, 
pre-emptive and cost-effective security solution for an increas-
ingly volatile and interconnected world.

As such, the SOF global network is a dynamic enabler to national 
defence capabilities, as well as to international security.  First, the 
network provides increased capacity within vulnerable states.  it 
furnishes assistance to partners who possess the will but not nec-
essarily the capacity, or expertise, to conduct counter-terrorism, 
as well as other security and/or national defence operations, build 
that capacity.  this approach is key as it solves problems at the 
lowest possible level, ideally allowing target countries to deal with 
their own security issues as an internal problem, prior to the issue 
becoming potentially insurmountable, spreading across borders 
and becoming a larger international problem, notably, one that 
becomes complex and costly to deal with it.  the “left of bang” 
or phase zero approach of military assistance and engaging the 
target countries and partnered nations, particularly their SOF, is 
an economy of effort.  it is a case of the proverbial ounce of pre-
vention being better than a pound of cure.  

the global network is also an impressive enabler as it allows for 
the development of potential deep-rooted regional partnerships 
with all that that entails.  Specifically, strong, well-developed re-
lationships will allow for the sharing of information (i.e. cultural, 
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political, military, geographical). this information sharing is key, 
as it increases regional understanding, which promotes stronger 
ties, which feeds a reinforcing cycle. the sharing of information 
will open new networks and should increase situational aware-
ness, critical to disrupting and dislocating threats before they 
become a major international concern.

in addition, global networks that focus on building relationships 
through military assistance and cooperation also increase military 
capability.  First, the receiving country accesses the necessary 
military training and assistance to deal with internal threats on 
its own.  this capability outlives the longevity of foreign troops 
deployed to the country.  Second, the global network allows for 
the sharing of tactics, techniques and procedures (ttPs), as well 
as other professional military education and training, not only 
with the forces of the receiving country, but also with all of the 
participating partnered nations. this sharing increases interoper-
ability, which allows for rapid coalition/partnered actions since 
the SOF forces share ttPs and have a common understanding and 
experience of working with one another. 

Another key factor that makes a global SOF network an important 
enabler to national military capability stems from the partnerships 
and relationships built with the receiving countries, as well as part-
nered SOF. these partnerships offer the opportunity to develop 
regional hubs, if not forward operating locations. Whether simply 
agreements for landing/transiting, basing, storing equipment or 
training in a specific geographical/terrain-related environment the 
opportunities presented represent significant enhanced military 
capability. For example, the access to regional hubs linked to a 
global network increases the rapidity of military or diplomatic  
action. deployment of individuals and/or organizations into a 
safe transit point in proximity of the objective areas, replete with  
access to individuals with regional expertise and knowledge, as 
well as infrastructure and resources is priceless in a crisis. Notably, 
as Admiral William Mcraven, Commander US Special Operations 
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Command professes, “you cannot surge trust.” trust must be 
built prior to a crisis and cannot be generated at the last minute.  
therefore, the development of partnerships and relationships, 
that cultivate trust over time, feed into the provision of support 
during crises. 

Finally, the global network as an enabler just makes fiscal sense.  
One nation, particularly in the current fiscally constrained envi-
ronment, cannot be expected to carry the load of thwarting global 
chaos and insecurity.  through burden sharing, like-minded na-
tions, partnered in their belief and commitment of a stable, secure 
world, can more effectively provide assistance to the vulnerable 
states that represent a potential risk to international security.  
Global SOF networks can leverage the best strengths of each con-
tributing partner nation in terms of resources, cultural knowledge 
and language ability, as well as geographic positioning.  through 
the development of shared ttPs and professional military knowl-
edge and training, interoperability will be advanced to the point 
where a larger cohesive force can be built that can work together 
and augment deployed forces so that the actual requirement to 
send troops to engage in security operations or combat will be 
minimized since partner nations, regionally located to the epicen-
tre of a crisis, are able to operate alongside SOF from other nations.  
this cooperative approach represents a larger global reach and de-
creased response time, at a lesser cost.      

the SOF global network also has the potential to become a potent 
weapon system.  As already noted, partnerships and relationships 
build trust, mutual experience and interoperability. this collabo-
ration in turn magnifies forces throughout the world available to 
engage adversaries. Quite simply, more SOF are available to address 
a problem.  this coalition of highly trained forces translates direct-
ly into the requirement to deploy less troops and/or to have forces 
of different nations located in proximity of the crisis deal with 
the issue.  NAtO SOF provides a practical example.  NAtO SOF 
headquarters (NShQ) worked diligently at increasing partnering 



47

c h a p t e r  2

efforts and the expansion of overall SOF capabilities throughout 
the international Security Assistance Force (iSAF) in Afghanistan.  
After only six years of operations, NShQ standardized SOF prac-
tices throughout Europe resulting in an estimated fivefold increase 
in the number of operators deployed to Afghanistan.

the global network as a dynamic weapon system is also mani-
fested in quicker response times.  by leveraging partnerships and 
regional hubs/forward operating locations, a coherent response to 
a crisis can be staged faster and supported longer at lower costs 
through the use of network agreements and resources.  this use 
of partnerships allows for a longer, faster and more potent, as well 
as more economical global reach for like-minded nations intent on 
ensuring international stability and security. 

in essence, the global SOF network enhances the strike capabil-
ity.  Whether intended as strategic disruption that will focus on 
disrupting, pre-empting and dislocating extremist, terrorist and 
insurgent leaders in an attempt to deprive those adversarial groups 
of the leadership necessary to foment global instability, or wheth-
er required as a crisis response, leveraging the global network (i.e. 
burden sharing through force deployment, use of hub/forward 
operating base concept, intelligence sharing) will ensure a more 
rapid, economical and effective response.    

in the end, the global SOF network can only enhance national 
capability.  Specifically, it builds on national SOF’s contribution to 
its government and national security by providing: 

1. high-readiness, low-profile, task-tailored Special Opera-
tions task Forces  (SOtF) and/or SOF teams that can be 
deployed rapidly, over long distances and provide tailored 
proportional responses to a myriad of different situations.

2. highly trained technologically-enabled forces that can 
gain access to hostile, denied, or politically sensitive areas. 
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3. discrete forces that can provide discriminate, surgically 
precise kinetic and non-kinetic effects.  

4. A deployed capable and internationally recognized force, 
yet with a generally lower profile and less intrusive pres-
ence than larger conventional forces.

5. An economy of effort foreign policy implement that can 
be used to assist coalition and/or allied operations.

6. A rapidly deployable force that can assess and survey poten-
tial crisis areas or hot spots to provide “ground truth” and 
situational awareness for governmental decision-makers. 

7. A highly trained, specialized force capable of providing 
a response to ambiguous, asymmetric, unconventional 
situations that fall outside of the capabilities of law en-
forcement agencies (LEA), conventional military or other 
government departments (OGds).

8. A force capable of operating globally in austere, harsh and 
dangerous environments with limited support. SOF are 
largely self-contained, can communicate worldwide with 
organic equipment and can provide limited medical sup-
port for themselves and those they support. 

9. A culturally-attuned SOtF or SOF team that can act as a 
force multiplier through the ability to work closely with 
regional civilian and military authorities and organiza-
tions, as well as populations through defence, diplomacy 
and Military Assistance (ddMA)/Security Force Assis-
tance initiatives.  

10. A force capable of preparing and shaping environments or 
battle spaces (i.e. setting conditions to mitigate risk and 
facilitate successful introduction of follow-on forces). 
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in closing, it is important to note that a global SOF network is 
not about “more boots on the ground.” in fact, the converse is 
true.  A global SOF network leverages capacity building, resource 
sharing and dynamic cooperation.  it allows participating nations 
to realize a more responsive, nimble and effective impact on fight-
ing global insecurity at less individual cost. in essence, the global 
SOF network is not just a viable solution to an ever growing com-
plex and dangerous international security environment; rather, it 
is an achievable, resourceful and sustainable solution.  After all, 
the world is, and will continue to be, a complex place that holds 
remarkable opportunity. Unfortunately, it also contains enormous 
potential for chaos and violence. While security and stability is 
the goal of most states, there are those who would rather do harm.  
the global SOF network, which acts both as an enabler and a 
weapon system, can minimize their impact.  
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LeVeRAGING THe HUMAN DOMAIN 

LiEUtENANt GENErAL (rEt)  FrANK KiSNEr 

this chapter explores the human domain and underscores the 
necessity of looking at lessons from the present to ensure that 
we capture them when assessing the future. Understanding the 
human domain is critical for all the forces of government – dip-
lomatic, economic, information and armed – in order to properly 
assess current and anticipated operating environments.  Nonethe-
less, it is even more so the requirement of special operations forces 
(SOF) so that they may be able to offer a variety of courses of ac-
tions to allow options for our senior military and elected leaders.  
Notably, those options might not otherwise be available.  indeed, 
even with the end of the wars in iraq and Afghanistan, SOF will 
continue to be of value in resolving 21st century challenges and 
conflicts due to their responsiveness and agility, and, importantly, 
ability to deliver unique options.  

in a recent address, a former United States (US) department of 
defense (dod) senior civilian leader discussed the past decade of 
war.  First, he emphasized the need to study history in order to 
gain an understanding of the environmental factors (i.e. custom, 
culture and defining events) that shaped and continue to shape the 
operating environment.  Second, he observed that “we”, referring 
to American decision-makers and military members, did not fully 
appreciate the complexities of cultural, tribal, ethnic, and familial 
influences on the strategic landscape of Afghanistan and iraq.  

As a senior military leader actively engaged in the conflict, i was 
perplexed by the civilian’s comments, until i evaluated them with 
the realization that “we” constitutes a perspective associated with 
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the level or layer of colleagues within which one defines “we”. 
Certainly, “we” at task Force dAGGEr in October of 2001 and 
soon thereafter task Force K-bAr, understood the complexities of 
tajik, hazarra, Uzbek and Pashtun, as well as the loose geographic 
boundaries associated with the followers of anti-taliban leaders 
like Abdul rashid dostam, Ustad [Atta] Mohammed, Mohammad 
Mohaquek, various Kahn’s – ismail, Fahim, bismillah – and 
Karzai and Sharzai.  “We” also knew family and tribal relations 
and customs would be factors.  in fact, Lieutenant General John 
Mulholland (who was a colonel at the time) shared a discussion 
he had had with the Northern Alliance, during which he asked 
an Afghan, “how do Americans compare with the former Soviet 
forces?”  the Afghan, an ardent follower of the recently deceased 
leader of the Northern Alliance, Ahmad Shah Masood, thought 
a moment, then replied, “well, you are not drunk, and you don’t 
attack our women, and you will dismount and go after taliban and 
Al-Qaeda in the mountains, but at the end of the day you are still 
an outsider, and if you stay too long, you will be considered an 
invader.”  the message was not lost on any of us.

Moreover, our knowledge and assessments regarding the cultural 
milieu in which we operated were conveyed to our higher chain 
of command. Unfortunately, however, somewhere between the 
operational forces on the ground and the senior decision-makers 
in our nation’s capital, these observations and insights on the com-
plex nature of the Afghan fight were lost, which resulted in senior 
leaders at the highest level not being fully appraised or fully ap-
preciative of the dynamics of the human terrain.  

One would be remiss not to ask: “how do we overcome this fac-
tor?”  human nature is such that there is a tendency to address 
that which we know, to identify problems for which we have a 
solution and to brief that which we are prepared to discuss.  As 
such, part of the solution is to raise an appreciation for the human 
domain to such a level that our senior decision-makers will ask the 
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hard questions and demand the hard answers in order to be better 
able to assess the viability of a proposed course of action.  

Notably, the most vexing problem we will always face with regard 
to counter-insurgencies and other types of irregular wars is “how 
do we balance time?”  how do we prioritize actions to maximize 
outcomes while not over-staying our welcome in host nations? 
Additionally, on the other side of the coin, how do we convey 
the need to stay longer when our respective populations and/or  
civilian leaders send the signal that “time is up?”

SOF provide a good option that helps alleviate issues on either 
side of the coin.  the cultural knowledge possessed and refined by 
SOF decreases both “risk to force and risk to mission.”  by mitigat-
ing risk, SOF afford senior leadership a choice of forces that are 
designed to execute complex missions in high-risk environments, 
a fact which conversely leads to a force whose employment, oft 
times supported by conventional forces and enablers, encompasses 
less risk to a nation due to the skill of SOF to mitigate high levels 
of risk. Arguably, a prime ingredient of that ability to mitigate risk 
is a cultural understanding of the human terrain, underscored by 
a willingness to learn and continue to assess the ground truth.

Additionally, SOF execute missions with less of a signature/ 
footprint compared to general purpose forces in terms of overall 
presence, emissions, logistics and a sustainment tail. As such, 
the cultural “risk” assumed by a host nation by the presence of 
a small formation of foreign SOF is significantly less than that 
which would accompany the presence of a larger foreign manoeu-
vre force. in short, by mitigating risks, including risks to force, 
mission, national will, the host nation and national prestige, SOF 
provide governments a geo-strategic edge which may buy more 
time to successfully execute a mission and to set the stage for  
sustained or future strategic success.
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in addition to the inherent requirement of SOF to act as sensors 
of the operating environment for senior leadership, a secondary 
reason to fully understand and appreciate the human dynamics 
present in current and future operating environments is that SOF 
are expected to be able to respond at a moment’s notice.  As such, 
they should do everything possible to afford themselves that 
“edge” that will increase the probability of mission success.  SOF 
connectivity and the associated ability to tap into all resources to 
fully appreciate the problems faced are just smart business. More-
over, the modern enemy is not stupid. despite our best efforts, our 
adversaries will introduce completely unexpected future threats.  
to mitigate these threats, the response will likely need to be un-
orthodox, agile, flexible and almost instantaneous. it requires 
a force that is not constrained by executing along conventional 
paths, a force that embraces unconventional solutions to asym-
metric problems. SOF, with their aptitude for working effectively 
in the human domain, represent the force of choice to deal with 
these types of threats.  

the human domain should remain at the forefront of analysis of 
the 21st century operating environment. As with all complex prob-
lems, we will be better assured success if we can build a diverse 
network to address all dimensions of the human domain. in fact, 
it will require a willingness for experts from multiple disciplines 
to craft options for dealing in this domain.  if there is one thing a 
study of history should reveal, it is that we have a greater chance 
of success in dealing with, and accurately addressing, the inherent 
challenges associated with the friendly, neutral, or enemy human 
domain if we look at the problem set from many angles.  

recently, the US dod has been involved in a hearty discussion 
on the “human terrain,” and this past year there have been nu-
merous writings, discussions, and doctrinal papers published on 
the criticality of the human domain.  the United Kingdom (UK), 
as well, has published articles on the same subject and included 
outstanding insight and discussions on the human domain and 
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human terrain in their Joint doctrine Publication 4, Understand-
ing, published in december 2010.  Of significant importance is the 
observation in Understanding that, “Commanders and their imme-
diate personal staff must aim to create a command climate within 
their headquarters that is conducive to the development of under-
standing,” which they define as an “ability to place knowledge in 
its wider context to provide us with options for decision-making.”1

Notably, in October 2009, Canada published perspectives on the 
human domain in the Integrated Capstone Concept (iCC). the docu-
ment states, “the term domain is defined by Webster as a ‘field of 
thought.’ the Oxford Concise Dictionary defines domain as ‘sphere 
of control or influence.’ together, these definitions form the basis 
for using the term domain in the iCC to describe the expanded 
strategic environment as being comprised of the land, maritime, 
air, space, cyberspace, and human domains.”2  

through these descriptions, one can see why the human domain 
should be considered both a domain and all-encompassing. the 
reason to identify it as a domain is to provide focus on it. if we 
fall into broad generalities and allude to the human domain as 
all encompassing, the debate, intellectual rigor, and academic and 
institutional discussions will likely be lacking.  As a consequence 
we may miss the insights that will continue to come from healthy 
dialogue and possibly fervent disagreement.  Additionally, we may 
miss the absolute imperative to elevate discussions of the mul-
tiple factors affecting the human domain, and therefore we will 
do our senior decision-makers a gross disservice by simply not  
addressing it.  

First a set of assumptions must be addressed.  Primary of which 
is the premise that the 21st century post-modern security envi-
ronment will be significantly influenced by non-state action, 
even at times less than by state-on-state action. the messy en-
vironment of non-state actors is one we would like to avoid 
because our strategic and diplomatic educational venues, and the  
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preponderance of our war colleges, embrace applied problem  
solving in traditional state-on-state case studies, where diplomacy 
and conventional armed forces allow for comfortable solutions 
with “rational” decision-makers.  

Consequently, in the 21st century we are faced with a security 
environment that is a challenge to our traditional ways of think-
ing.  if the last decade is to serve as the cornerstone for this new 
era in defence, the US defense forces are now in an environment 
that sees an intertwining of the law of armed conflict and interna-
tional criminal tribunals. As such, evidence-based operations will 
increasingly become the norm and the normal coercion allowed 
by the elements of national power could be negated by the lack 
of a normal “state” belligerent.  For example, while some nations 
firmly believe we are still fighting a war on terrorists and violent 
extremists with the conduct of military operations, other nations 
believe we are conducting law enforcement actions.  to put it in 
perspective, nations focused on the law enforcement aspect want 
us to behave as if it were the end of the Second World War, where 
the focus was on prosecuting individuals for war crimes and 
tracking down those still not captured.  One of today’s challenges, 
however, is that there has not been a full cessation of hostilities, 
nor an end to the threat to our citizens and infrastructure, both 
abroad and at home. Consequently, the need for continued action 
is still there or is created every time our citizens and/or our infra-
structure are threatened.  

We are in a population-centric fight and stability of our own na-
tions are dependent on belief and confidence that governments 
and armed forces will keep them safe or respond quickly when 
threatened.  As such, we must derive solutions or recommended 
courses of action that address both the threat and the threat per-
ceptions of our own and of foreign populations.  Simultaneously, 
that very immediate response must take into account the long-
term effect – the strategic effect – on populations where action 
will occur.   
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For example, in 2001, we had to realign a Special Forces opera-
tional detachment from their original linkage with one element 
of anti-taliban forces to another linkage after the Afghan element 
they were teamed with wanted an airstrike called in on a rival 
force that was being identified as taliban.  Luckily, we were able to 
determine that the airstrike was being viewed as a kinetic solution 
to avoiding paying a debt rather than the destruction of enemy 
combatants.  had there not been an understanding of culture, 
as well as relations at the human level, we could have very well 
executed a blue-on-green strike based on a clever resolution of 
a festering grudge that would have altered the tentative balance 
between family, tribal, and international forces in a way that was 
not favourable to our cause.  

With a situation of this type being a probable component of many 
21st century operations, we need to prepare ourselves better to deal 
with a possible coalition based on the premise that “the enemy of 
my enemy is my friend?” One must also be careful to remember, 
however, that “friends” are comprised of players with shifting al-
liances and competing values.  Notably, 21st century state-on-state 
(or, if you prefer, government-on-government) conflict resolution 
follows a different set of rules than the 21st century post-modern 
global/non-border-confined environment, which is messy and 
could have belligerents flipping sides with no “loyalty” to a cause.   
in short, to better appreciate and understand this operating envi-
ronment, we must appreciate and understand various perspectives 
on the human domain.

Admiral bill Mcraven, Commander, US Special Operations Com-
mand (USSOCOM) defines the human domain as “that totality of 
physical, cultural, and social environments that influence human 
behavior.”3 the US Army’s Capstone Concept (ACC), trAdOC Pam-
phlet 525-3-0, published in 2012, defines the human domain as 
“encompass[ing] the totality of the physical, cultural, social, and 
psychological environments that influence human behavior.”4  
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Providing greater depth to these brief definitions, the Canadian 
Armed Forces’ iCC includes the analysis that “the ultimate target 
for the elements of power and influence has always been the hu-
man domain. What is new is the capability to communicate ideas 
globally, with words and powerful images, in near real-time, to 
create a strategic influence.”5 the document elaborates, noting 
that “capabilities to influence individuals and groups have dra-
matically increased. Enabling technology provides individual 
actors the ability to shape and influence large audiences globally 
with propaganda and misinformation. Such means were previ-
ously limited to state actors and the mass media.”6  One need only 
look at the threat to forces that developed after a Florida preacher 
burned the Koran in an event that went “viral” on the internet for 
a vivid example.

Notably, the iCC does seem a bit contradictory but this very con-
tradiction is in itself insightful and underscores the fact that the 
human domain is both a separate and an all-encompassing entity.  
indeed, it is noted that the human domain transcends all domains 
and, in fact, is the foundation and focus of effects, a point which is 
made in the iCC with the observation that “the human is central; 
the physical domains (maritime, land, air, and space) surround the 
human.”  Paradoxically it is noted that, “the human domain is a 
separate domain where elements of national power and influence 
are exercised to create a strategic effect.” importantly, the docu-
ment concludes that “failure in the human domain, regardless of 
the level of success in the remainder of the strategic environment, 
could result in national strategic failure.”7 

this very justifiable concern for national strategic failure deserves 
greater attention.  there is a danger in not learning from the les-
sons observed.  Lieutenant General Mike Flynn, currently director 
of the defense intelligence Agency, emphasized this point in an 
interview published in Defense One. in the interview, General Fly-
nn was asked: “With the Afghan war winding down and defense 
budgets being slashed, do you worry that some of the important 
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lessons from this decade of conflict will be lost as bureaucracies 
reassert themselves in the inevitable fight for scarce resources?”  
he replied: “i don’t worry about people in the field or forward-
deployed military organizations forgetting those lessons. What i 
do worry about is Washington d.C., because bureaucracies in this 
town act in funny ways. there’s this tendency to view Washington 
as at ‘the center’ of things, with everything else happening out 
there on ‘the edge.’ but the edge is where really important things 
are happening, which means we need to change the mindset in 
Washington.”8

truisms of any conflict are that “the enemy gets a vote,” and that 
“no plan survives first contact with the enemy,” but what does that 
mean about the way we view the 21st century operational environ-
ment?  how do we, or more precisely, how should we, account 
for the “human domain?”  these questions span the spectrum of 
military operations, from pre-crisis, through potentially kinetic 
operations.  Notably, success could be the non-kinetic capture of a 
nefarious actor, through post event, a term selected to emphasize 
that we should not automatically default to assuming peacetime 
operations will follow an operational endeavour, because we must 
understand that the just conducted operation has changed the en-
vironment.  it has altered the calculus and variables in the human 
domain, thereby presenting another problem set to which we must 
adjust.

Although we have learned much over the past twelve years, nei-
ther the Afghan nor the iraqi operations should be viewed as the 
single blueprint for future operations.  SOF must look to current 
and evolving capabilities in order to provide options.  Arguably, 
the key capability is our ability to grasp the significance of the 
human domain.

Notably, intelligent, deliberate and in-depth discussions are 
required to ensure an understanding of the significance and con-
sequences of the human domain. Additionally, our operations will 
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continue to be executed in the human domain and the fact that 
we are raising both understanding and awareness of this essential 
concept is critical to success in future operations.

For example, in 2000, while attending the Naval War College, i 
wrote a paper arguing for the inclusion of “morale” in the US list 
of principles of war.  in doing research for that paper, i found that 
the analysis applied to war a century ago has a bearing on our 
arguments for including the human domain as a domain today.  
When the US adopted “principles of war” in the 1920s, the world 
was still reeling from the “war to end all wars” that had resulted 
in millions of casualties. the realization that these losses could 
not again be borne affected a great study of war in the short term, 
and would define the operational and national strategies of the 
next world war. it was assumed that the “World War had been 
fought inefficiently and thus inconclusively because it had not 
been fought ‘scientifically’ enough.”  to counter this notion of 
“science,” i argued that  “…perhaps most importantly, adoption 
of morale as the 10th principle will serve to constantly require 
consideration of its attributes in the consciousness of national 
and military leadership, the experienced warrior, and the green 
recruit.”9 

this same reality exists today.  there is a need for a forcing func-
tion to require “consideration of attributes of a concept.”  We 
know that at times the “intuitively obvious” may not be so to 
others and we thus sometimes require a forcing function to get our 
point across.  that forcing function in this case is the codification 
and requirement to address the human terrain in every developed 
course of action.

A critical aspect of addressing the human domain is to expand 
our network into potential operating environments. the US mili-
tary provides options based on access and placement. At the start 
of operations in Afghanistan, we looked for a forward operating 
base.  Perhaps as much as by luck as by intent, we had personnel 
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conducting language immersion training in Uzbekistan, and their 
placement, knowledge of the strategic national players and fa-
miliarity with the host nation situation proved to be invaluable.  
that placement should be the norm, rather than the exception.  
Nonetheless, it is unreasonable to expect any one nation to have 
access everywhere, so that leads to the necessity to have the trust 
between forces, diplomatic missions and national entities that will 
allow sharing of everything from knowledge to platforms to rela-
tions to assets.

in my “End of tour report” as the Commander of the NAtO Spe-
cial Operations headquarters (NShQ) i wrote, “in today’s age of 
information technology, and with the global reach it affords, the 
NShQ has identified biCES networking via web-based applica-
tions as both a significant enabler and an operational example of 
the connected forces initiative. We have learned that our initial 
assumptions did not fully compensate for the significant commu-
nications infrastructure and expertise that we need resident in the 
NShQ-therefore a key growth area is in our J6.”10  When i penned 
those words, i did not go into full detail and background on all we 
had learned, but i did note that “we remain focused on continu-
ing to transform SOF; on codifying and expanding information 
sharing protocols; and on ensuring we have necessary agility in 
authorities and governance.  Additionally, we continue to empha-
size that the authorities which allow success in today’s operations 
must be continued and serve as the foundation for future opera-
tions. And we enabled better-enhanced connectivity through an 
agreed-upon set of standards-which does not challenge individual 
nations’ right to develop unique capabilities, a unique signature, 
or a unique mode of operating.”11

From this collaborative understanding, we can better ensure that 
our elected leaders understand the geo-strategic environment 
and have unrestricted access to all of the information available.  
they must have insight into cultural understanding and garner 
an appreciation for the lost opportunity and potential negative  



62

c h a p t e r  3

outcomes, if they do not take this understanding into consider-
ation.  Even the best of intentions, can be bad in the “zero sum 
game” of human relations.

For example, a former ambassador to a south African nation, 
shared a story with me of where a good intention potentially had 
negative consequences.  One should always be particularly cogni-
zant of this danger as we know we have enemies who are clever 
enough, skilled enough and who possess the necessary resources 
to exploit any cultural mistake, no matter how innocently it may 
be initiated.  in this particular instance, as a result of a famine the 
US sent an aid package which included food to an affected nation.  
Corn was a major part of that aid package, and since the popula-
tion ate corn regularly, the aid initiative appeared to be in order.  
but one key cultural factor was overlooked in the zealous desire to 
deliver aid.  the US had sent yellow corn, which is a major staple 
in American diets, however, in this particular nation the popula-
tion ate white corn and fed their livestock yellow corn. As such, 
the message incorrectly received by the famine-struck population 
was not that the US wanted to assist with aid, but rather that the 
US considered the population to be on the same level as livestock.  
this is just one example of a very good intention gone bad by an 
inadvertent and unintended cultural miscue.

We have acknowledged the importance of cultural identity and 
norms in the past, and must continue to do so.  this continuation 
requires study and understanding, and a leadership that will allow 
latitude with regard to our own rules.  that same knowledge of 
cultural identity that drove us to grow beards to deal on an “equal 
level” in a society that valued that symbol of maturity and experi-
ence, should allow us to avoid unintended cultural insults. this 
practice will only be affective, however,  if we have the knowledge 
and understanding to do so, and the same command climate called 
for in the UK doctrine Understanding.
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in addition to adopting doctrine on the human domain and in-
cluding the human domain in our operational planning and 
mission preparation, we need to amend our professional military 
education courses at all levels.  One opportunity to consider as a 
venue to increase this understanding of the human domain is an 
initiative undertaken by the NShQ, and loftily titled “Catalyst for 
Change – SOF Adaptability to 21st Century Operations.”  the title 
suggests the ultimate fusion of multiple entities to best consider 
population-centric issues.  in the proposed solution, academic and 
professional military mentoring is brought into the classroom to 
enable and expanded understanding by those operators at the 
team level – captains and senior non-commissioned officers – who 
will take their experiences back into the field.  From a strategic 
perspective, they will have been introduced to concepts that are 
normally saved until attendance at intermediate and senior profes-
sional educational courses. Additionally, the relations formed from 
this shared experience in a classroom/field study environment will 
begin to build the networking amongst these SOF officers and non-
commissioned officers that will be beneficial for years to come.  

Certainly, there is always room for improvement, however. in an 
ideal world, this model would include all elements, meaning the 
entire interagency, and academia, and business should be includ-
ed.  While not possible now, we should take this as a challenge and 
achieve a comprehensive networking environment in the future.

in sum, one must ask, “how do we exploit knowledge so that we 
build friends, strengthen partners, keep neutrals at least neutral 
and at best supporters, and weaken our enemies?”  the lesson 
observed, and one which all entities of a government must learn, is 
that we must go farther than we have already gone. We must adopt 
a whole of government and a whole of nation approach to better 
understanding and better operating in the human domain. 
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BACK TO BAsICs: OLD sCHOOL RULes

dr. EMiLy SPENCEr

Thousands of human lives are sacrificed to military buzz-
words – assuredly not from evil intentions, but simply from 
lack of independent thought.

  Colonel General hans von Seeckt, 19351

there is, perhaps surprisingly, much debate about the contigu-
ous nature of war.  For example, in the post-Cold War era, new 
terminology emerged to describe the “new” security environ-
ment. beginning in the 1990s, a revolution in military affairs 
was purported to be underway and buzzwords such as “hyper-
war,” “full-spectrum conflict”2 and “three-block war” emerged 
to describe the new operating environment. More recently, 
“whole-of-government approach,” “integrated approach” and 
“comprehensive operations” have been used to describe the 
necessary components for victory in this era of now “fourth- 
generation” warfare.  Notably, having a plethora of buzzwords is 
not unique to any specific period as the epigraph written in 1935 
by Colonel General hans von Seeckt makes clear.  

in fact, new jargon has appeared throughout history to describe 
some of the complexities involved in the conduct of war and this 
phenomenon is simply underscored when a victor of a previous 
conflict finds himself/herself challenged to come to grips with a 
new antagonist. the thought process, if you will, must go some-
thing along the lines of, “this can’t be war because we’re good at 
war and we’re not winning here.”  redefining a problem because 
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you cannot find a solution that is palatable, however, does not 
actually change the circumstances; rather, it simply perverts your 
point of view.  As such, it is surprising that many still argue that 
the nature of war is changing.  it seems more apt to argue, as re-
nown strategist Professor Colin S. Gray has, that “[i]n all of its 
more important defining features, the nature of war is eternal.”3  

indeed, rather than creating a new lexicon, it is important to re-
focus on the basics of war in order to obtain viable solutions for 
the contemporary and future operating environments. War has 
existed, and always will exist, within the human domain and so-
lutions will continue to occur “by,” “with” and “through” our 
own forces and those of partnered and allied nations.  Moreover, 
special operations forces (SOF) operating in small teams and pos-
sessing heightened skills for acting in the human domain will 
continue to be of vital strategic importance in the future operating 
environment.

THe IMPORTANCe Of UNDeRsTANDING  
THe NATURe Of WAR

Understanding the contiguous nature of war is important for sev-
eral reasons.  First, while the character or war may differ from 
conflict to conflict and reflect new technologies and changing 
perceptions of morality, appreciating that the basic nature of war 
is immutable enables the focus to remain on solving the problem 
rather than simply renaming/redefining it.  Second, when a com-
mon thread can be detected, the utility of past experiences can be 
brought to the fore and history can serve as a guide from which to 
pull lessons.  Additionally, while the future operating environment 
will always remain a prediction and not a prescription of things to 
come, focusing on the contiguous nature of war can allow for more 
insight into future scenarios.  Fourth, root-causes of conflict can 
be more easily determined when one explores the foundational 
pillars of war rather than being caught up in the cacophony of 
new buzzwords that often accompany new conflicts.  Finally, this 
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understanding helps to remove the sense of “exceptionalism” that 
is often  associated with the belligerent who is not getting their 
way – winning is seen as the natural state whereas losing is seen as 
a one-off and often associated with reasons beyond state control.  
in short, no one enters conflict with the expectation of defeat.  As 
such, understanding the contiguous nature of war is important 
because it forces you to be solution driven and allows you to use 
past experience to help predict and shape future outcomes.

there are two main aspects regarding the nature of war that 
should always be central to the analysis of any conflict. First, 
war, defined as “a violent clash of interests between organized 
groups characterized by the use of force” in the US Army Counter-
insurgency Handbook,4 while often seen as existing in the military 
sphere should never be divorced from the political, social and 
cultural contexts in which it exists.  indeed, victory and defeat 
are determined at the political level and not necessarily on the 
battlefield.  Second, as Gray aptly notes, “War is about the peace 
it will shape.”5 belligerents do not engage in conflict as an end 
in itself.  indeed, the act of war is not nearly as important as the 
peace that is determined by the conflict.  

regardless of the terminology used to describe the particulars of a 
specific type of war, these two tenets hold true.  For example, wars 
can be categorized as total or limited.  they may also be described 
as conventional, unconventional, irregular, asymmetric, insurgen-
cies, counter-insurgencies, proxy, urban, guerrilla or covert, just 
to mention a few.  Furthermore, they may be wars of attrition or 
annihilation.  Moreover, the classification of war on one side may 
not match that of the opponent.  For instance, one side’s limited 
war might be someone else’s total war (e.g. Vietnam).  Notably, 
however, while each of these sub-categorizations can be useful 
for identifying details about specific conflicts, the utility gained 
by in-depth analysis of a “type” of war can be lost if the actual 
nature of war is obscured by the fine detail of a particular conflict.  
After all, it should never be forgotten that a war is fought for a 
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specific, desired outcome, or more accurately, peace.  No nation 
fights for the sake of fighting in and of itself.  As such, one should 
always recall that wars are won or lost in the political arena, and 
the political, social, cultural and military contexts in which they 
are fought cannot be divorced from one another.  Additionally, 
as wars are about achieving a desired peace, they are not simply 
about tactical victories. Arguably, much of the Coalition efforts 
in Afghanistan from c. 2006-2009 appeared to be bereft of this 
understanding.

Viewed in this manner, the human nature of war is immutable.  
War is clearly a process that is created, sustained and endured 
by people.  Consequently, it makes sense that solutions should be 
people driven.  in particular, wars will continue to be fought “by,” 
“with” and “through” our own forces and those of partnered and 
allied nations with the goal of achieving a desired peace.   

THe HUMAN DOMAIN: “BY, WITH, THROUGH”

the concept of “by, with, through” is not new and, in fact, makes 
intuitive sense for how conflicts should be fought and, ultimately, 
prevented.6  Clearly, achieving a desired peace at minimal cost to 
your own national assets is preferable to winning at a high cost, 
politically, socially, economically and militarily.  As such, if the 
fighting can be done by someone else’s forces, thus minimizing 
costs to your own military and ultimately your political, social and 
economic costs as well, then it seems like an obviously good deci-
sion.  Additionally, if the conflict can be avoided through military 
assistance and stabilization operations prior to a crisis erupting, 
then that is even better yet.  Notably, in order to be able achieve 
your desired peace “through” a foreign military, actions are gener-
ally done “by” your own forces first and then after training and 
mentoring “with” your own forces and partnered nation forces.  
Finally, once the level of proficiency is achieved within the part-
nered force, the ultimate goal is for the partnered nation forces to 
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be able to conduct operations on their own in order to maintain 
the “desired peace”.

the issue thus becomes one of how to effectively conduct “by, with, 
through” operations.  While the idea seems simple enough, the ap-
plication of the theory is often challenging given the complexity 
of human nature and the multiple dynamics that are continuously 
at play.  Nonetheless, some key principles can be distilled from 
both common sense and historical examples.  Specifically:

1. Do not forget or ignore the political context.  One should 
never lose sight of the overall strategic objective of the 
mission.  in the case of “by, with, through” operations 
that is to have the partnered nation capable of conducting 
its own operations, preferably in concordance with your 
strategic intent. Consequently, relationship building, 
training and education should always be of primary focus.  
Moreover, it is important to remember that the partnered 
nation is a sovereign nation with their own political reality 
to face.  As such, they remain in charge as they face their 
own domestic concerns and external threats.  Ultimately 
you are there to empower them, not to take-over for the 
partnered nation or attempt to clone your own state of 
reality.  in order to do so, you need to train according to 
the partnered nation’s means and ensure that they have 
the ability to carry-on following your country’s departure 
from the region.  in essence, train to their reality. Ensure 
they achieve a proficiency that meets their domestic and 
external security requirements, which should further sta-
bility and security and help to develop good governance 
in the region.

2. Be adaptable.  theory and practice are often worlds apart.  
indeed, the best plans and ambitions may not survive 
contact with the training audience.  the key to providing 
valuable training is the realization that you are there to 
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work with the partnered nation or training audience and, 
more often than not, they will determine the schedule. 
Additionally, you need to adapt to the partnered nation’s 
cultural expectations in order to be most effective in 
teaching and educating the partnered force. For instance, 
it is important to realize that your schedule is not always 
a valid blueprint for success.  Not all cultures are ac-
customed to, or accepting of, the Western industrialized 
tempo of activity, much less that of a SOF level of activ-
ity.  impatience and trying to force others to work at your 
accepted rhythm can be counterproductive and create 
alienation and bad feelings. Clearly, this type of negative 
atmosphere will harm the teaching environment.  by fo-
cusing on the overall goal of empowering partnered nation 
forces and adapting to their cultural expectations in order 
to do so, rather than keeping to your own schedule and 
desire to impart as much tactical knowledge as you can as 
quickly as possible, you are more likely to advance your 
country’s goal of empowering local forces.  the fact of the 
matter is that not all countries have the same resources 
as North American SOF.  Moreover, their organizational 
culture will often be dramatically different. As a result, 
try to learn as much as possible about the training audi-
ence and adapt to their needs rather than forcing them to 
try to adapt to yours. “by, with, through” missions are 
about empowering others and imparting knowledge and 
technical ability.  it is more effective to connect with your 
audience members than to force the audience to figure out 
how they can connect and synchronize with you.

3. Create common ground/goals. it is important to make sure 
that everyone (e.g. militaries, Other Governmental depart-
ments (OGds), Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), 
Allies and Partners) remains focused on achieving the 
same goals.  Unity of effort is far more important that uni-
ty of command.  While people may differ in their opinion 
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as to how to achieve the goal, making sure that everyone 
is aligned in terms of the desired end-state (unity of ef-
fort) serves to encourage cooperation and understanding.  
Moreover, focusing on the ultimate goal of the mission – 
the ability for a nation to maintain stability and security 
within their borders – ensures that you do not lose focus 
on the mission’s objectives. While the military component 
must focus on security and defence matters, that is not 
to say that military assistance teams cannot help out in 
other areas as well. As such, coordination prior to en-
gagement with all stakeholders, (i.e. OGds, NGOs, Allies, 
Partnered nations) is critical.  Also, focus the training on a 
goal that is both achievable and required of the partnered 
nation’s forces (e.g. counter-terrorism (Ct), law enforce-
ment, counter-insurgency, theory sessions on the rule of 
law, law of armed conflict, etc.). in essence, develop the 
capacity within partnered nations to conduct missions 
that will safeguard the state and further stability and good 
governance.

4. Build trust and good personal relationships. trust is the 
cornerstone to good relationships. trust is enhanced 
when the person one is interacting with feels you have 
integrity, are honest and have their best interests at heart.  
trust is not forged quickly and instead takes time to de-
velop. by continuously being open, honest and genuine 
in your interaction, you will develop good personal re-
lationships built on credibility, mutual goals, a common 
understanding and trust. Maintaining some degree of 
individual consistency/overlap from one rotation to the 
next will help the group gain credibility based on the 
trust of known individuals.  trust is also forged through 
shared hardships and experiences.  As such, it is ideal to 
train with the partnered nation rather than simply act-
ing as instructors, observers or mentors.  Show you can 
do what you preach.  Also, demonstrate that you have 
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much to learn from them as well. Ultimately, you want to 
be able to demonstrate the capability and simultaneously 
develop the capacity by engaging with the partnered 
forces in training and on operations. Admiral William 
Mcraven, Commander US Special Operations Command, 
was clear when he reminded audiences that “trust cannot 
be surged.”  it is built over time and there are no short-
cuts.  both Canadian and American operators concur with 
this statement arguing that common goals and extended 
interactions with partnered forces contribute greatly to 
establishing long-lasting trusting relationships.7

5. Listen and appreciate context. being a good listener does 
not just mean hearing the words that are spoken. rather, 
you need to appreciate the context in which they are being 
said and understand underlying meanings and assump-
tions. it is best to reaffirm what you have heard to make 
sure that you are understanding things correctly and ap-
preciating the nuance of the conversation. Actively make 
sure that you are taking away the right points and messages 
from the conversation and vice versa. Failure to do so can 
have grave consequences.  For example, throughout the 
counter-insurgency operation in Afghanistan, Americans 
were detaining certain individuals and questioning them.  
in the case of Afghan teenage boys, which represented a 
high target group since many of the insurgents in Afghani-
stan are young males, an Afghan elder warned coalition 
members that these boys needed to be “home by a certain 
time.” the Americans understood what “home by a certain 
time” meant, specifically before dark, but they did not 
pay much attention to the comment.  While questioning 
could last for hours, and often only ended in the middle 
of the night, the Afghan teenagers were always offered a 
ride home – which apparently few, if any, ever took – so 
the Americans thought they had done their due diligence.  
What the American’s did not understand, however, was 
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that in Afghanistan, while the sexual assault of young 
men is not uncommon, if a young man is suspected of hav-
ing been molested, he could lose all the social status that 
he had accumulated and often be disowned by his fam-
ily.  returning home after dark, with no one to account 
for their whereabouts during their absence, many of the 
young men who had been detained could end up being 
shunned by their families.  With few places to turn, join-
ing the insurgency could seem like a good, if not solitary, 
option. Notably, it took a decade before the significance 
of these actions was fully understood by the Americans. 
they had made a conscious effort to minimize the number 
of insurgents in Afghanistan but, in this case, they lacked 
the knowledge and/or empathy to recognize that what the 
Afghan elder was telling them was important.8

6. Do not judge – treat people as equals.  Generally when we 
judge others we place ourselves in a position of superior-
ity.  this sense of being better than the people you are 
interacting with is a huge detriment to building good 
relationships.  rather, even if everyone is different, you 
should remind yourself that you are all equal. While 
people may adhere to different beliefs and values than 
you do, that does not make them any less important or 
valid.  treating people as equals also encourages the es-
tablishment of trust in the relationship.  Make an effort 
to demonstrate skills and actively participate in training 
rather than standing away, appearing aloof and perhaps 
superior.  be very conscious of military protocol and pay-
ing compliments.  Avoid appearing to be in judgement of 
others.  For example, in some cultures the simple act of 
taking notes in front of the training audience may be seen 
as offensive with the purpose being of recording data to 
use for later negative judgment.  instead, share your ex-
periences, including your shortcomings, thereby allowing 
your partners to see you as a human and as an equal.
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7. Use critical thinking to discover root causes. When faced 
with a problem, you should always question what is at the 
core of the issue.  Continuously ask why and how when 
exploring issues.  do not be satisfied with the first re-
sponse and instead dig deeper so you can determine what 
is causing the symptoms and thus come up with the real 
problem so that you can determine a good solution.  if you 
do not receive the desired result with the first attempted 
solution, then explore further to find out what the real 
issue is that is causing the problem.  Never assume that 
your perspective is definitive.  Perhaps there is a funda-
mental misunderstanding about the purpose of the task 
that needs to be clarified.  

8. Have a long-term focus – do not just think about accomplish-
ments made in a single rotation; build on previous rotations 
and empower others to build on your rotation. As men-
tioned, building good, trusting relationships is not a fast 
or easy process. it can be further aggravated by chang-
ing personnel during consecutive rotations.  in an ideal 
world, the same individuals would grow the relationships.  
Nonetheless, even if you are replacing a key individual in 
a rotation, you should not have to recreate all the relation-
ships he/she formed from scratch. Overlap your rotation if 
possible or always ensure that a portion of your team over-
laps with the next team and work together until you can 
establish credibility of your own. build on the relation-
ships that are already in place. Make building a network 
of contacts, with a consolidated, detailed databank, a key 
component of the mission.  As such, in times of crisis, you 
can have a number of already established contacts.

9. Empower the people with whom you are working.  Ultimately, 
the goal of “by, with, through” operations is to have the 
partnered nation be able to control their environment.  As 
such, your role is largely one of training and empowering 
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them to do so.  Even if their way of doing things is not 
the same as yours, you need to focus on the overall goal of 
achieving stability in the region. in many cases, a twenty 
percent solution performed by indigenous forces is better 
than a hundred per cent solution performed by foreign 
forces. this same logic applies to training.  For instance, 
by using the partnered nation SOF as the primary instruc-
tor cadre, more credibility is accrued by the partnered 
forces and there is more buy-in by the training audience.  
Ensure that you support their officers and senior non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) and make them the centre 
of attention and success.  be respectful.  Pay appropriate 
compliments and ensure you follow military protocol.  by 
building them up in the eyes of their subordinates and 
superiors you are building trust and credibility that will 
pay dividends.

10. Engage a wider range of local partners. in “by, with, 
through” operations, the military is but one small piece 
of a complex puzzle.  Often, you will need to engage with 
members of other governmental departments and agencies, 
non-governmental organizations, and local populations, 
including police, municipal politicians, government 
workers, grocers, maintenance people and labourers just 
to mention a few.  it is important to remember that all of 
these people contribute to a solution. Act as a coordina-
tor and conduit of information and action when possible.  
Support the process of stability and governance as much 
as possible.  Encourage the security forces you are work-
ing with to be part of the larger solution as well.  the more 
each of them is engaged and encouraged to work toward a 
common end-state, the faster the goal can be reached and 
the longer lasting it will be.  Good relationships are key in 
assuring this congruence of effort.
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in short, when we engage personnel in “by, with, through” mis-
sions, we are asking them to be at a minimum psychologists, 
sociologists, anthropologists, historians, political scientists, econ-
omists, trade specialists and kinetic specialists. it is certainly a 
tall order, even for the most highly skilled and trained personnel.  
Nonetheless, it is necessary to build multi-disciplinary warrior-
diplomats in order to succeed in today’s operating environment 
and the projected future operating environment.

SOF, and particularly Special Forces (SF), by virtue of their selec-
tion, and the training and education that they receive throughout 
their careers are particularly well-suited to conducting “by, with, 
through” missions.  in addition to excellent kinetic ability, “by, 
with, through” missions rely on “softer” skill-sets so that SOF/ 
SF members can educate and train partnered forces.  these softer 
skill-sets include not only an understanding and familiarity with 
different elements and structures within the partnered nation but, 
most importantly, also demand that individuals have the ability to 
interact effectively with potentially diverse groups of people.  As 
such, the environment is particularly well-suited to small teams 
of resourceful, adaptive, collaborative and solution focused indi-
viduals.  in essence, SOF in general and SF in particular.  A former 
American military advisor in Afghanistan observed, “[US] Army 
Special Forces have the unique skills and doctrine that allow it 
to carry out missions that require interaction with indigenous 
cultures.”9 Additionally, while perhaps slightly oversimplified, 
a retired US Air Force senior NCO captured another interesting 
point about the US Army SF when he stated that “the primary mis-
sion of the [US] Army Special Forces is to teach.”  he explained, 
“they do their teaching right in the middle of combat missions. 
they go right into combat situations with military members of 
friendly developing nations and teach them technical fighting and 
military skills, as well as helping them resolve human rights issues 
during combat operations.”10
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Certainly, these soft-skills are, and will continue to be, in high 
demand in the contemporary and future operating environments.  
Notably, Admiral Mcraven remarked, “the ‘dead of night’  
direct-action operations will be fewer in number, while the more 
touchy-feely missions ‘by, through and with’ partner nations will 
increase.”11  

As such, it is no longer simply SF who are seeking to be masters 
in this domain.  For example, rear Admiral Sean A. Pybus, Com-
mander of Navy Special Warfare Command stated that he wanted 
“to change SEAL training and emphasize ‘brain over bicep.’”12  
Major General Mark Clark, Commander of Marine Corps Special 
Operations Command also wants his Command to be prepared.   
he noted, “when you think of SOF you think of direct action,  
but it really is a ying and yang of direct action and indirect  
action. … We want to push that line more to the right where it is 
more indirect.”13

these types of small footprint engagements within the human do-
main have always been the purview of SOF.  With the likelihood 
of more such engagements taking place in the foreseeable future, it 
makes sense that training and educating for these skill-sets is once 
again brought to the fore, and not just for SF.  in this process, it is 
important to remember that this shift does not signal a new way of 
doing things but simply a return to a traditional SOF, specifically 
SF, role.  

Wars will always exist within the human domain and the desired 
peace will ultimately be determined at the political level.  SOF, 
working in small teams and engaging effectively within the hu-
man domain, will continue to provide governments with a cost 
effective, small footprint option for achieving a desired peace, par-
ticularly through the concept of “by, with, through” operations, 
and often before the conflict actually begins.  As such, we should 
not waste time on redefining conflicts and rewriting doctrine.  We 
should instead focus on being good at the basics.
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POLITICAL GUIDANCe fOR “BY, WITH, 
THROUGH” MIssIONs

GrEG WitOL

As the policy advisor for Canadian Special Operations Forces 
Command (CANSOFCOM) my role is to be a resource primarily to 
the Commander, but also to the rest of the Command, about how 
CANSOFCOM’s activities should fit into the larger framework of 
governance.  in that context, with regard to “by, with, through” 
missions, the following three questions are particularly intrigu-
ing.  they are:

1. the important moral issues that must be confronted when 
choosing partners;

2. What responsibilities we bear for the misdeeds of foreign 
partners; and

3. the legal and policy constraints that affect the selection of 
partners.

Notably, while “partnering” can include both training activities 
and the conduct of joint kinetic operations (or even a combination 
of the two), this chapter will for the most part discuss training 
activities since that is most relevant to CANSOFCOM’s current 
operations.

though i am not an academic, an operator, or an ethicist, i have 
the perspective of someone who advises those who “do” on the 
framework policies which govern CANSOFCOM’s foreign interac-
tions. Some of these are clearly laid out by the chain of command, 
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particularly regarding participation in international conferences 
or exercises. For the most part, these are not particularly contro-
versial and authorities are delegated down from the Minister of 
National defence. What are hazier are the policies which govern 
more deliberate or persistent engagements – particularly if they 
involve capacity building or the expenditure of Canadian Armed 
Forces or Government of Canada resources to develop the capacities 
of others. these policies originate from overall government direc-
tion, extend through our department of Foreign Affairs, trade 
and development (dFAtd) to the department of National defence 
(dNd), and should guide the actual interactions.  however, this 
“chain of direction” can only provide so much detail. it falls upon 
those with the detailed knowledge – operators, staff planners, and 
commanders – to guide all of this from the beginning.

training foreign forces always carries some risk which must be 
offset by the expected benefits that will accrue from the training. 
developing the capacity of a foreign nation to disrupt terrorist or 
criminal elements on its own territory, before they can become a 
threat to Canadian interests is – in the abstract – something that 
most governments would prefer. but this positive result must be 
balanced against potential negative results. Capacity-building 
missions will almost by definition take place in difficult, morally-
ambiguous places. the conduct of the host nation, and the forces 
that we train, reflect back on the host nation population, the spe-
cial operations forces (SOF) reputation, and our own country’s 
image as a whole. 

it is not sufficient to expect that the larger strategic guidance will 
provide the detailed direction about choice of partners. Govern-
ments, by and large, want to do the right thing. but, they have 
numerous competing interests in terms of attention, resources 
and reputation. it is incumbent upon the SOF community, when 
presenting engagement options, to be aware of these competing 
elements when offering up training partner options.
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the overall direction, the “grand strategy” if you will, should re-
flect the larger national interest and the overarching policy goals 
that governments want to attain. Larger guidance should note that 
we see a security or national interest advantage to our capacity 
building. For example, we train counter-terrorism so that host 
nation forces can defeat, or at least contain, violent extremist orga-
nizations in their own region; and we train anti-crime to prevent 
illegal activities from spilling their borders.  Clearly, in almost all 
cases, our host-nation forces come from troubled, insecure and 
often corrupt regimes. it is for this reason that broad guidance 
usually cannot suffice on its own to authorize a mission.

Governments will want to know more information, particularly 
how their broad strategic direction will be operationalized, what 
limits will be in place (both in terms of resources and the use of 
force) and how inherent risks can be minimized. the deployment 
of armed forces abroad remains in the government’s decision space 
and they will want to preserve that space. Ultimately, the respon-
sibility falls on them.

Our choice of partners implies government support for the prac-
tices and policies of the host-nation government or military, in 
a way that international development assistance does not. Staff 
officers normally work through options to present their com-
manders with alternatives that can mitigate, if never completely 
remove, risky choices. there will always be some risk but it should 
be minimized. that same principle must apply to the advice and 
operationalization that CANSOF provide to government. the 
short-term and often imprecise benefits to our national security or 
national interests must be weighed against the long-term reputa-
tion of the “national brand.”

Nonetheless, while a capacity building mission can (and indeed 
should) be seen as a vote of confidence in the host nation, local 
populations often have a very realistic impression of just how 
much foreign trainers can accomplish. they may indeed see the 
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benevolent (if self-interested) motives that guide us to take on 
these capacity building missions. the may not blame the trainers 
if the host-nation forces undertake human rights abuses, or con-
tinue to demonstrate corruption; however, they may.  that must 
also be a part of the balance of risk and benefit.

So let us break down the decision-making process to see where the 
ethical constraints should be placed:

1. Government provides big picture direction – “here’s a pot 
of money to address security challenges in region X”;

2. Coordinating agency (e.g. dFAtd) provides more detailed 
direction to implementing departments;

3. implementing department (e.g. dNd) places this direction 
within other defence diplomacy priorities and interests; 
and

4. Operators look at how best to implement this direction 
and are guided by headquarters staff.

At each level there is greater fidelity and while the responsibility 
still sits at the top, the level of detail and knowledge about specif-
ics must be greater the further down the chain you go.

Governments rely on the knowledge and experience that comes 
from professionals. it is therefore incumbent upon planners to 
consider all of the direction and guidance when choosing train-
ing partners and individual units. Sometimes this information will 
be clearly provided, as in “provide training to country y.”  but, 
just as often, the proposal will be part of a much broader scheme. 
“target violent extremist organizations” is a very broad direction, 
for example.

As we move down the “chain of direction” each level has a greater 
understanding of the practicalities on the ground. but if this 
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knowledge is not filtered through the larger government goals, 
then we infringe upon a decision space that is not ours to take.
that expertise must address the big picture, service, departmental 
and national interests, and be cognizant of resources expended.

the SOF community has a “force of last resort” ethos. CANSOFCOM’s 
own motto “We will find a way” exemplifies this ethos. And in 
counter-terrorism, hostage-rescue operations, or other “no fail” 
missions, it is essential. training partners, the “indirect approach” 
and global engagement, however, require close consideration. 
Ensuring the right balance between expected results versus antic-
ipated resource costs, potential risks and even lost opportunities 
for other engagement options need to be considered.

this process, even when moving quickly in governmental terms, 
can seem interminably slow for a culture raised on a “4 hour 
notice-to-move” cycle.  And yet, it may be that the answer to 
some problems is “don’t just do something, stand there.” Faithful 
implementation of government policy can be slow, burdensome 
and involve nugatory work.  but achieving that goal of an “all-
informed net” and preserving government decision space for the 
conduct of global engagement are both moral and professional 
imperatives.

Now, none of this is to say that CANSOFCOM’s recent efforts have 
not met this goal. indeed, waiting and preserving that government 
decision space has resulted in many frustrated e-mails sent my 
way. but getting our foreign engagements right, in the long term, 
can be just as important as responding to long-term, if indirect, 
threats.

the realities of government will almost always require that spe-
cialists and experts provide their best advice, based on “big hand, 
small map” strategic guidance. recommendations that flow from 
this strategic guidance need to both answer the specifics of the 
government’s intentions, and also to take into account and clearly 
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enunciate the potential pitfalls and risks of the chosen action. it is 
with both sides of this equation that deployment authorities are 
respected and, most importantly, the credibility of operators and 
planners is maintained.



87

C h AP t E r  6

NON-TRADITIONAL PARTNeRs:  
sTRATeGIC UTILITY AND RIsK

dr. riChArd rUbriGht 

The belief that non-Western peoples should adopt Western 
values, institutions, and culture is immoral because of what 
would be necessary to bring it about.

Samuel huntington1

this chapter is based upon thoughts and observations following 
the december 2013 CANSOFCOM Symposium in Kingston, Ontar-
io.  the panel centred on working with non-traditional partners as 
part of a Global SOF Network (GSN) and the way ahead for network 
members. While various views were presented by panel members, 
the subject matter is so broad and diverse it could spawn entire 
research projects and independent works. As a small contribution, 
the purpose of this chapter is to examine an inherent tension be-
tween the strategic utility of a partner and the risks associated 
in working with partners. this tension will cause uncertainty in 
policy-makers and represents some fundamental challenges to US 
strategic cultural norms.  yet, with an assumption that the GSN 
will be reinforced and expanded in the coming years,  the tension 
will be unavoidable and should be examined prior to challenges 
rather than later, which may serve to exacerbate issues.

it is first most helpful to unpack the title for clarification of terms 
and assumptions. it is somewhat difficult to define what a “Non-
traditional Partner” actually means.  during the conference the 
subject of Private Military Corporations (PMCs) was brought up 
as possible non-traditional partners for the GSN, yet it was also 
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pointed out that PMCs and contractors have been used by the US 
department of defense for decades.2  does non-traditional imply 
entities which have not been co-opted into strategic efforts, or is 
the threshold a degree of use without regard to historical engage-
ment? For this work it simply means organizations not commonly 
considered to be integral to normal military operations.  So, while 
SOF has worked with Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs), 
within this context they have not traditionally been a part of nor-
mal military efforts until relatively recently.3  this definition lacks 
a desired degree of rigour, but rather, in order to be more helpful, 
offers broad leeway to both the author as well as interpretations 
by the reader.

“Strategic Utility” has an inevitable context to, and idiosyncrasies 
of, a specific state.  No two states can find exactly the same stra-
tegic utility in anything as their political goals will differ even if 
just slightly.  While non-state actors are concerned with strategy 
and strategic utility, this work is concerned with the GSN which 
will be state-based. As such, strategic utility is a notion which 
the reader should apply based upon their own strategic culture 
and understanding. While, clearly, some organizations, such as  
Al-Qaeda, are not viable partners offering strategic utility to the 
United States, others may be slightly nefarious and yet at least 
tolerable to some degree, as we will see later. For this chapter, 
strategic utility will be primarily contextualized through a US 
strategic cultural lens. Partly, this makes the concept more man-
ageable, but it also makes the effort less perilous by negating 
cultural interpretations by the author.  importantly, strategic util-
ity is not based upon the utility a partner offers to the GSN.  there 
can be no coherent strategic utility within this context as the GSN 
is an organizational structure devoid of political objectives and 
therefore strategic meaning.  rather, strategic utility can only 
make sense vis-à-vis the nodal participants and their individual 
or collective policy goals.  in essence, strategy furthers policies of 
a state, which in turn uses the GSN as a means to an end. the GSN 
in and of itself has no policy goals.
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While “risks” may seem fairly straightforward, it is as loaded and 
complex as the meaning behind strategic utility.  risks within this 
context are primarily political in nature, representing a dichotomy 
in political purpose/perspective within nodal states of the GSN 
and between states participating in the GSN.  in short, there will 
be dissenting political platforms within many GSN participants 
which will always find contention, and possibly fault, with their 
potential allies and internal contending political parties.  there-
fore, actions taken by any GSN nodal participant will embody 
political risks. Likewise, generally normative behaviour of states 
within the GSN may break down dependent on the threat to a GSN 
participant, and existential threats in particular.  Standards of be-
haviour through which the United States judges allies could have a 
negative consequence on the level of co-operation the US receives 
from fellow GSN participants and vice versa. As with strategic 
utility, the author is primarily concerned with the issue of risks 
within a US context for similar reasons stated above. 

the tension between strategic utility and risk is rooted in poli-
tics and resultant exercised military power.  Fundamentally, it is a 
strategic problem of bridging political goals with military power 
at an acceptable cost for a specific attained benefit.  yet, as noted 
above, because the tension is political and particular to the strate-
gic culture of the participating state within the GSN, the friction 
and complexity of any GSN endeavour will be profoundly difficult 
to accurately predict.  it is therefore prudent to examine previous 
military efforts to better understand the challenges of working 
with non-traditional partners in the future, their strategic utility 
and the attendant risks.  

sTRATeGIC UTILITY AND NORMs IN TIMe

An interesting aspect of US strategic culture is both its moral con-
sistency and its evolution in normative behaviour. this paradox is 
counterintuitive, yet, should be fairly evident. there has always 
been exceptionality to the American consciousness.4 Often the  
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hypocrisy made evident through the moralistic leanings of the 
nation can be both inspiring and simultaneously strange when ex-
amined historically.  the issue of slavery stands poignantly as such 
an example.  A reviled institution both presently and, to a degree, 
historically to a righteous struggle for emancipation of profound 
proportion, a massive contest over the very conception of liberty 
and freedom upon which the United States based its right to self-
determination.  yet, such a noble cause was followed by a hundred 
years of flagrant violation of the moralistic principles of equality 
through Jim Crow laws and other inequalities before the law.5  the 
point here is not to engage in revisionist history and ignore the 
central role of states’ rights in the American Civil War.  rather, it 
serves only to highlight the sometimes schizophrenic disconnect 
between American political ideals and the realities of the world 
those ideals must inhabit.

A similar disconnect exists between the American conception of 
appropriate conduct of armed conflict and the realities of those 
conflicts.  Consider the period after the Spanish American War 
in which the US subdued the Philippine effort for independence.  
A conflict which was successful through the brutal measures of 
summary executions, torture and the depopulation of many ar-
eas, all conducted by the US military.6  the political goal at the 
time was the pacification of the island chain and brutal measures 
were condoned.7  After the conflict the harsh measures were very 
quickly rejected by much of the American population, but far 
more importantly, by political opponents of the war, and to US 
colonial ambitions, appealing to the moral self-conception of an 
exceptionalist nation.  

the real irony of the strategy and tactics used by much of the 
US military at the time was that they were the same tactics of 
Spanish brutality that were used to justify and initiate the con-
flict.8  Further, many of the tactics were employed by and learned 
from indigenous Filipino ethnic groups that collaborated with 
the US military.9  Never before had the US military worked with  
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indigenous Filipino groups; they were not traditional partners.  
they were effective surrogates and allies as they knew local cus-
toms, languages and environments.  Could the Filipino surrogates 
be classified as non-traditional partners? With the above guide-
line the answer would be yes, even though co-opting indigenous 
American indian tribes to fight other hostile tribes was well estab-
lished in US military history.10

the tension between the strategic utility of the harsh tactics em-
ployed in the Philippines and the risk those tactics generated was 
a domestic concern for the United States.  Given normative behav-
iour at the time, other colonial actors from Europe were not going 
to be outraged or demand war crime proceedings to review the 
conduct of the US military. to the colonial powers, the measures 
used were normative in their context and the strategic utility evi-
dent. rather, as the United States struggled to define its place as a 
world power, and as a possible colonial power, a political debate 
about the appropriate role of the United States in world affairs 
was taking place. As such, the conduct of the US military was 
seen as a direct representation of the cost to national character 
which Manifest destiny of colonial ambitions would entail. in 
short, domestic political context determined, albeit after the fact, 
the strategic utility of the colonial endeavour and behaviour of 
the US military.11  it was clear that future colonial ambitions rep-
resented risk within the domestic political context; a risk that was 
subsequently judged to be too extreme to continue with Manifest 
destiny beyond US borders.

A more modern example to the inherent tension between stra-
tegic utility and risk can be seen in the manhunt to capture or 
kill former drug lord Pablo Escobar.  Following the death of 
University of Maryland basketball star Len bias from a cocaine 
overdose there was a new emphasis on combating drugs and co-
caine in particular.12  the ensuing manhunt would take years and 
see involvement of US Special Operations Forces (SOF). While the 
hunt would be successful in its finality with Escobar’s death in 
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Medellin, Colombia, to a large degree it would be accomplished 
through studiously ignoring the actions of the paramilitary/ 
vigilante organization Los Pepes.13  

in the hunt for Pablo Escobar it became clear that the much of 
the police force was corrupt, politicians had been bought off, the 
judiciary paid for or thoroughly intimidated to the point that the 
rule of law had broken down and the likelihood of ever catching, 
trying and incarcerating Escobar, in a real jail, was almost zero. 
the United States was deeply committed to catching or killing 
Escobar for his role in cocaine trafficking, as well as his role in 
orchestrating the bombing of an Avianca Flight 203 which re-
sulted in the deaths of 107 people including two US citizens in  
November 1989.14 in essence, the issue moved from one of criminal-
ity and law enforcement to one being an issue of national security 
in which the application of military power was justified.15 At this 
point the strategic utility of Colombian law enforcement allowed 
it to become a non-traditional partner. this is not to imply that 
US entities like the drug Enforcement Agency (dEA) and Central 
intelligence Agency (CiA) had not previously worked with or part-
nered with Colombian law enforcement, but rather, Colombian law 
enforcement was now strategically linked to US political objectives 
and the US military was authorized to help attain those objectives.

the US military in general does not make for good law enforcement 
and is specifically prohibited from operating in such a capacity 
inside the United States under normal conditions.16  Likely, there 
was no widespread appreciable understanding of the political risks 
associated with the hunt for Pablo Escobar.  in a simple calcula-
tion, the US would use its power to help Colombia hunt down and 
kill or capture Pablo Escobar and the issue would be settled.  this 
potentially shortsighted strategic understanding of the cocaine 
trade made the effort a fool’s errand if the strategic calculus was 
to stop the flow of drugs.  yet, it can also be classified as a shrewd 
strategic move if the goal was to put drug kingpins on notice that 
taking control of sovereign states, blowing up airliners and killing 
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US citizens would not be tolerated. in short, Pablo Escobar’s am-
bition and mania could be turned to a deterrent effect. it will 
never be known for sure which strategic calculus was in play, but 
the stage was set for a non-traditional partner to become a liabil-
ity and therefore present a degree of risk while simultaneously  
offering strategic utility.

As the hunt progressed it became apparent that Pablo Escobar 
would not be easy to capture and was running an intolerable 
campaign of terror that included the killing of police, judges, poli-
ticians and criminal rivals.  it became clear to some in Colombia 
that the rule of law and the niceties by which western democrat-
ic nations operate were not going to get the job accomplished.  
From this morass sprung the shadowy vigilante group Los Pepes, 
which in turn used the same brutal tactics of torture, extrajudicial 
killings, and threats to Pablo Escobar’s associates and family to 
systematically tear down the Medellin Cartel and eventually wear 
down Escobar.17 Los Pepes was studiously being ignored by US 
officials who understood the risk which the organization posed 
to the US effort if an explicit connection were ever made.  While 
a direct link between Los Pepes and US military and agencies is 
extremely doubtful, there is evidence that US support was used 
by Colombian partners to help Los Pepes further the effectiveness 
of their extralegal operations.18

the examples of US military action in the Philippines and US 
support to Colombian efforts to kill Pablo Escobar are just two 
examples of a normative trend in US behaviour.  As a rule, the 
United States has grown less willing to accept and allow the US 
military to act in ways that violate our moralistic self-conception.  
this is especially true as one political party is always able to cri-
tique the party controlling the executive branch of government 
and, therefore, the actions of the US military.  due to domestic po-
litical structure and processes the tension between strategic utility 
of a partner and the political risks of the partner acting in ways 
that western democratic tradition deems immoral could be present 
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in endeavours undertaken by the GSN.  Further, as the normative 
trend continues aided by technologic global awareness of US mili-
tary and allied partner actions, the political risks associated with 
the use of military power will continue and likely increase.

RIsKs

historical examples of non-traditional partners to guide future 
endeavours is a bit paradoxical when thinking of a way ahead in 
the Global SOF network. history does show that partnering is a 
valid way to be more effective in a foreign environment. the ex-
amples are legion, from the US experience in the Philippines to 
the collaboration with Awakening Councils in iraq.  however, as 
the United States moves forward as part of a GSN, strategic utility 
and risks must be contextualized far beyond the American lens.  
therefore, there exists not only a tension between strategic util-
ity and risks associated with partnerships and internal political 
processes, there is also a relative tension of risk between partner 
nations vis-à-vis their individual national interest discriminators.

From the US perspective this is a difficult notion to come to grips 
with.  A part of US strategic culture is the notion that other na-
tions should have similar perspectives and political end-states to 
those of the United States. this is not necessarily because other 
nations are expected to support the United States in general as an 
exceptionalist and enlightened nation, but is rather a view that 
other nation’s self-interests coincide with America’s as defined 
through an American perspective.  Consider the following assess-
ment by Michael howard when describing how the United States 
considered the rest of the world as it emerged as a world leader 
from pre-Second World War isolation:

it would be a framework of a new world of peace under 
law.  the successive declarations to which American states-
men and their allies had set their hands, from the Atlantic 
Charter to the yalta declaration on Liberated Europe, were 
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seen not as vague statements of intent but as morally bind-
ing obligations on all parties concerned, pledging them to 
the creation of a new world order: that world of which 
liberals had dreamed for two hundred years, a world of 
freedom of speech and assembly and religion, of freedom 
of movement and trade…Neither commerce nor politics 
were zero-sum games, and what was good for Manchester, 
or detroit, was almost by definition good for mankind.19

howard’s categorization of American ideological drive is accurate 
and historically self-evident, and it directly affects US strategic 
culture.  Many western-oriented liberal democracies have devel-
oped the same moralistic and ideological underpinnings, offering 
a tolerably likeminded approach to appropriate behaviours and 
strategic outlooks. these similarities, combined with decades of 
co-operation through NAtO, make collaboration with liberal de-
mocracies more likely even though the United States and Europe 
have experienced a divergence in strategic cultures over the past 
two decades.20 however, concerning the GSN, such collaboration, 
while helpful, may not be as important as GSN participation with 
countries of differing strategic cultures and outlooks.  After all, 
most under-governed spaces and threat networks do not reside 
or find their primary support populations in western liberal 
democracies.

the GSN is not just about longtime partners, mostly comfortable 
collaborating and working together to confront future threats to 
world stability. rather, the partnership and trust building must 
take place between western democracies and nations that have 
not traditionally been part of an extensive security co-operative.  
these nations, like all nations, have specific national interests, 
societal norms and cultural peculiarities resulting in specific and 
unique strategic cultures. it is in these environments that US 
military and political flexibility will be challenged. the Colom-
bian example above is unique in both time and context. yet, it 
also represents a now proven, extralegal method for conducting 
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man-hunting operations while partnering with the United States.  
it was an open and legal effort to track down and kill or capture 
a fugitive, while simultaneously allowing an extralegal shadow 
organization to perform the effective yet dirty tasks that helped 
facilitate success. it is not inconceivable for such a process to re-
occur in the future. how would the United States react today if 
Los Pepes and its actions were streamed live on the internet, with 
pictures of grotesquely tortured victims disseminated widely and 
available to any political or social group with an axe to grind?  
Could the United States as a nation accept a tacit alliance in the 
face of widespread knowledge of the group rather than a small and 
underreported story of the main stream press in the early 1990s?  
Likely, the risks today are higher due to greater awareness and US 
self-conception.

Part of howard’s description above is a central theme that the 
United States sees other countries having their own self-interest 
lay with emulation of American values and ideas.21 As such, 
politicians and policy-makers may well be correct.  yet, that does 
not mean, necessarily, that other countries facing problems of 
existential proportions will not behave in ways contrary to the 
normative views of western democracies. Nor is judgement of 
nations particularly helpful given the historical behaviours of 
western democracies which used harsh methods to secure their 
borders and position, and now allow them to be and feel secure.  
to illustrate the normative trend discussed in the first section, 
in conjunction with changing normative behaviour of the US  
military and the relative danger of future risks of potential part-
ner nations, consider the following: the massacre of 173 Piegan  
American indian women and children in Montana by the US mili-
tary in the 1870 Marias Massacre is one of many similar events of 
the time but did not result in an investigation even though there 
was consternation.22 by 1900, the massacre of a Filipino village 
was an accepted act of war, and only later condemned as behav-
iour unfitting of US military values. by 1968, the massacre of 300 
inhabitants of the Vietnamese village of My Lai would result in the 
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officer in charge, Second Lieutenant William Calley, Jr., receiving 
a conviction and prison sentence, but not the enlisted soldiers un-
der his command.23  by 2012, in the case of Staff Sergeant robert 
bales, the execution of Afghan villagers led to the conviction and 
incarceration of an enlisted soldier.24  Arguably, the cherry-pick-
ing of historically relevant incidents ignores the numerous other 
incidents in which killings and punishments did not follow; such 
things happen in war.  however, the chain of events demonstrates 
the changing nature in how warfare is perceived in western de-
mocracies in general and the United States in particular.

it follows then that risks posed by future members of the GSN 
can be judged with current normative behaviour in mind, but not 
with an historical lens.  historically, accepted behaviours are not 
in sync with current political correctness.  yet, even speculating 
on future risks associated with possible partner action using a cur-
rent context of normative behaviour may be misguided.  if the 
trend illustrated above continues, then acceptable behaviours may, 
in fact, be more restrictive based upon evolving idealistic, moral-
istic or legalistic constraints.  As such, it would be too perilous to 
attempt any predictive set of norms which may help identify the 
future parameters of risk associated with a partner.  Likewise, it 
should be fairly evident that some unforeseen risk must be mani-
fest given the said normative trends.  As such, a new approach 
to risk could be beneficial for actors within the GSN but would 
fundamentally challenge US strategic cultural norms.

NON-TRADITIONAL PARTNeRs

if the historical normative trend is going to continue to involve es-
calating idealistic, moralistic and legalistic constraints on military 
action, then there will be a twofold effect on partnering within the 
GSN.  Firstly, the GSN will be of limited effectiveness without a 
collective acceptance of relative normative behaviour to maximize 
the efficiency of the network. this is unlikely to occur due to the 
above description of the United States as an exceptionalist nation 
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which acts to project its value systems. Without an acceptance 
of relative cultural behaviour the network will be challenged, 
quite correctly, as an extension of US cultural norms and not a 
true partnership between equals. this kind of difficulty has al-
ready been seen over the last decade as military formations find 
their designation as units with a history of human rights abuses 
to be detrimental to receiving military assistance.25  Partly because 
individuals whose behaviours are being questioned are in many 
cases no longer in the unit, but also as an affront to the unit itself 
by a third party (United States) with no sovereign control within 
Colombia. it will always be difficult to build trust when arrogantly 
dictating values and ethics to others who perceive problems from 
completely different cultural perspectives.

relativity of cultural and normative behaviours of other state par-
ticipants will be difficult or impossible for the Unites States to 
paradigmatically come to grips with because it challenges Ameri-
can self-conception. With the stated GSN goal of “defeating threat 
networks”26 it must be assumed that the threat network will be 
defined by some political entity.  that political entity and desig-
nation must include some involvement by state actors.  it is quite 
unlikely that the United Nations, international Committee of the 
red Cross or any NGO will define which specific threat network 
must be destroyed.  Such non-state entities may influence the 
perception of certain threat networks through lobbying, advo-
cacy and awareness, but they will not be a direct designator of a 
threat network with the attendant ability to employ force against 
it.  So if nation states remain the backbone of the GSN, then which 
non-traditional partners are likely candidates to enhance strategic 
utility?  And far more importantly, what is the role of nation states 
within the GSN accepting the inclusion or use of non-traditional 
partners by another nodal actor with varying degrees of accept-
able normative behaviour?

relativity of cultural norms is not exclusive to the nation state 
and could have a profound impact on the GSN.  For example, if a 
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GSN member were to attempt to co-operate with a non-traditional 
partner – notionally an international banking firm – the state  
actor would have to understand that the banking firm has its own 
organizational culture, its own interests and its own agenda.  the 
pursuit of profit may coincide with a state political objective.  the 
banking firm may be willing to co-operate in closing accounts, 
abiding by sanctions or creating shells for the intelligence commu-
nity, but then again they may not.  the banking firm may choose 
to circumvent the state efforts as illustrated by hSbC laundering 
iranian funds in december, 2012 in pursuit of profits.27 Likewise, 
non-state international actors like NGOs may want the same 
end-state of a defeated threat network, but due to organizational 
culture of the NGO, may differ greatly on the accepted practices 
to achieve that end state.  Just as states have risks associated with 
action, usually political risks, other organizational cultures of 
non-traditional partners may associate risk in different ways. the 
international banking firm may associate action as representing 
risk to profit, while an NGO may associate action as representing 
risk to access in other geographical locations if they are seen to be 
a partial tool of state goals.  this should illustrate that the tension 
between strategic utility and risk is complex when several nodal 
states are involved, but it gets far more convoluted as more non-
traditional partners are added, each with potentially profoundly 
different goals and organizational cultures.

Secondly, non-traditional partners will cause an inherent tension 
for the United States (and every other participatory state) be-
tween acting upon a national interest discriminator and the need 
to maintain the GSN as a viable strategic tool for policy-makers.  
to illustrate this tension, consider NAtO as an organization, and 
NAtO as representing a function from a geopolitical perspective 
of the United States.  NAtO cannot, and should not, be seen as a 
stagnant unchanging entity existing in a vacuum. the context of 
the alliance provides meaning and function of the alliance, but 
only at a given point in history.  NAtO of 1970 acting as a collec-
tive security organization to deter communist aggression is very  
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different from NAtO in 2014 acting as a group of similarly oriented 
western democracies, effectively sponsored by the United States 
financially, and without a clear geopolitical purpose. in 1970 there 
was no doubt of NAtO’s role and its purpose. yet, today an argu-
ment can be made that it exists more out of organizational inertia 
than out of true necessity due to an existential threat.  is it really 
in the United States’ best interest to continue to bear the majority 
of financial responsibility of the alliance?  Or does the message of 
unity serve a global effect worth the financial costs?  On which-
ever side of this debate one may fall, the fact is that a policy of 
support to the alliance continues, and perhaps it is a policy that is 
not rooted in US national interest.

the GSN could evolve along the same lines as NAtO.  While there 
is a clear need, and a clear will of some states to participate in an 
alliance to engage threat networks, at which point will the GSN 
develop the inertial character of NAtO?  this is important be-
cause once the GSN starts to be supported as an organization for 
its representational aspects, rather than its strategic utility, then 
partnering becomes a matter of diplomacy rather than one of stra-
tegic utility.  it is at this point that the organization will take on 
a life of its own.  this is not to say it is a negative event.  Just as 
NAtO’s continued evolution is not necessarily a negative outcome.  
After all it is not known if NAtO will again be needed.  Likewise, 
there is no way to tell if GSN will not be needed one decade, yet 
be needed the one following that.  in short, if they continue as 
organizations, then they can be utilized in the advent of a crisis 
without the need to reinvent the organizational wheel.  

yet, the possible divergence of the organization in terms of stra-
tegic utility with the need to simply support the organization’s 
existence can become problematic when non-traditional partners 
are added.  in a theoretical example of a NGO that is working 
to bring clean water to areas without a potable source, the GSN 
may be able to partner with such an NGO as part of a counter-
insurgency effort.  yet, what happens when the threat network in 
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the area has been neutralized?  does the NGO continue to partner 
with the GSN?  does the GSN owe continued support to the NGO’s 
objectives? At what point does the GSN become an organization 
that furthers the non-traditional partner’s objectives and is it 
sustainable? As stated previously, each non-traditional partner or-
ganization will have its own organizational culture. When the GSN 
partners with such organizations it runs the risk, however small, 
of morphing into an entity that, for the United States, is less inter-
ested in US national interests.  NAtO serves as a cautionary tale, 
what was a tool of strategic utility can becomes an occasional tool 
of strategic utility while simultaneously being a jobs program, a 
diplomatic organization, a point of tension between partners if not 
allies, and a financial drain for the United States.28 Non-traditional 
partners will want organizational support from the GSN, just as 
state partners will, and in time this may exacerbate divergence of 
US national interests with what may become the GSN’s interests.

CONCLUsION

Partnering in the GSN between national states as nodal actors is 
complicated with varied strategic cultures, political objectives, 
strategic utility and potential risks. Non-traditional partners of-
fer opportunities to broaden the support and effectiveness of the 
GSN, but they are much like nation states, yet perhaps even more 
varied and dissimilar.  this means they bring a level of complexity 
that exceeds state participants. this does not mean they have no 
use, should not be utilized, or will be detrimental. it simply means 
that the complexity at the political and strategic cultural levels 
should be appreciated and thought through.

the issue of non-traditional partners becomes even more difficult 
to contextualize due to US strategic culture and the continuing 
historic trend of increased constraints on the US military and 
with whom the US co-operates. Nefarious actors and groups are 
potential non-traditional partners, if there is the political will and 
understanding of harsh realities to work with such groups.  Short 
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term partners of convenience are not necessarily bad, but they are 
risky. the political risks of partnering for effective results may 
be less attractive than partnering with “good guys” even if that 
means failure to achieve the political objective; an ironic twist of 
domestic US politics, but reflective of US cultural norms.

As the United States moves forward as a participant and spon-
sor of the GSN, policy-makers and military professionals should 
appreciate the complexity of the task, the opportunities which 
non-traditional partners present, and the attendant tension  
between strategic utility and risk. 
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NON-TRADITIONAL PARTNeRsHIPs: 
fOUR BAsKeTs AND A CAUTION

dr. dAVid LASt

What are non-traditional partnerships for Special Operations 
Forces (SOF)?  Why do we need them, and should we be worried 
if we get them?  

traditional partnerships for SOF in Canada involve the United 
States (US) and the North Atlantic treaty Organization (NAtO), 
other predominantly English-speaking countries, our own foreign 
ministry and development agencies, police and border security, 
and those involved in the management of major events.  but the 
world has changed.  the US is no longer the indispensable power 
and regional power configurations are more important.  diminish-
ing American hegemony expands freedom of movement for global 
civil society, for corporate networks that transcend states, and for 
the interfaces between corporations and crime.  domestic political 
environments require more sophisticated SOF who have an under-
standing what political and bureaucratic leaders expect.

to remain effective, SOF need to track relevant knowledge of 
political, economic and social changes.  in order to do so, four 
baskets of non-traditional partnerships are suggested: geographic 
partnerships with regional leaders; functional partnerships with 
civil society and corporations, and perhaps even those on mar-
gins of legality; strategic domestic partnerships; and knowledge 
partnerships.  All of these partnerships come with a caution: it is 
easy to be affected by those we associate with or to come to mimic 
those we fight. 
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the sophistication and flexibility of SOF ensure that they will be 
the future of armed forces and police in a rising number of coun-
tries.  Nonetheless, SOF must tread carefully in this new world 
of increased partnerships in order to assure that their integrity 
is not compromised in the process. decline of violence owes a lot 
to effective control of government instruments of violence1 and 
if SOF can slip these bonds through new partnerships, little will 
have been gained.

BACKGROUND

there are 194 members of the United Nations (UN) General Assem-
bly and about 228 states and territories on the iSO9000 standardized 
lists. the median population of UN member states is eight million. 
by most indicators, the US is one of about a dozen outliers. half 
of all states have a population between 2 and 25 million, and only 
12 states exceed 100 million.  the majority of the world’s states 
are much more like Canada than the US, although even Canada is 
in the high mid-spread of most indicators for size, wealth, educa-
tion and state capacity. Without making any pretense to Canadian 
leadership, it makes sense to focus on the majority of the world’s 
states, rather than a few outliers, if we think that the state and its 
tools are the main instruments of security.2 

For Canada, and for most of the rest of the world possessing or think-
ing about SOF, it is easy to define traditional partnerships: they are 
generally summed up by “3d”:  defense, diplomacy and develop-
ment. they may entail domestic co-operation with police and border 
services.  they probably include coordination and securing of major 
events. For most Western or Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and development (OECd) countries, traditional partnerships also 
mean working with the US and NAtO in areas of common engage-
ment – international peace support operations and, over the last 
decade, a few significant expeditionary wars.

For the majority of countries SOF are an amorphous category, rang-
ing from special units like the Canadian Joint incident response 
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Unit (CJirU) which deals with chemical, biological, radiological 
and nuclear (CbrN) threats, to hostage rescue and special police 
response teams, battalions of better-than-average light infantry 
to even just fit soldiers with balaclavas and rubber boats.  Argu-
ably, any task force or unit that is called upon to prepare for or 
execute tasks not normally assigned to conventional forces might 
be deemed “special”.  in this regard, the American designations 
of “tiers” have little meaning for the majority of SOF around the 
world.  drawing this distinction does not diminish the significance 
of the “special”, however. 

THe CONTeMPORARY OPeRATING eNVIRONMeNT

by the time the berlin wall had been rubble for a decade, the shape 
of the new international order had moved from the post-Cold War 
to something like a new normal. in a 1999 essay, “the Lonely Su-
perpower,” Samuel huntington noted that the US could not really 
claim to speak for the “international community” on most issues.  
if it was true in 1999, it was even more so with the ascension of 
President George W. bush and the henchmen of the Project for a 
New American Century.  

interestingly, in the 1990s, huntington referred to global power 
in terms of “uni-multipolarity”. From outside the US, however, 
the next decade looks like one of prolonged setbacks for American 
power.  two indecisive wars, erosion of international institutions 
in favour of unilateralism and pre-emptive action, major failures 
of the American-led financial system and loss of trust from being 
caught spying on friends has left the US looking a lot less like a 
hegemonic power.  having to shut down government and contend 
with malcontent isolationists has allowed some allies to suspect 
abdication on top of sliding power.

Ole Waever describes the new strategic environment as 1 + 4 + 11 
regions and accepts the spirit of Samuel huntington’s 1999 charac-
terization of uni-multipolarity.3 in his assertion, the US is still the 
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dominant power, but its reach is tempered by the local superior-
ity, and wider interests, of three other major power blocs: russia, 
China, and the European Union (EU).  Most significantly, security 
is increasingly divided into regional security complexes whose 
boundaries are shaped by the ways in which actors construct 
security issues.4 While these regions are not immutable, the post-
Cold War regions identified by Waever and his colleague barry 
buzan in 2003 seem reasonably durable for now.

While the US, russia and China are still major powers, the fourth 
actor in the 1 + 4 formula is not a unitary actor. indeed, the se-
curity resources of individual states in the EU are constrained, 
so all of the old and new NAtO members fall in with the major-
ity of states and have little in common with the top three states.  
Even the United Kingdom (UK) and France, as members of the 
Security Council, no longer have global reach. Meanwhile, the 
emerging powers – brazil, india, South Africa, indonesia, and maybe  
Nigeria – are all regionally centred, with little hope of global reach, 
and often with more severe internal conflicts and constraints than 
the top three and the EU.

WHY fORM NON-TRADITIONAL PARTNeRsHIPs?

in this evolving strategic environment, why should SOF now con-
sider new and non-traditional partnerships? the most important 
reason is that our understanding of security itself has been chang-
ing since the end of the Second World War.5 it is widening to 
include non-military aspects and is therefore increasingly focused 
on political, economic and social goods that cannot be secured by 
military force alone. Secondly, it is deepening beyond the concept 
of national security, to include both human security below the 
state-level and international security above the state-level. 

Government objectives in the international system reflect this 
evolution, whether it is the internationalist agenda of Former 
Prime Minister Paul Martin’s Liberals, the trade-focused economic  
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agenda of Prime Minister Stephen harper’s Conservatives, or 
analogous developments in other countries.  domestic government 
structures and power-bases are changing in Canada, and compa-
rable transitions are going on in other countries. For example, in 
Canada, the majority Conservative government may represent fun-
damental and long-lasting changes to Canada’s domestic political 
consensus.6  

inside government, the Management Accountability Framework 
(MAF) and the flood of new policies, frameworks and guidelines 
since 2009 has shifted influence significantly from the Privy Coun-
cil Office (PCO) to the treasury board Secretariat (tbS), combined 
with a longer-term drift towards greater control by the Prime Min-
ister’s Office (PMO).7 there is always potential for tension between 
appointed advisors with a coordinating function, like the National 
Security Advisor, and Cabinet Ministers with financial authority 
and accountability. 

Against both the international environment and the changing 
domestic landscapes, American-led global networks have limited 
currency.  First, they sometimes fail to account for increasingly 
salient regional security concerns.  Second, they inevitably privi-
lege American interests, which may be viewed with increasing 
suspicion following American unilateralism and decline.  Former 
US President George bush’s ill-conceived League of democracies 
proposal had less traction than russia’s Cooperative Security 
treaty Organization (CStO) and the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization (SCO).8 American leadership can still be instrumental, as  
AFriCOM’s role has shown in building the African Union’s Peace 
and Security Architecture.  it seems to be most effective in an 
enabling rather than a directing mode, however.

Given the evolving nature of the contemporary operating environ-
ment, in order to deal with evolving domestic and international 
pressures, SOF, from the majority of the world’s countries, should 
consider re-thinking both their strategic and tactical partnerships. 
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WHAT NeeDs TO Be DONe BY sOf?

thinking about partnerships for the future should be in the con-
text of the emerging tasks for the future.  A list of SOF tasks for 
major powers with no intention of relinquishing global reach is 
summarized in table 7.1.  these tasks are likely relevant for other 
nations’ SOF as well.  All these tasks underscore the traditional list 
of partnerships for SOF.  Moreover, a comparable range of tasks was 
investigated in Canada in a study sponsored by the Asymmetrical 
threat Working Group in 2003-2004. in addition to identifying 
tasks, this study sought to determine how much support there 
was for particular tasks amongst politicians, opinion-leaders and 
decision-makers in government.

fUTURe sOf TAsKs
ReLeVANCe TO  

MAjORITY sTATes

 strategic services Only with international 
organizations

 Global scouts and ambassadors Yes

 Interagency facilitators and Operators Yes

 Ground truth (reconnaissance) Yes

 Institution building (formerly fIDAD) Yes

 Information Operations Yes

 Counter sOf Maybe

 Coalition support Yes

TABLe 7.1.  ViSiONiNG SOF FUtUrE tASKS.9

researcher Stephanie Mullen explored the perceived importance 
of certain Canadian Special Operations Forces (CANSOF) tasks 
with parliamentarians of four major parties (Liberal, Conservative, 
New democratic, and bloc Quebecois) and listed them in order of 
diminishing support in two columns.10 (See Figure 7.1.) Several 
observations are worth elaboration. First, support for non-kinetic 
operations was stronger than for kinetic operations.  Second, 
politicians, opinion-leaders and senior bureaucrats alike were 
more comfortable with tasks that had international support or  



113

c h a p t e r  7

authorization than operations conducted unilaterally or in coali-
tions against opposition. third, consequence management was 
generally more enthusiastically received than pre-emption. 

roles and tasks are evolving, but the political preference for 
remaining within the norms of international society is well es-
tablished and likely to remain a factor not only for Canada, but 
also for the majority of the world’s states. rules that constrain the 
behaviour of others are generally a good idea. the injunction to 
“do to others as you would have them do to you,” applies to states 
as well as people.

Limiting the variety of permissible or desirable special operations 
in accordance with international norms suggests that the range 
of partnerships, which is theoretically wide open, may also be 
constrained. Even the largest states pay a cost when they break 
the norms of international society, for example by launching un-
sanctioned wars or spying on their “friends”. For the majority of 
states, this cost is prohibitive. On the other hand, there are rewards 
for playing well with neighbours. Co-operative players do well in 
iterative games and states cannot change their neighbours.11 

fIGURe 7.1.  POLitiCAL SUPPOrt FOr CErtAiN CANSOF MiSSiONS.12
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fOUR BAsKeTs fOR NON-TRADITIONAL 
PARTNeRsHIPs

regardless of the evolution of missions, partnerships can be 
categorized in general terms as home and away, geographic and 
functional.  Canada’s traditional partners have been the US and 
NAtO allies, and our close strategic twin – Australia – with New 
Zealand through the technical Cooperation Program (ttCP), 
and America-britain-Canada-Australia (AbCA) arrangements. As 
we look to the future, we have to think about the increasingly 
regional nature of security.  Our first task for international op-
erations will therefore be to identify the new strategic partners 
that may become increasingly significant within the various re-
gions in which we might have to operate. this group represents 
the first basket.  in the second basket, we find a diverse array 
of functional partners, representing emerging sectors that are not 
well represented in our thinking about how to influence the world 
around us. if we do not understand how to engage them, we may 
be in for some unpleasant shocks.  in the third basket, we take an 
unconventional look at traditional partnerships in the domestic 
sphere. these are the basic political enablers that permit SOF to be 
deployed and used effectively.  

first Basket – Geographic Partnerships with Regional 
Leaders

it is going to be increasingly important to cultivate strategic 
partnerships with states that are regional leaders. developing a 
rapport between SOF of different nations may be one way of doing 
so while preparing for regional operations when it suits strategic 
interests.  but which states are rising regional leaders?

if ongoing conflicts in Syria, Somalia, and across North Africa tell 
us anything, it is that the 1 + 4 cannot be relied upon to step in 
everywhere. Nonetheless, international organizations can work, 
if given enough time and support. the UN Special Envoy has 
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been an essential go-between in Syria and the Organization for 
the Prevention of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) has been instrumen-
tal in the verification and destruction of Syria’s chemical weapon 
capabilities and stockpiles.  As the conflict in Syria risks spread-
ing to Lebanon, Jordan, iraq, and turkey, regional organizations 
including NAtO and the Arab League have become increasingly 
active in monitoring, mediating and preparing for action.13 re-
gional organizations under Chapter 8 of the UN Charter, however, 
do not always coincide with the functional boundaries of security 
complexes. 

A regional security complex can be described as a group of states 
whose security is defined in relation to one another. Although 
geography is fixed, security relationships are not. Since the end 
of the Cold War, an Asian security super-complex has been emerg-
ing under China’s influence, much of it cooperative. turkey may 
yet emerge as a regional hub for the black Sea region, which is 
currently divided between Europe and the Post-Soviet security 
complexes. Ukraine is visibly torn between Moscow and Europe.  
Some scholarship suggests that there is room for stronger north-
south ties within the Western hemisphere,14 but other work 
suggests that both economic and political integration is moving 
faster within the South American regional security complex.15   

it would be useful to have a short list of likely regional leaders, 
based on the concept of emerging regional security complexes.  
Size (population), wealth (Gross domestic Product or GdP) and 
military strength (armed forces manpower) are all significant 
discriminators for regional leadership, and comparable data are 
available from the World bank.  however, the concept of intel-
lectual capital may be more important in the long run.  intellectual 
capital tells us about the capacity of a country to generate new 
knowledge, which is certainly a major factor in political, econom-
ic, and social leadership.  A good proxy for intellectual capital is 
the total number of citable documents produced by a country over 
a fixed period.16 
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Using citable documents as a proxy for intellectual capital helps to 
identify regional leaders in knowledge networks.  these tend to 
be more stable and effective countries with investments in higher 
education. in table 7.2, all the states in the top quartile for each 
region on their measures of population, wealth (GdP) and citable 
documents are listed as probable regional leaders.17  Whatever the 
current status of countries like iran or Pakistan, we can assume in 
the long-term that their full inclusion will be an important step 
towards regional security communities that function effectively.18 

the top one or two in each region are the new leaders we should 
think about most seriously, but there may be second tier leaders 
whose effective governance or important resources may allow 
them to punch above their weight, as israel does.  botswana and 
Singapore also come to mind.

Region Leaders Population (M) GDP ($M) Citable Docs19

Asian Super 
Complex 

China 1,350.7 12,470,982 2,655,272

Japan 127.6 4,487,301 1,734,289

Korea, rOK 50.0 1,540,151 566,953

Singapore 5.3 328,323 144,653

Middle East & 
North Africa 
(MEA)

israel 7.9 252,013 215,590

iran 76.4 1,016,000 197,571

Egypt 80.7 542,738 87,658

Post-Soviet (PSO) russia 143.5 3,373,166 579,814

Ukraine 45.6 338,334 108,782

South Asia (SAS) india 1,236.7 4,793,414 716,232

Pakistan 179.2 517,873 55,915

Africa  
(West, Central, 
East, & Southern)

South Africa 51.2 585,625 118,747

Nigeria 168.8 449,289 40,124

Kenya 43.2 76,233 16,044

Uganda 36.4 49,130 7,014

South America 
(SAM)

brazil 198.7 2,365,779 446,892

Argentina 41.1 755,300 114,659

Chile 17.5 390,374 66,972

buffers turkey 74.0 1,357,734 291,814

TABLe 7.2.  idENtiFyiNG rEGiONAL LEAdErS.



117

c h a p t e r  7

second Basket – functional Partnerships with  
emerging Influence Agents

Just as the world’s strategic geography has adjusted to the end 
of the post-Cold War period, so has the strategic landscape of its 
political economy.  the end of bipolar confrontation in 1989 al-
lowed the rapid expansion of a neo-liberal world order, but the 
decline of US dominance has left much of this expanded influence 
untouched. A global society and economy have been unbound, 
and will not recede without a major shock.  this paper will touch 
on three functional areas that suggest non-traditional strategic 
partnerships for SOF: Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) net-
works as global civil society; Corporate networks as threats and 
enablers for national strategy; and the grey zones where legitimate 
business intersects with unregulated and criminal activity.

Beyond NGOs – Global Civil society

SOF are accustomed to thinking of NGOs as tactical players, and 
have successfully worked with them in conflict zones and dur-
ing natural disasters.  Much has been written about the messy 
problems of coordination and cooperation, and we are still strug-
gling to find solutions.  Collectively, however, NGOs help to shape 
global civil society. Civil society can be understood as the sum of 
voices not controlled by governments.20 At the global level, NGOs 
help to aggregate interests and articulate positions, but they are 
also important agents for collecting and managing information 
and directing it towards opinion-leaders and decision-makers.21

As new threats emerge, NGO networks may be important allies 
for majority countries in collecting and managing information, 
and mobilizing for action. in the past, NGOs mobilized against 
the corporate agenda reflected in the Multilateral Agreement on 
investments (MAi), which would have had a disproportionate im-
pact on smaller and poorer states.22  if we accept the importance of 
constructed understanding for collective action, then global civil 
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society embodied in NGOs may be crucial in managing emerging 
threats like climate change and survival migration.23    

SOF may run information operations to cooperate with, or attempt 
to shape, NGO engagement. NGOs may be the larger sea within 
which extremists swim, as the black bloc did during the “battle 
for Seattle” in 1999.  but for SOF, police, and intelligence services 
in smaller countries, looking for allies in NGOs is likely to be more 
fruitful than looking for enemies. After all, NGOs usually consist 
of middle class citizens of majority countries.  

SOF handlers and national policy leaders should be cautious that 
the special capabilities of SOF are not mobilized for corporate  
interests in opposition to those of global civil society, which may 
be closer to representing the public interest. this caution brings 
us to the second non-traditional partnership.

Beyond the Private sector – Corporate Networks

We are accustomed to thinking of private sector partners as con-
tractors, but corporations are part of the strategic environment, 
whether they are working for us or against us. Most of the Fortune 
Global 500 engage private security companies and some deploy 
significant assets – armed ships and helicopters, armoured cars 
and paramilitary forces for security of personnel, assets and infor-
mation, for example.24 but if we focus on these assets, we miss the 
point.  it is their political and economic activity, particularly in 
conjunction with state actors, which makes them significant play-
ers on the world stage.  

hegemonic powers like britain in the 19th century and the US in 
the 20th century are champions of free trade because they domi-
nate and benefit from it, but they also benefit from state-supported 
enterprise on their way up.  in mercantilist tradition, the hudson’s 
bay Company and the East india Company were vehicles for sub-
jugation, expropriation and incorporation of peripheral territories 
into the world capitalist system.25  
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Major corporations can support states, but they can also threaten 
them, both from inside and outside the geographic boundaries of 
states.  the smallest of the Fortune Global 500 is ricoh, with rev-
enues of $23.2 billion. this revenue is larger than the GdP of 65 of 
the world’s countries. in fact, there are more than 500 companies 
that can vie with states for wealth and power.  but it is not just the 
size and pervasiveness of corporations that make them significant.  
they are important for their access to, and control of, human, fi-
nancial, and intellectual capital, both as proxies for state action 
(whether they are state-owned or state-supported enterprises) and 
as potential threats to states through their actions, which might 
not be intentionally hostile to states’ interests, but are no less  
devastating in their unintended consequences.

there are three sorts of corporate action that can threaten the ma-
jority of states. the first might be labeled predatory extraction: 
state-owned or supported corporations can act like predators, with 
consequences for both national and human security. Sometimes 
actions can be dismissed as normal market operations and domes-
tic politics. For example, brazilian based Vale bought Sudbury’s 
inco in 2006, allegedly saving it from disaster, but then reneged 
on many of its undertakings to preserve employment and, by 
2012, it was described by opposition politicians as a “net drain”.  
this chain of events may sound like normal market operation and 
normal politics but if one state invests public resources to build 
up assets or capabilities important for human and national secu-
rity, and another state uses public resources to support a private 
company engaged in raiding, asset stripping, or eliminating com-
petition, then we might be witnessing mercantilist style economic 
warfare.26  it is not surprising then that there are accusations of 
state-sponsored spying, both by brazil in Canada and by Canada 
in brazil.27  indeed, part of the angst over the Wikileaks and the 
Eric Snowden disclosures is the revelation that a significant part of 
the information gathering appears to have had commercial rather 
than national security objectives.28 We are still getting used to the 
implications of wider and deeper interpretations of security.
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the second form is direct economic violence: with or without state 
support, companies can be involved in direct violence against 
citizens in foreign countries, through physical force or through 
market mechanisms. Canadian mining company hudbay is being 
taken to court in Canada for shootings in Guatemala, for example.  
it is alleged to have engaged paramilitary forces to intimidate lo-
cals and drive them off the land.29  Somewhere on the continuum 
between the brute force alleged in Guatemala and the market oper-
ations of mining companies described above lies bechtel’s strategy 
for profit from water privatization in bolivia, which threatened 
the lives and livelihoods of tens of thousands of bolivians.  it was 
referenced (or perhaps satirized) in the James bond film “Quantum 
of Solace.” 

the third form of corporate action requires a network and can 
be described as predatory international finance. banks and inter-
national financial institutions make decisions about investments, 
currency holdings, interest rates and access to finance. For in-
stance, decisions of the Paris group of national banks holding the 
sovereign debt of yugoslavia in 1990 helped to precipitate that 
country’s crisis and civil war. More recently, the European Cen-
tral bank and the international Monetary Fund are shaping the 
environment within which Greece, Spain, Portugal, ireland and 
italy must implement austerity programs, resulting in dramatic 
economic and social consequences.  

banking and financial decisions may not be predatory actions in 
themselves; they are efforts to resolve imbalances in productive 
capacity, taxation and public spending. they become predatory, 
or may be perceived as such, however, when some states con-
sistently benefit at the expense of others. Combining a sense of 
injustice with the sort of economic dislocation experienced in 
Weimar Germany and the resources available to small groups in 
the 21st century provides motive, means and opportunity for  
disruptive counter-attacks. 
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We should not assume that any country is immune to financial 
manipulation.  Author James rickards describes a long history of 
currency wars which have had a major impact on the balance of 
power over time. rickards approaches the topic from the perspec-
tive of a Wall Street operator.30  Similarly, William Clark provides 
a perspective on the iraq war as means to prevent Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) moving towards the Euro 
as an oil transaction currency, thereby representing a different sort 
of currency war.31  According to rickards, the present currency 
war involves a struggle to stave off deflation through quantita-
tive easing, at the risk of hyperinflation.  the battleground in this 
scenario is the value of the US dollar, as we live in a global trading 
environment grounded on the US dollar.  in 2009, the US Warfare 
Analysis Laboratory gamed a global financial war using curren-
cies and capital markets, without any kinetic involvement.  in his 
analysis, rickards described the potential for sovereign wealth 
funds to operate through front companies such as trusts, managed 
accounts and hedge funds to exert a malign influence on target 
companies: stealing technology; sabotaging new projects; stifling 
competition; engaging in bid rigging; and manipulating markets.32   

in each of these three scenarios involving corporate or financial 
networks, it is not necessary for hostile intent to be present in 
order to cause enormous damage to human and national security.  
the self-interest or the competitive actions of states, national and 
international banks, and private corporations and financial insti-
tutions alone can generate threats, particularly to smaller states, 
which are representative of the majority of the world. in a com-
petitive environment, states and corporate actors alike will follow 
norms and rules when it is in their interests to do so, and will stray 
from those rules if there are no mechanisms for enforcement. this 
last point underscores the importance of SOF partnerships. 

there may be a role for both kinetic and non-kinetic actions in re-
sponse to direct financial and economic threats.  both national and 
international laws can be brought to bear, but may be hampered 
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by jurisdiction, barriers to extradition, and powerful protecting 
states.  When a smaller state has a clear case in law, then expropri-
ation of assets, forceful extradition and visible international trials 
with full disclosure of fact, combined with effective international 
information operations, could have a major demonstration effect 
for legitimate corporations and states. this consequence opens 
roles for SOF.

the grey zone, on the other hand, may require more kinetic force 
in the mix. One need only recall Peter Stuyvesant, Francis drake 
and the role of state-sponsored privateers in bringing down Spain, 
the superpower of its day.  

Beyond Criminals – Grey sector Interfaces

Major international banks and corporations cannot stay out of the 
grey economy, even when they are good corporate citizens with 
the best of intentions. Grey (i.e. informal) and black (i.e. illegal) 
markets are inseparable from the legitimate global and domestic 
economies, although institutional models can estimate the divid-
ing lines between them.33 

in the 1990s, the bank of Commerce and Credit international 
(bCCi) set an example of a bank on the edge of respectability, sub-
sequently found to be deeply involved in money laundering and 
organized crime. regulators were able to shut it down, despite 
its operations in 73 countries. A decade later, periodically being 
caught as victims or perpetrators of money laundering is simply 
a hazard of the industry.  banks like hSbC protect against it by 
setting aside contingency funds to pay legal fees and fines that can 
regularly amount to hundreds of millions of dollars.34 

When major industries rely on raw materials supplied from con-
flict zones, they inevitably become involved in the grey economy 
of looting linked to the financing of civil wars and protracted con-
flict. Columbine tantalite (Coltan) is the classic case – a high value 
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mineral essential in the manufacture of cell-phones and consumer 
electronics, available primarily from China and central southern 
Africa.  in this case, the line between the legitimate, taxed, and 
regulated international economy and the shadowy sources of 
supply in the Congo is difficult to define, despite extensive inves-
tigation by the UN with a view to understanding the sources of 
support for protracted conflict.  tracking the supply chain from 
Nokia back to the militias of the Congo was an arduous and haz-
ardous task. it requires the strategic reconnaissance skills of SOF, 
as much as the acumen of bureaucrats and bankers, in order to 
understand and influence the process. 

Since the UN report of the Expert Panel on the Congo35 a great 
deal has been written about managing the resource dimensions 
of civil conflicts.36 A regular theme is the involvement of local 
military and paramilitary forces in profitable but illegal activities: 
oil bunkering in Nigeria; gem smuggling in Myanmar; or looting 
tropical timber in indonesia and West Africa.  All these activi-
ties are enabled by protracted conflict, weak states, and corrupt 
governments, which also impede investment, development, and 
human and national security.  these are not challenges for which 
conventional forces either inside or outside the affected countries 
are equipped, but might be tasks for new types of SOF, mixing 
long-term engagement, development strategies and robust law 
enforcement.

Naylor makes the point that money derived from legal and ille-
gal activities is indistinguishable.37 Economic historian Michael 
Woodiwiss describes legitimate corporations as the most damaging 
transgressors of law and norms – effectively, the most organized of 
criminal enterprises.38  Much of the time, in many countries, these 
activities are profitable for big shareholders (including pension 
funds) and beneficial for consumers.  Costs are hidden or borne 
by those without a voice in the international economy, at least 
in the short term.  but a widening and deepening understand-
ing of security now encompasses new problems. Consider illegal  
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dumping of toxic waste off the coast of Africa, which destroys local 
fishing and stimulates a pirate economy, affecting the safety of in-
ternational sea-lanes.39  As economic and environmental problems 
get worse, SOF tasks may migrate from dealing with symptoms 
like piracy and civil war to dealing with causes or accelerants like 
corporate transgressions and environmental damage.

in a world less dominated by major powers, there is more scope 
for regional leadership to manage international norms and law.  
We can imagine smaller states developing specialized capabilities 
to constrain the actions of major players skirting the law. how-
ever wealthy and powerful corporate networks are, states retain 
a monopoly on the legitimate use of force, and might be held 
blameless in exercising it, if they can demonstrate transgressions 
by organized crime or paint an activity as terrorism.  thus a coun-
try frustrated by external actors supporting insurgency or civil 
war might employ SOF, perhaps with allies, to reach back into 
the financial chain, extradite or seize indicted business leaders or 
criminals and put them on trial under emergency legislation.  if 
a strong case can be made, we might even imagine appeals to the 
international Criminal Court or the international Court of Justice 
to bolster a state’s demands for international co-operation to ad-
dress its human and national security problems. 

On the other hand, we would expect that the interests affected 
by any such use of force would counter-attack with both legal 
and coercive means.  We therefore have the prospect of SOF and 
counter-SOF actions to collect and exploit evidence, arrest wit-
nesses, conduct actions to discredit opposition and carry out 
international information and disinformation operations.  Partner-
ships in the grey sector could be messy and confusing, and will 
carry considerable political and organizational risks. Political risks 
at home and abroad go hand in hand with organizational risks of 
contamination and corruption. 
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Third Basket – Rethinking Domestic Partnerships at a 
strategic Level

the new partnerships that have been discussed cannot occur in a 
political vacuum. Whether the SOF of the future are working with 
NGOs in global civil society, with or against corporate networks 
or in the murky world between legitimate business and organized 
crime, they cannot succeed without clear lines of authority and 
strategic decision-making. Neither is a natural feature of capital 
cities.  in this regard, smaller countries may have an advantage over 
the huge political ecosystems of Washington, Moscow, beijing, or 
those of the EU (brussels, Strasbourg, berlin, Paris, London and 
more).  Nonetheless, this advantage of scale requires sophistication 
in assessing and developing the partnerships that will permit em-
ployment and sustain resources. Will SOF have the resources to be 
effective and the authority to operate under clear direction when 
the time comes?  if they are not useful and utilized, then they will 
eventually fade away.  What new partners might be useful?  it is 
possible that central agencies and political authorities will become 
more directly involved in partnership with SOF.

Ottawa insider Glen Milne’s concept of a policy marketplace helps 
to make sense of the alliances and relationships that determine 
policy and resource allocation in a capital city.40 Although this 
example is specific to Ottawa, it might be generalized for other 
capitals in majority countries.  the message is to know your own 
side.

At the centre of the marketplace is executive authority.  in the 
Canadian case, Cabinet is divided into cabinet committees (which 
generally change with each new government) and supported by 
central agencies: the Privy Council Office (PCO), Prime Minister’s 
Office (PMO), inter-Governmental Affairs, Finance, treasury board 
and Auditor General. the PCO and PMO in particular are engaged 
in managing the inter-departmental process, and arbitrating be-
tween departments and agencies and their many stakeholders. 



126

c h a p t e r  7

All decisions and budgetary outcomes are affected by the weight 
of legislated commitments, past decisions, and the gradual, sedi-
mentary consolidation of understanding and practice, which 
are mediated by this policy marketplace. the marketplace is in 
turn influenced to varying degrees by the cloud of interests and 
pressures that surround it: the media; the voluntary sector; prov-
inces and cities; pollsters; constituents; advocates; members of the 
public; and so on. this concept of a marketplace is illustrated in  
Figure 7.2. the real world, of course, is more complicated. 
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fIGURe 7.2.  thE dOMEStiC POLiCy MArKEtPLACE (OttAWA).41  

in a 2003 study sponsored by the Asymmetrical threat Working 
Group, researchers explored domestic links and crisis decision-
making as it evolved immediately after 9/11, and described the 
central role of the Committee of Affected deputy Ministers and 
Cabinet committees.42  the important lesson for any SOF strategist 
is that the policy marketplace changes with every new govern-
ment, and often evolves within a stable government as a majority 
begins to exercise power and as particular ministers or central 
agencies exert more influence. Strategic reconnaissance in one’s 
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own capital is therefore an essential SOF skill. if a command cycle 
is only two years long, then we can assume some stability for the 
policy marketplace during a command cycle. but if leaders go 
away and return to headquarters duties a decade later, they must 
assume that their strategic environment has changed, and may 
have changed dramatically if there have been changes in govern-
ment or shifts in party status.

Exploring the environment for domestic partnerships should begin 
with the legislative framework. this framework will not change 
quickly or without notice. A better indicator (in the Canadian 
context) is the universe of policies, frameworks and guidelines 
that emerge from central agencies. Since 2008 hundreds of policies 
have been archived or rescinded and scores more have been put in 
place. this growth is not just a function of changing government.  
the foundation framework for treasury board Policies promulgat-
ed in 2008 established a long trajectory for making policies more 
coherent yet inevitably more centralized. A walk through the lab-
yrinth of documents affecting all civil servants helps the strategic 
thinkers of the security sector to understand where they fit in the 
larger world of governance priorities and how to approach other 
public servants whose worlds are constrained by legislation and 
rules of which the guardian services may be (blissfully) ignorant.

the 2011 values and ethics code for the public service makes it 
clear that the first responsibility of the public servant is to the 
elected government (democratic values) and not to the public di-
rectly.  Governments make policy and public servants implement 
it loyally and impartially. the foundation framework specifies the 
sequence of ethics, frameworks, policies, directives, standards and 
guidelines that govern the public service. it is easy to lose sight 
of the existence, and evolution, of this weight of documentary 
constraint, but the consequence of ignoring it is to misunderstand 
the environment of one’s allies in the public service. For strategic 
planners, a quick overview of at least the titles of the hundreds 
of policy documents, including those that have been archived or 
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rescinded, helps to understand the bureaucratic battle space in 
Ottawa. table 7.3 gives a sense of the order of magnitude of this 
environment. 

Security is mentioned in 22 of these documents, and the Policy 
on Government Security (PGS) references 25 pieces of legislation, 
and 37 policies, directives and standards. it requires more than 
a cursory glance to understand that the security addressed by 
the policy is not identical to security as understood by the armed 
forces or even the royal Canadian Mounted Police (rCMP). Ac-
cording to the PGS, “Government security is the assurance that 
information, assets and services are protected against compromise 
and individuals are protected against workplace violence.” Eleven 
government departments are listed as lead agencies, responsible 
between them for 84 common tasks.  the department of National 
defence (dNd) is responsible for only two: military intelligence; 
and security of foreign military personnel.  the policy is inward 
looking, toward the assets, information and business continuity 
within departments, rather than to external shocks or problems 
that might impede their operation. this inward focus is reinforced 
by the compliance incentives for deputy heads; they cannot be 
held responsible for ice storms and terrorist attacks, but they can 
be held accountable for appointing fire marshals and business con-
tinuity planners. in a bureaucratic environment, workplace health 
and safety takes priority over operational response. 

CURReNT ARCHIVeD ResCINDeD

Frameworks 8 2 1

Policies 73 163 122

Standards 56 50 26

directives 75 36 10

Guidelines 56 15 9

Other 1 53 35

totals 269 319 203

TABLe 7.3.  2013 SUMMAry OF GOVErNMENt OF CANAdA 
POLiCy dOCUMENtS.43
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two general trends in the policy environment are worth noting.  
First, the Ottawa policy world appears to be evolving towards 
greater systematic coherence. Many of the titles archived or re-
scinded since 2009 were one-of-a-kind policies or directives on 
subjects like real Property management (six separate policies), 
smoking in the work place and petty cash.  in contrast, the new 
policies, standards and directives fit in broad, comprehensive 
categories such as the foundation framework, compliance, risk-
management, human resources, financial management, assets and 
services management accountability. the policy world should 
thus become easier to navigate but also (perhaps) more compre-
hensively constraining.

the second trend is towards greater centralization and control 
of information and decision-making.  this change is the bureau-
cratic equivalent of the micromanagement that becomes possible 
if every soldier has a camera on his helmet, and every General 
has a lawyer on his shoulder; in short, better information (or the 
illusion of complete information) encourages top-down control.  
in the traditional model of ministerial accountability, public ser-
vants impartially administered policies and Ministers took the fall 
if something went wrong.  in Breaking the Bargain, d.J. Savoie 
describes the increasing distance between political policy and 
bureaucratic implementation: when things go wrong, politicians 
have begun to hold policy blameless and blame the bureaucrats 
for its implementation.44  in a subsequent book, Whatever Hap-
pened to the Music Teacher?, Savoie describes a decline in numbers 
of front-line workers interacting with the public and an increase 
in senior policy advisors, creating an ever-greater demand for in-
formation and tighter cycles for decision-making and information 
management by senior bureaucrats working with politicians.45  

For SOF planners, these trends have implications for the all- 
important partnership with the powers in the capital city. they 
must know the environment, understand the organizational cul-
ture, and recognize the shifting balance between central agencies 
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and politicians.  they should assess carefully whom to invite to 
those demonstrations of capability and prestigious insider brief-
ings.  but there is a caution here, too. Seduction works both ways 
and ambitious colonels working with unscrupulous governments 
are not good for democracy. 

fourth Basket: Knowledge Partnerships 

Within military forces, knowledge is the most important discrimi-
nator separating the “special” from the “conventional”. Artillery 
barrages, commando raids and preventing nuclear weapons de-
velopment require different sorts of knowledge. Each must be 
acquired, cultivated and applied over a long trajectory with a 
great deal of uncertainty, and not all knowledge can be acquired 
or cultivated at the same time. For example, when you suddenly 
need to know what the beaches are like on the South Sandwich 
islands, you may have to rely on a penguin researcher rather than 
a military geographer. the majority of the world’s countries have 
to rely on talented amateurs for anything that is not conventional 
and, there are fewer conventional problems in the line-up.  Knowl-
edge partnerships, then, are the fourth basket of non-traditional 
partnerships required for effective SOF. 

here we must pause to consider how knowledge is generated, 
preserved and transmitted.  historians ian McNeely and Lisa  
Wolverton describe six historical institutions – libraries, mon-
asteries, universities, the republic of Letters, the academic 
disciplines and the laboratory – concluding that the disciplines 
(hence universities) and the laboratory dominate the production of 
new knowledge today.46 Libraries are still important in preserving 
and organizing it, just as teaching and practice (courses, schools, 
colleges, universities and professional associations) are necessary 
for transmitting and validating knowledge.  Even the republic of  
Letters has a modern equivalent in the blogospheres and list serves 
of the internet. 
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Libraries in the Government of Canada have suffered recently.47  
As ministries focus their librarians’ attention more on decision 
support than archiving information, budgets are being cut and 
knowledge is getting lost. Google is not a solution that sustains 
organized knowledge.48  Other solutions are being attempted.  in 
Ottawa, the Security and intelligence Library Committee (SiLC) 
provides a network for professional librarians to help manage and 
protect both classified and open-source knowledge, making it ac-
cessible to the security and intelligence community.  the Canada 
School of the Public Service has a mandate to transmit specialized 
knowledge relevant to the security community (as defined by the 
Policy on Government Security), but relies on others to develop 
the content for those courses. in the realm of interdepartmental 
security knowledge, then, there may be both a mandate gap and 
a structural gap. the mandates of individual organizations are 
defined in ways that do not overlap to produce new knowledge 
and the structures to link them (such as web 2.0 platforms) are 
consciously prevented from doing so in the name of security.49 

Mandate and coordination problems are challenges for profession-
als and amateurs alike, the latter doing what they love, rather than 
what they are paid for. We are all amateurs in some field, though 
we may not all be talented. the challenge for building SOF knowl-
edge partnerships is to find and cultivate the talented amateurs 
thereby developing specialized knowledge that might one day be 
essential. 

Online platforms for collecting and sharing information might 
help to build knowledge networks, but they are also likely to fall 
short of expectations.  People are reluctant to share sensitive in-
formation with people they do not know, so there is a tendency 
for networks like OnGarde to be diminished shadows of the per-
sonal networks that seed and sustain them. As individuals leave, 
or fail to participate, the network is less useful to others.50 Ad-
ditionally, the tendency of younger employees to use social media 
more is counteracted by the caution of older-generation managers 



132

c h a p t e r  7

and rules-based systems, such as the treasury board Policy on 
Web 2.0. Personal networking and face-to-face communication are 
therefore essential concomitants to greater reliance on social net-
works. it makes no sense to establish course-delivery mechanisms 
without linking them to content-generation and it makes no sense 
to rely on social networking for sensitive communication without 
mechanisms to enhance interpersonal communication that sup-
ports and sustains them.  these functions are mutually supporting 
or unsustainable.

these conclusions lead us to an unpopular conclusion for bud-
get managers. Conferences, workshops, seminars, courses, travel, 
liaison, publications, and all the peripheral activities of educa-
tion, training and operations are actually essential for building 
and sustaining the knowledge partnerships that will contribute 
to SOF in the future.  the good news is that these intellectual and 
social activities are relatively free of the hazards associated with 
the other three baskets of new partnerships. 

CAUTION: DARK AGes AHeAD?

More countries will develop SOF, if only because purely conven-
tional armies, navies, and air forces have limited utility for the 
majority of the world’s countries.  Even if they remain “conven-
tional,” these forces will increasingly behave more like SOF in 
order to meet their governments’ security needs.  to do so, they 
will need to engage in the same sort of non-traditional partner-
ships that will be demanded of western SOF.  

Like any organizational culture, that of SOF has positive and nega-
tive aspects. Creativity and innovation, resisting convention, an 
ends-before-means focus and independent action are just some of 
the positive values associated with SOF. but taking advantage of 
non-traditional partnerships can open SOF culture to dangers that 
do not necessarily face the more pedestrian, rule-bound and care-
fully controlled conventional forces’ culture. 
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risks are evident even when organizations themselves are ex-
emplary. American SOF helped develop Guatemalan army  
counter-insurgency during their civil war from 1993 to 1996. US 
SOF developed highly effective teams for taking the fight to the 
hills where the insurgency was based.  yet, the campaign was  
associated with an increase in extra-legal violence, more human 
rights abuses and an escalation in the Civil War.  Contrast this 
situation with the british role in Sierra Leone after 2000 in which 
the british Short term training teams concentrated on drill, dis-
cipline, hygiene, unit administration and pension reform.  Control 
of forces, in addition to application of force, created the conditions 
for successful de-escalation in Sierra Leone. in Guatemala, SOF 
gave the army the tactics, techniques and procedures that allowed 
the violence to escalate.  Moreover, veterans of the Guatemalan 
Civil War now in private security companies are implicated in the 
charges being brought against Canadian mining company hudbay.51  
Occupying the interstitial zone between military and paramilitary 
functions, formal and informal application of force, SOF skills are 
particularly prone to being adopted by business and crime organi-
zations, in the margins of a less-governed international order. New 
geographic and functional partnerships therefore carry new risks. 

Non-traditional domestic partnerships are also fraught with po-
tential dangers for democracies. traditional management of major 
events and cooperation on border and hinterland security have 
had their share of missteps. these problems have rarely involved 
misapplication of force. they have involved the inappropriate 
sharing or use of information, however, which diminishes trust in 
public institutions. Social trust and confidence in government are 
strongly related in representative democracies and have been un-
der assault for several decades, although survey evidence points 
to fluctuations in trust of public servants in OECd countries rather 
than to a consistent decline.52 

A more direct relationship between SOF strategists, central agen-
cies and political authorities opens up potential damage of three 
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kinds.  First, political leaders may be tempted to use intelligence 
and security forces more extensively and coercively in domestic 
settings.  the political left might be tempted to right corporate 
depredations and the political right might be tempted to work 
more closely with business against its threats and competitors. A 
recent history of political policing in Canada suggests that Cana-
da’s security apparatus has always been more focused on internal 
than external enemies. Each new threat or circumstance from the 
Fenian raids to 9/11 has ratcheted up the level of domestic surveil-
lance and interference.53  New SOF functional partnerships would 
create new capabilities in an environment that is already difficult 
to monitor.

the second form of damage might be to the consensus or agree-
ment between society, government and security forces about the 
legitimate forms of military, police and intelligence action. rebecca 
Schiff’s concordance model of civil-military relations suggests 
that security forces stay out of government when there is agree-
ment on the core issues of policy, funding, roles and status. but 
greater direct involvement of unconventional security forces at 
a political or central agency level could erode this consensus.54  
Even the historically political policing described by reg Whitaker 
and his colleagues is deeply troubling for many Canadians. the 
Maher Arar case and the Military Police Complaints Commission 
handling of the bC Civil Liberties Complaint against the Canadian 
Armed Forces have both generated friction within government 
and between society and security forces.

the third threat is the most insidious and rises in direct pro-
portion to the effectiveness of the new functional and domestic 
partnerships, in any of the world’s majority countries. Working 
closely with political leaders, central agencies, and international 
corporations and on the edges of organized crime will produce a 
new generation of SOF leaders. they will know more about the le-
vers of power, the secrets of the powerful and the manipulation of 
wealth than any previous generation of military leaders, and they 
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will have more integrated connections with police, intelligence 
and direction action capabilities than any other branch of govern-
ment.  Exercising this power in the service of their governments, 
they will be as dangerous in their neighbourhoods, and perhaps 
globally, as the Central intelligence Agency (CiA) has been for half 
a century.55  their targets will not be the governments of more 
powerful states, but may be their own governments, and our com-
panies and citizens, just as we might contemplate the use of SOF to 
support our interests. We must ask ourselves if this is an arms race 
we want to start. is the world made safer by better SOF or by bet-
ter constraints on force and conventions for managing disputes?  
Wikileaks and the Snowden revelations have taught us that even-
tually the truth will come out.  When it does, will we want to live 
by the rules we have established for others to follow?  

CONCLUsION

the world has settled into a new pattern since the end of the 
Cold War and bipolarity has shifted to uni-multipolarity – one 
America, plus four major powers (including the US), plus regional 
groupings with significant leaders in each.  indecisive wars, finan-
cial failures, loss of trust and erosion of international institutions 
have left western states more embattled than they might have been 
in a more collaborative world. SOF (in the widest construction of 
the term) might be increasingly important for the majority of the 
world’s countries precisely because of the setbacks to American 
power and leadership.  to be really useful, SOF will need new and 
non-traditional partnerships – with regional leaders, in the func-
tional areas of global civil society, with corporate and criminal 
enterprise, with domestic leadership and in knowledge networks.  
Unfortunately most of these new partnerships carry serious risks 
for the democratic control of the application of force.   Ultimately, 
successful non-traditional partnerships will depend upon the 
right oversight and control measures, and upon the character of 
SOF leaders. 
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CHOOsING PARTNeRs AND THe MORAL 
ResPONsIBILITY Of CONseQUeNCe1

dr.  MArK MOyAr 

the discourse on military assistance often touches on the sensi-
tivities of who should, or indeed can, be assisted. For the special 
operations forces (SOF) community, this issue of how risk aversion 
within governments affects SOF efforts to select partners is very 
much a reality. Every partnership with a foreign force carries some 
degree of risk, for even highly professional forces have committed 
criminal actions on occasion. in the current global environment, 
US, Canadian, and other NAtO SOF find themselves increas-
ingly working with partners in underdeveloped nations because 
extremist groups gravitate towards weak and insecure states. Poli-
cymakers have placed a high priority on working with partners 
in those states and have made them a high priority for SOF. in the 
aftermath of the wars in iraq and Afghanistan, NAtO countries 
view the building of partner capacity in these countries as a less 
expensive and less politically divisive option than sending NAtO 
forces to conduct operations themselves.

Unsurprisingly, the world’s weakest and most insecure states tend 
to have some of the most problematic security forces. they are 
typically short on resources, training, and education. they are 
often ill-disciplined, making them highly prone to mistreat pris-
oners or civilians. their judicial and detention systems are likely 
to be ineffective at keeping bad actors off the streets, which makes 
them more likely to carry out extrajudicial killings. As instruments 
of chiefs of state and other powerful figures, they may become 
entangled in struggles for control of the state or its resources. 
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Furthermore, the levels of pay for government employees are gen-
erally low in these countries, which encourages involvement in 
corruption. in some cases, what Westerners call corruption is a 
socially acceptable practice, further complicating the moral dilem-
mas that allies confront.

At times, Western policy-makers are not fully aware of the risks 
inherent in security assistance, and hence are not sufficiently cau-
tious before committing to new partnerships. At lower levels of 
government, on the other hand, individuals are more likely to be 
aware of the risks, though communicating those risks to higher 
authorities may be very difficult if not impossible. Knowledge of 
the risks may make these individuals more likely to object to secu-
rity partnerships. Nevertheless, sensitivity to risk varies widely at 
all organizational levels.

risk aversion is generally the most important factor in determin-
ing official attitudes towards a partnership. A certain sensitivity to 
risk is prudent as some constraints may be warranted. A complete 
disregard for risk can be an invitation for disaster, however, as 
high levels of risk aversion can lead officials to impose inordinate 
constraints on a partnership or to avoid it altogether.

Levels of risk aversion tend to be higher in large organizations than 
in small ones. Large organizations are usually more regimented, 
since it is easier to run a large organization through standardiza-
tion. Large, regimented organizations attract people with certain 
personality types into their leadership ranks. those individuals 
tend to prefer structure over ambiguity and they tend to prefer 
risk-aversion over risk-taking. Small organizations are more likely 
to attract leaders who are willing to think outside the box, tackle 
ambiguous problems and take risks.2

While SOF have historically operated in small groups and continue 
to do so, they have come increasingly under the umbrellas of large 
bureaucracies. these bureaucracies may include conventional 
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military headquarters, special operations headquarters, inter-
agency joint task forces, defense departments or ministries and/ 
or civilian diplomatic organizations. While most SOF operators are 
prepared to take risks, they often are subject to restrictions im-
posed by higher echelons of authority. For today’s SOF operators, 
managing this disparity in risk tolerance can be one of the most 
important tasks in building partner capacity.

the risk assessments conducted by higher headquarters have at 
times yielded valid reasons to restrict or prohibit partnerships. 
Senior military officers or diplomats have identified severe risks 
to policy objectives stemming from engagement with a particular 
partner, which in some cases involved the risk of poor behaviour 
by that unit. in addition, some higher headquarters that manage 
large portfolios have sensibly determined that too much SOF at-
tention to building partner capacity would create undue risks in 
other areas, such as unilateral operations.

Some observers, however, have viewed risk-limiting directives as 
unnecessary impediments. in certain cases, these observers may 
not have been aware of valid reasons for the decisions of higher 
headquarters, as higher headquarters do not always provide full 
explanations for the restrictions they impose. but in other cases, 
the decision-makers may be at fault. those imposing limitations 
often have less familiarity with local circumstances and in some 
cases have never been to the country, and the levels of risk aver-
sion at higher headquarters have at times been unnecessarily high.

SOF must also contend with official rules and regulations that 
can constrain or preclude partnerships. in the case of the United 
States, partnerships with foreign forces are regulated by the Leahy 
laws of 1997, which have been one of the most contentious issues 
when the United States chooses its partners. Written in an effort to 
deny American taxpayer funds to morally reprehensible security 
forces, the Leahy legislation stipulates that “No assistance shall be 
furnished under this Act or the Arms Export Control Act to any 
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unit of the security forces of a foreign country if the Secretary 
of State has credible information that such unit has committed 
a gross violation of human rights.” the term “gross violation 
of human rights” is defined as follows: “torture or cruel, inhu-
man, or degrading treatment or punishment, prolonged detention 
without charges and trial, causing the disappearance of persons 
by the abduction and clandestine detention of those persons, and 
other flagrant denial of the right to life, liberty, or the security of 
person.” the provisions of the legislation can be waived for dod 
funding in the case of extraordinary circumstances, and certain 
types of foreign assistance are exempt from the legislation, but 
most US security assistance is subject to the Leahy laws.3

individuals or units that are candidates for US assistance must be 
submitted to the State department for “Leahy vetting.” State de-
partment officials scan a variety of databases and other sources for 
incriminating information to determine whether there is sufficient 
evidence to disqualify an individual or unit. Since the enactment 
of the Leahy laws numerous individuals and security units have 
been banned from receiving SOF training and other US assistance 
because of Leahy vetting.

the admissibility of evidence in the vetting process has been 
the subject of much of the controversy. the legislation does not 
require that the “credible” information meet the standards of 
evidence that would apply in a US court of law. While the infor-
mation has been ironclad in some cases, in other cases its accuracy 
has been difficult to establish. Some critics of Leahy vetting have 
complained that Leahy vetters are too willing to accept evidence 
from media stories, web postings or hearsay. in addition, they 
have noted that enemies of the partner government may fabricate 
human rights allegations for publicity purposes or to undermine 
foreign support for the security forces. According to a September 
2013 GAO report, the process for assessing evidence used in Leahy 
vetting has been inconsistent because of inadequate monitoring 
and training.4
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the Leahy laws and other efforts to withhold aid based on human 
rights records have generated a certain amount of resentment in 
foreign countries. the idea of a foreign country standing in moral 
judgement over the security forces of another country has often 
been perceived as an insult. Some nations that have been the tar-
gets of Leahy vetting have their own procedures for weeding out 
human rights violators and are offended by the notion that other 
nations presume to have better standards. A number of partner na-
tions have also complained that the United States applies stricter 
standards to them than to other countries. indonesia, for instance, 
has objected that it faces tougher standards than close US allies 
such as israel and the Philippines.5 Another difficult problem 
stemming from prohibitions against partnership is the question 
of how far guilt extends. While few would dispute the validity of 
holding individual commanders accountable for their actions, it is 
much more difficult to determine whether and how to hold groups 
accountable. the United States has withheld assistance to entire 
units because of transgressions that occurred under command-
ers who were no longer present, in some cases for actions that 
occurred years in the past.6 While the Leahy legislation autho-
rizes restoration of assistance to a unit if the recipient government 
undertakes remedial action, a recent US government study found 
that State and defense department officials could recall no case 
in which remedial action sufficed to restore support to a unit that 
had failed Leahy vetting previously.7 in March 2013, USSOCOM 
Commander Admiral William Mcraven noted that that US policy 
often boiled down to “poison person, poison unit.”8 

the question of the morality of holding entire groups accountable 
leads to the question of the practical impact of holding groups 
accountable. One can argue that withdrawing assistance from a 
whole organization will set an example that will discourage misbe-
havior by others. On the other hand, it could be argued that units 
guilty of abuses should be helped rather than punished. Gener-
ally, when a US or Canadian police organization is found to have 
committed an offense, a few individuals may be punished, but the 
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entire organization is not. Nor is the organization stripped of assis-
tance from external sources. the most likely reaction from higher 
authorities would be to provide further education and training to 
that organization in order to prevent future infractions. 

in Latin America and Africa, the United States has repeatedly 
found itself unable to provide training and education to large 
units and even whole countries because of human rights concerns. 
While sweeping bans eliminate the risk of American-supported 
forces participating in illicit behaviour, they also deprive security 
forces of badly needed training and education. With countries, 
as with organizations and units, the bad ones are the ones most 
in need of assistance. “We’re always going to comply with Leahy 
vetting,” remarked Vice Admiral Charles J. Leidig Jr., the military 
deputy of US Africa Command, “but the conundrum it presents us 
is that the nations whose militaries have had human rights viola-
tions perhaps are the ones that need US engagement the most.”9

Experience has shown that training and education by highly 
professional military personnel has been an effective means of 
instilling respect for human rights in partner governments. host 
nations are usually receptive to training and education, whereas 
they often feel aggrieved when diplomatic pressure or the with-
holding of aid are employed by foreign donors because of matters 
pertaining to human rights. While training and education often 
take years to bear fruit and their outcomes cannot be quantified 
precisely, they have been among the most effective ways for exter-
nal actors to affect human rights practices.10

Policy guidance on security assistance also underscores a number 
of potential issues. Oftentimes policy-makers provide guidance 
that is vague on certain issues. While the lack of specificity may 
afford freedom of action that could be helpful in adapting to lo-
cal circumstances, it also imposes greater risks on SOF working at 
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the lower level. if the partner forces were to engage in criminal 
activity or otherwise misbehave, blame could be cast at SOF while 
the policy-makers could be absolved for not having directed en-
gagement with a particular unit. thus SOF would be punished for 
exercising initiative, which would inhibit innovation and discour-
age risk-taking. in addition, policy guidance can at times be so 
lengthy or complicated as to inhibit understanding of its central 
points.

the military can request more specific and clear guidance in order 
to alleviate this problem. At the same time, however, asking for 
guidance may result in undue constraints. A further complica-
tion is that requesting greater specificity from policy-makers may 
be unproductive because policy-makers may not have sufficient 
knowledge to enable them to be more specific.

in wartime environments, SOF typically face fewer constraints in 
selecting partners owing to the exigencies of the situation and the 
difficulty of providing external oversight. in Afghanistan, SOF 
have chosen communities and individuals for the Village Stability 
Operations (VSO) program without putting them through the pro-
cess of Leahy vetting. Local SOF commanders, who are typically 
company grade officers, must do the vetting themselves, using 
their own judgement and moral compass when making these deci-
sions. Oftentimes, coalition intelligence organizations have been 
unable to provide relevant information on candidates for the VSO 
program, owing to preoccupation with enemy forces, thereby 
compelling the SOF assigned to VSO to do most of the human 
terrain analysis themselves. Notably, three months is considered 
the minimum amount of time required for human terrain analysis 
prior to selecting Afghans for VSO if the empowerment of malign 
actors is to be avoided.11



150

c h a p t e r  8

that timeframe has been compressed from time to time in the in-
terest of building Afghan police units more quickly. the results 
have often been decidedly negative, with the local police forces 
being grossly ineffective or oppressive. Afghan and international 
human rights groups have identified and publicized some of the 
worst cases, to the detriment of the moral authority of the Afghan 
government.12 this experience is worth keeping in mind in future 
endeavours as pressure from policy-makers for rapid force genera-
tion is a recurring theme in the history of capacity building.

Coalition SOF have worked alongside the Afghan Local Police 
(ALP) for extended periods to give the Afghans protection and 
on-the-job training. it was critical for making the Afghans more 
militarily competent and more disciplined. When Afghan militias 
were formed without foreign oversight, they often became preda-
tory. According to SOF operators, mentorship of two years has 
been required to ensure that the ALP acquired the capabilities to 
be self-sufficient. Unfortunately, restrictions on troop numbers 
and time have not always permitted mentorship of that duration. 
during 2013, aggressive transition plans set by policy-makers 
required SOF to leave at rates faster than anticipated, which 
prevented some ALP units from receiving a full two years of men-
torship. difficult decisions had to be made on which units could 
continue and which had to be disbanded, demanding detailed as-
sessment of the human terrain and the ALP leadership.13 here, too, 
the dangers of rapid force generation should be borne in mind.

SOF usually work in tandem with other arms of government when 
seeking to help partner nations avoid criminal behaviour. Conven-
tional forces often work with the same nations as SOF, particularly 
in enabler functions. Civil agencies help poor nations develop 
judicial institutions that can deal effectively with detainees and 
penal institutions that keep bad actors in jail, both of which are 
necessary to convince security forces that detaining individuals 
is worth their time. Coordination and collaboration with these 
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non-SOF entities is therefore a critical part of most partnership 
engagements.

Additionally, policy-makers’ emphasis on precision counter-
terrorism can lead to inattention to the broader capabilities of 
security forces. A nation’s forces may be considered good if they can  
eliminate a few terrorists without regard for human rights offenses 
or other problems that could cause instability in the long run. in 
addition, the killing of a few high-value targets could, in the ab-
sence of other actions, cause more damage to public opinion than 
to the terrorists. this problem points to the broader issue of which 
partner units should be trained.

training a small number of elite troops is relatively easy for SOF 
to accomplish, but small elite forces are generally incapable of 
achieving broad outcomes in countries with large populations. 
While eliminating terrorist leaders may contribute to short-term 
security objectives, it may be ineffective or even counterproduc-
tive in terms of the security of the entire nation. to have broad 
effects, it is most often necessary to provide assistance to general-
purpose military forces or police forces. in places such as Colombia 
and iraq, the elimination of high-value targets failed to defeat 
insurgents or bring stability. Only when the government gained 
the ability to secure large amounts of its territory could it put the 
enemy on its heels.

Complex moral questions are resistant to the development of 
consensus. Nevertheless, the issues raised here provide insights 
that should help SOF professionals when confronted with difficult 
choices of foreign partners.
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CHOOsING PARTNeRs:  
THRee PARADOXes fOR sOf IN fOReIGN 

INTeRNAL DefeNCe MIssIONs

dr. M.A. hENNESSy

Special operations forces (SOF) are not prone to being operation-
ally deployed into well governed states untroubled by internal 
political violence. Were that true, there would be little moral 
complexity regarding their deployments. Foreign internal defence 
(Fid) missions1, as indeed any mission where third party military 
forces are deployed to support a regime challenged by armed vio-
lence, or anticipating such instability, will face many challenges. 
Fid is just one way of categorizing missions where SOF forces 
may find themselves deployed to assist a host government. Some 
of these missions may be rather straightforward foreign military 
assistance missions in a low threat environment. however, a num-
ber of these may involve deploying SOF forces in support of a 
government experiencing armed violence aimed at overthrowing 
the existing regime, or clearing the government from control of a 
specific area or region of the country. Fid, as a title for a category, 
underplays the reality that the situation on the ground faced by 
SOF forces will have all of the hallmarks of wide-spread uncon-
ventional war, that is a war without fronts undertaken by blocks 
of the indigenous population variously organized, armed and mo-
tivated to challenge the status quo. Such campaigns may not fit 
the definition of inter-state war, but these intra-state struggles are 
a form of war. though jurists and political scientists may debate 
the term war, war is sufficiently robust a term to capture the many 
streams of activity of state led security operations against an in-
ternal armed political foe.2 Notably, such wars are much more than 
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military activities.  indeed, they test the full spectrum of state and 
national capabilities and institutions.  

War has always had certain totalistic impulses associated with it. 
While the host nation may feel a strong pull in that direction it is 
ironic that the nation deploying the SOF forces has already chosen 
an option that indicates a limited commitment. Only deploying 
SOF forces is a sign of limited political commitment tied to the 
hope of a limited military commitment. this political nexus is the 
first paradox. On the one hand the fact the commitment was politi-
cal clears away some moral issues for the military forces. yet, while 
western SOF forces do not generally have the option of committing 
forces to any particular fray, they are often held to moral account. 
the choice for war is not theirs. Senior commanders may be asked 
to suggest possible deployment options but the decision to ex-
ecute is not theirs. On the other hand, absolved of that ultimate 
responsibility, SOF forces nevertheless remain accountable for 
their actions, particularly those that could undermine the political 
commitment.   

there are several facets to this problem. the accountability chain 
is legal and moral. it is also much wider than just to the formal 
chain of command or political leadership.  in the current operat-
ing environment, those SOF forces, whether rightly or wrongly, 
are held accountable by such entities as the inviting host govern-
ment (assuming there is such), the court of international public 
opinion (or what passes for such), and naturally from other allies 
or “coalition partners” (co-deployed or not) and, arguably most 
importantly, their domestic parties (political or otherwise).  

All this accountability adds to the complexity of war.  in reality 
commanders will undoubtedly have or seek room for flexibility in 
the use of their forces.  For example, whom amongst the “ally” do 
they really work with? What amount of trust is extended? Who 
controls operational tasks? how is information shared? how is 
the “battle space” defined? the political decision to be there is 
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made by others but interaction with the host nation and its many 
civil and military sinews will fall largely to the military forces on 
the ground and, admittedly, may be mediated by other players 
from their own or other nations. Such mediation, or more cor-
rectly inter-mediation, may generally be the norm. Full command 
discretion may rest only in discreet tactical events.  in other words 
“shoot - don’t shoot missions” may have the greatest moral clarity 
for the combatants, but may hardly be the locus of all efforts or 
strategic purpose for being in the war arena. Simply being there 
may be the greater point and actions may need to be avoided in 
order to ensure lasting political support for the mission.

Scrutiny can be avoided somewhat by the use of covert deploy-
ments, but even they cannot avoid the accountability and legal 
responsibilities to the government.  Guilt by association is no small 
problem and is explored more extensively below. Current interna-
tional law clearly speaks to issues of luring, kidnapping, abduction 
and targeted killing. the latter may actually have strategic efficacy 
but it is also a legal minefield. Command responsibility is only a 
part of the picture. to return to the first paradox the simple ap-
pearance of co-perpetration of some violent acts will complicate 
allied relations, and more tellingly undercut or challenge national 
political support for the entire effort.3 

it can be a fine line.  Nevertheless, and in essence, if SOF forces do 
not have the choice of either ally or foe, but have commitments for 
one combatant and similarly commitments against the other made 
by others, then their “manoeuvre space” is restricted and being 
lured into situations where the methods to obtain short term tacti-
cal gains may undercut long term support for their mission need 
to be avoided.

the political decision to support a “friend” with a limited 
commitment of boots on the ground may be made with a very 
unclear estimation of what costs the supplier nation is really will-
ing to accept. these decisions may not have been weighed fully  
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beforehand – indeed, recent history might suggest that to be a 
norm. Surely the nature of the foe will have been a factor, but in 
internal war it is often difficult to define all those who may be 
defined as the “foe”. Where do they come from? how are they 
supported? Staffs will have gone through the simple questions ap-
plicable to any campaign, but in the internal war arena there may 
be no simple answers.4 

the mechanics of armed insurrection are not well examined and 
in each case will differ in particulars. but the task of building 
forces of some size willing to risk life and limb, to support them 
with weapons, food, shelter and training is no small task. internal 
wars in nations where there has been mass conscription, such as 
the Ukraine, may see large numbers of individuals already trained 
in the hard life of soldiering who can pick up arms, act in a disci-
plined manner, and melt away again into the general population. 
in states with no such legacy a much longer formation process will 
have had to be undertaken, often before erupting like a cancer on 
the surface of a body. 

Countering the various social, political, psychological and other 
factors which mobilize portions of the population to persist in 
armed conflict against the ruling political order is unlikely to be 
conceived or managed as a SOF task. Proxy wars fueled by third 
countries can only complicate the matter and it is not eased by 
states covering their tracks. Such externalities may not be well 
understood at the time of commitment.  

A fuller understanding of the internal dynamics of the internal 
power struggle may only come with experience and local expo-
sure. the scope, scale and complexity of that internal struggle 
may suggest to the SOF forces that a wider range of activities are 
essential to staunch the internal problems but these may be well 
beyond the  range of actions possible or allowed – and almost 
certainly will push the bounds of the limited political commit-
ments. For instance the source of the proxy campaign may remain 
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off limits. it may be off limits for a range of reasons: too risky; 
too escalatory; too diffuse; or just far more than anyone wants to 
tackle. Such limits can only keep the “internal war” wretched and 
protracted.  the irony is that both those realities can undermine 
long term political support for the mission – long and indecisive 
campaigns are hard to champion.

that all internal wars tend to be protracted brings its own moral 
consequences for the SOF members present. Getting into the fight 
may be a political decision. Getting out of the fight is also one but 
for the forces on the ground the latter may be riven with difficulty 
and moral ambiguity. if forces have been on the ground training 
indigenous forces to fight it can be heart rending for those who 
have made an emotional commitment to the war to simply walk 
away. National political difficulties aside (which are likely to be 
considerable if walking away from other allies as well), the troops 
on the ground cannot escape the glare of their once proud partners 
as they prepare for departure. the abandonment of camp follow-
ers, facilitators, local agents, translators may be both a national 
issue and also a deeply personal one for certain SOF members. Will 
the process form a psychological scar? difficult to quantify but, 
like any broken commitment, the pain will be greatest for those 
with the greatest emotional commitment. Some troops may feel 
particular pangs. Notably, this moral angle is rarely recognized up 
front in military planning. 

the second major paradox is that presented by the “ally” being 
supported. the original Canadian constitution spoke to a state gov-
erned by the principles of Peace, Order and of Good Government 
(POGG). there is no particular need to export those concepts, but 
it is worth noting Fid missions often occur in nations where each 
element is missing. internal defence missions usually occur in na-
tions with weak or failing political institutions, poor state finance, 
immature national banking or tax regimes, sharp social cleavages 
so that there are large swathes of the population with weak attach-
ments to the ruling establishment, undeveloped educational and 
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health systems, and sometimes permeable ill-defined borders. in 
this hard scrapple schoolyard even the angels may have dirty fac-
es, or blood on their hands. As such, the security mission must be 
contextualized within the larger problem of nation or state build-
ing, which will not be part of the “military mission” but obviously 
impinge it.  this point is driven home by the title of one volume 
of the US Army’s official internal account of its experience in 
South Vietnam, The Ally As Enemy.5 to summarize, the Americans 
found the South Vietnamese a fickle ally, its leaders sending out 
peace feelers, or not responding with sufficient ardor to friendly 
or pointed suggestions by better knowing allied nations to reform 
their ways. its forces were riven with corruption, careerism, an 
apparent unwillingness to commit to heavy combat, intelligence 
failures, desertion and many other organizational problems. inci-
dents of police publicly executing prisoners and similar incidents 
undercut domestic American support for their ally.  

in the military sphere the South Vietnamese force rarely if ever 
enjoyed the firepower, manoeuverability, intelligence or airpower 
of their American ally, yet they were criticized for not fighting in 
the same manner. rather a tall order, but that could not stem the 
criticism. this was certainly an invidious position to be criticized 
for being too independent or not independent enough. the South 
Vietnamese were not blind to these contradictions.6 in fact, no 
force of any host nation that was caught up in a similar situation 
would fail to see the contradiction.  Foreign SOF and conventional 
forces need to plan for such ambiguous relations with their “allies” 
because these types of problems can seriously under-cut trust, co-
operation, and coordination of the military effort and undermine 
long term political support. 

the third major paradox concerns the appropriate use of force, 
which i term the “lone survivor paradox”. Most readers will be 
aware of the book or movie of that title.7 the true story is one ev-
ery serious SOF leader has had to imagine dealing with. in brief, it 
is a story of a US SEAL team in Afghanistan sent on a small direct 
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action mission to “neutralize a high value target”. En route to the 
subject village the team is discovered by several local shepherds. 
rather than kill or kidnap the non-combatants (which consisted of 
two elderly men and a teenager) the team agreed to let them go and 
abort the mission. the released Afghans subsequently reported 
the presence of the Americans and the SEAL team was hunted 
to near extinction, except for a lone survivor – who survived to 
write about the tragedy that befell his team and the large rescue 
party sent after it. the team’s actions in which they demonstrated 
a clearly ethical concern for the lives of the shepherds to the point 
of jeopardizing their own are difficult to reproach. but need the 
team really ever have had to be placed in such a situation? 

Even in high-intensity warfare SOF missions may encounter simi-
lar paradoxes. during the Second World War for instance careful 
consideration was given to scales of violence and retribution to 
occur behind enemy lines. On the island of Crete for instance 
Special Operations Executive (SOE) operatives and local partisans 
scaled back their activities because of ruthless German reprisals, 
in part because of the strategic decision the Allies could never 
sustain such a ruthless campaign of mass reprisals, for example it 
could not adopt a policy authorizing the summary  execution of 
prisoners. instead SOE agents were asked to record details of all 
such German activities and in so doing compiled a long catalogue 
of human cruelty. Not the stuff of hollywood movies, but the pity 
of war. it was the poet ‘robbie’ burns who wrote “give us the 
grace to see ourselves as others see us.” it is no small challenge 
in the arena of war to seek to be seen on the side of the angels. 
Steady hands and calm resolve from all leaders within the SOF 
community are the only way to keep their actions above reproach. 
the strategic and operational restraining of forces optimized for 
strike action is a difficult paradox to manage.

As the Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz stated, all war tends 
to the extremes.  but in “wars” where SOF forces are invited there 
is very wide discretion as to how they move along the spectrum 
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of extremes. time favours the cheaper local forces. the allure of 
kinetic solutions for tier one SOF forces must be tempered with 
the considerations of the long view of sustaining a strategic com-
mitment. but more is necessary than that too. they must also be 
tempered by the assessment of what is at risk for those strike 
forces. A token commitment to a peripheral campaign must be 
kept within that frame. dogs may chafe at the collar but not every 
rabbit is worth the chase. What options are exercised must be in-
formed by the cold calculus of raison d’êtat to actions proportional 
to the stakes in play and the higher national political will to see it 
through. Wise council is needed. 

NOTes

1 On the origins of this concept see U.A. Johnson “internal defense 
and the Foreign Service” [US] Foreign Service Journal  (July 1962): 20-23. 

2 War can be defined as “a state of armed conflict between different 
nations or states, or different groups within a nation or state.”  Notably, 
many writers would choose some term other than war, believing such 
to be less inflammatory, or for what they might argue yields greater 
granularity or perhaps palatability.  Nonetheless, the term “war” is used 
decidedly in the title because it speaks to the totality of effort possible in 
all internal power struggles, which fundamentally are political.

3 See for instance Article 28 of the Statute of the international 
Criminal Court.

4 For a brief overview of such campaigns see for instance, Michael 
A. hennessy and John rickard, Wars Without Fronts. A Primer on Coun-
terinsurgency (Canadian defence Academy Press, 2012).
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5 A volume in the unpublished report: “A Study of Strategic  
Lessons Learned in Vietnam.” 10 vols. bdM Corp 1980, a report for the 
US Army. 

6 See for instance, Ngo Quong truong, Territorial Forces (Washing-
ton dC: US Army Center for Military history, 1981).

7 Marcus Luttrell and Patrick robinson, Lone Survivor: The Eyewit-
ness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of SEAL Team 10 
(hachette digital: June 2007).
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HOW DO We DeTeRMINe  
WHO DOes WHAT?:  

A PLANNeR’s PeRsPeCTIVe

LiEUtENANt-COLONEL ANdrEW ViViAN

the character of the combined operational planning environment 
has evolved considerably over the past decade. More significantly, 
this evolution has fundamentally changed the way that respective 
national security apparatuses seek and act on strategic oppor-
tunities. in the contemporary planning space, these two beliefs 
converge to shape a heuristic understanding of how we determine 
who does what in the combined operational planning context. to 
further explore this assertion, the following methodology will be 
employed. Firstly, two premises will be presented that underpin 
a practitioner’s perception of the current planning space. Second, 
a heuristic pathway will be presented that answers the question, 
how do we determine who does what in a contemporary, networked 
environment.

the first premise is that our combined planning environment has 
evolved beyond our traditional understanding of multinational 
operations. (See Figure 10.1.) We have entered a new space that 
is categorically distinct from our conventional notions of multi-
national. in this new space, where we are presently engaged in 
operations, we operate as a member of a pseudo joint venture, 
whereby we leverage other nations unilateral military operations 
outside the construct of a purposed military coalition or alliance. 
We have sought out these kinds of arrangements primarily to share 
strengths, minimize risks and increase the competitive advantage 
of our forces at the operational and institutional levels. to our 
credit, we have done it while preserving our alignment with our 



166

c h a p t e r  1 0

own nation’s distinct defence polices.  in effect, the different tribes 
have found overlapping ground between our respective national 
defence mandates and converged at the operational and tactical 
levels to best leverage each other’s operational effects, global bas-
ing and theatre knowledge. by converging at the operational level, 
we have found a way to achieve more with less. We have found a 
way to increase the value proposition of our nationally mandated 
operations without the overhead of a formalized purpose-built al-
liance, integrated command structures, or assigning ownership of 
our network.

PReMIse #1: A NeW OPeRATIONAL sPACe

TRADITIONAL 
MULTINATIONAL OPERATIONS

(JP-3-16)

Operations conducted by force of two or more nations, 
usually undertaken within the structure of a coalition 
or alliance. Other possible arrangements include  
supervision by an intergovernmental organization,  
i.e. UN, NATO, OsCe.

COMMAND sTRUCTURes

•  Integrated Command
•  Lead Nation Command
•  Parallel Command Structure

KeY sTRATeGIC LeVeL PLANNING CONsIDeRATIONs

•  Political-Military Estimates Completed and Coordinated with 
National Level Partners

•  Formally Designated Lead Nation developed the Strategic 
Military Guidance for the Operation

    •   Clear Description of Political Objectives
    •   Outline of Military Operations Envisaged
    •   Agreement on Constraints and Limitations
    •   Agreed upon Theatre ROE
    •   Integrated Formal OPLAN

KEy OPErAtiONAL LEVEL PLANNiNG CONSidErAtiONS

•  Establishment of MNFHQ
•  Command Relationships Established between MNFC and 

National Forces
•  Agreed Upon Theatre End States
•  Integrated C2 Systems
•  Formally Integrated Support Plans, i.e. IO, Lessons Learned

EMERGING SPACE:
CONVeRGeNT OPeRATIONs

Operations undertaken jointly by two or more nations 
that confer mutual benefit outside the structure of a 
coalition or alliance. Nations engage in Convergent  
Operations in order to share strengths, minimize risks, 
and increase competitive advantages at the operational and  
tactical levels in pursuit of unilateral strategic interests.

COMMAND sTRUCTURes

•  Independent National Command

KeY sTRATeGIC LeVeL PLANNING CONsIDeRATIONs
Notional Region of Mutual strategic Interest

KEy OPErAtiONAL LEVEL PLANNiNG CONSidErAtiONS

•  Peer-to-peer activity combined with traditional hierarchical flow

•  Self-synchronizing in the areas of overlapping strategic policy

•  Regional End States mutually supporting, but exclusive

•  Roles, tasks, activities are brokered at the tactical operational 

level to best meet country specific policy goals.

US  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

NL  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

CdN  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

CONVErGENCE  
OF StrAtEGiC  
iNtErESt

fIGURe 10.1. A NEW OPErAtiONAL SPACE.

in this arena of convergent operations we have found a way to 
do what we can, where we can, how we can, all while maintain-
ing alignment with our own respective national mandates.  Not 
only does this chapter contend that the forum within which we 
determine “who does what” has evolved, it goes further to state 
that the way we seek strategic opportunities has co-evolved. this 
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evolution represents the second premise. (See Figure 10.2.) the 
past decade has seen rapid advancement in network technology 
coinciding with major multinational operations in the Middle 
East and Southwest Asia. Even though we are turning the page on 
these operations, the residual networks continue to persist in our 
respective headquarters.  And as they were designed to do, these 
networks continue to flatten the hierarchical space between the 
operational and tactical nodes of different nations.  

PReMIse #2: ReVeRsAL Of PRessURe
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fIGURe 10.2. rEVErSAL OF PrESSUrE.

the persistence of this open network has given rise to conditions 
within which the special operations forces (SOF) tribes continue 
to collaborate to solve shared operational problems within their 
own respective national authorities. A collective knowledge and 
in-depth understanding of operational and military-strategic 
problems has become resident in this network, which continues 
to share threats and opportunities with unprecedented speed and 
accuracy.  

these network characteristics are important because they chal-
lenge the way that strategic and operational opportunities present 
themselves. instead of direction to contribute forces processed 

ReGION Of MUTUAL
INTeResT
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downward to satisfy opportunistic strategic alliances, the opera-
tional network is presenting opportunities from the operational 
and tactical levels upwards.  More and more, planners are planning 
in a space where we are presenting options up the chain-of- 
command in order to capitalize on a fleeting opportunity that was 
identified through the operational network. 

this system presents a particular problem for policy-makers who 
are presented with opportunities in a way that is outside of the 
traditional, directive approval pathways.  hence the rise of the 
notion “getting ahead of policy.” Notably, this chapter is not advo-
cating getting ahead of policy, but rather pointing out that armed 
with a real time “opportunity-sniffing-machine” in the form of 
our global SOF network, the operational level is now uniquely 
positioned to advise on the value proposition of strategic forces 
by providing low-risk, high-dividend options ahead of crises and, 
potentially, preventing a crisis all together.

bringing these two ideas together, determining who does what  
today, is done in an emergent, unstructured space where strategic 
opportunities enter our national security policy apparatus from 
sources far below our national policy-makers in our national capi-
tals.  As a point of emphasis, this chapter is not challenging the 
subordination of the military to our policy-makers.  it is pointing 
out that our persistent networks have created an emerging con-
dition whereby our respective national security policies are now 
informed by the network vested in operational nodes.

A study of operational plans, briefings and orders for the for-
mulation of the Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
(CANSOFCOM) capacity building missions between 2006 and 
2013 confirms that there is no “magic formula” to determine who 
is doing what.  On each occasion CANSOFCOM was dealing with 
different people with different cultures and different interests in 
different places. As such, this chapter cannot offer any repeatable 
algorithm or transferable code that can be applied to each case. 
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What this chapter can contribute to this discussion in terms of a 
way forward, however, is a heuristic pathway that represents the 
common steps taken to determine who’s doing what in our emerg-
ing environment.  (See Figure 10.3.)

• First, we need to establish who is interested in playing,  
i.e. the regional or in some cases the institutional play-
ers. institutional players are highlighted because not all 
common ground will be operational. Some may be institu-
tionally based on development or attainment of emerging 
military capabilities.   

• Second, we need to come to the table with our respec-
tive plans that support our own nation’s objectives.  We 
need to understand each other’s end states with respect 
our planned military activities.  Moreover, we need to 
understand what each of us can bring to the table and 
how our countries will allow us to operate (i.e. national 
authorities).

• Third, we need to find the common ground among our 
strategies – the convergent space that will allow us to col-
laborate tactically and operationally yet pursue distinct 
national policies.

• Fourth, we need to overlay our operational strategies to 
determine where we are duplicating one another’s efforts 
and identify the gaps that none of our plans address.  in 
this step we may also find we share the same risks.

• Fifth, within our respective national authorities, we need 
to figure out how we can leverage each other to better 
achieve our own objectives.  We may find ways to suggest 
a tweak to the force contribution that presents very little 
investment from us, but garners increased advantage to al-
lied capabilities and achieves a greater aggregate strategic 
dividend.
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• Sixth, we need to find ways to communicate these op-
portunities up the authoritative pathway such that 
they continue to respect our position below the level of 
policy makers.  Although potentially a sensitive issue, it 
should be noted that it may take working with national 
policy makers to further refine the opportunities/approval 
pathways.

US  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

NL  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

CdN  
dEFENCE  
POLiCy

NATIONAL POLICY  
OBjeCTIVes

StrAtEGiC  
POLitiCAL

StrAtEGiC  
MiLitAry

OPErAtiONAL

iNStitUtiONAL

tACtiCAL

HOW We DeTeRMINe WHO DOes WHAT
NOTIONAL ReGION Of MUTUAL 

sTRATeGIC INTeResT

1. Establish stakeholers

2. Share information on Strategies:
 •  Objectives (ends)
 •  Capabilities (means)
 •  Authorities (ways)
3. Find the common ground.

4. determine:
 •  Redundancy
 •  Gaps
 •  Risk

5. reconcile gaps and risk through 
collaborative application and syn-
chronization of strategies.

6. information on opportunities for 
increased strategic dividend.

 fIGURe 10.3.  hOW WE dEtErMiNE WhO dOES WhAt.

Understanding and assessing change in a period of rapid evolu-
tion is a risky proposition. this situation is underscored in an 
environment as dynamic and unpredictable as the contemporary 
operational planning space. in recognition of that fact, this chapter 
has attempted to mitigate its own fading relevance by providing 
a principle based understanding of the present planning condi-
tion rather than a detailed diagnosis. Notably, the planning space 
continues to evolve and will continue to test the validity of this 
hypothesis.  
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GROUND TRUTH ON MILITARY  
AssIsTANCe:  PeRsPeCTIVes fROM  

THe fRONTLINes 

dr. EMiLy SPENCEr 

the strategic value of military assistance is not hard to understand. 
in fact, the theory is quite simple.  in essence, military assistance 
helps nations to leverage their resources and expertise to build 
capability and relationships in, and with, at risk friendly states.  
this relationship is mutually beneficial for the receiving nation as 
well as the partnered nation. the receiving country gains access to 
training expertise and resources that will enable it to deal with its 
national security concerns on its own.  in addition, the military as-
sistance programs allow for the sharing of tactics, techniques and 
procedures (ttPs), and as other professional military education 
and training. this sharing enhances the capability of the receiv-
ing entity and also increases interoperability, which can translate 
into rapid coalition/partnered actions since the forces share ttPs 
and have a working knowledge of, and experience operating with, 
one another. the partnering nation also gains the opportunity to 
develop regional hubs, if not forward operating locations. this 
regional access provides the possibility of landing/transiting,  
basing, storing equipment and/or training in a specific geo-
graphical/terrain related environment. Additionally, the military 
assistance program provides an excellent foreign policy tool that 
allows access into regions of interest and may increase the rapidity 
of military or diplomatic action within those areas.  indeed, all of 
these benefits translate into enhanced military capability for both 
receiving and partnered nations.
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Notably, success is dependent on the competence and skill of the 
teams deployed to actually deliver the training and translate the 
theory into effects on the ground.  in essence, central to military 
assistance and the “by, With, through” concept are well trained 
warrior-diplomats who are capable of providing technically pro-
ficient and expert training and, and who can also develop deep, 
lasting relationships and build networks based on trust that will 
withstand the test of time.  

to build the necessary relationships that offer the best opportu-
nity of gaining the maximum benefits for both the partnered and 
receiving nations entails deploying individuals who are at ease 
when working with people from diverse cultural backgrounds.  
these individuals must:

1. be Patient;

2. be adaptable and be able to manage expectations;

3. recognize that actions speak louder than words;

4. Appreciate that perception is more important than reality;

5. remember that the message sent is not always the message 
that is received and it is the message that is received that 
is acted on;

6. See the world through the eyes of those with whom they 
are interacting;

7. Not judge the behaviours of others and, instead, observe, 
learn and try to understand;

8. Always be respectful;

9. deal with frustrations privately; and

10. Not adhere to unrealistic standards.1
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these principles may appear simplistic and can elicit the criticism 
that they are “motherhood statements,” yet their application is 
more often than not problematic and many individuals fail mis-
erably at putting them into practice, particularly in a training 
environment. Notably, the selected individuals must master the 
principles of working effectively with others, which takes time 
and self-discipline. Moreover, the difficulty applying basic prin-
ciples of working with others is but one of the challenge facing 
teams deploying on military assistance missions. 

in an effort to explore some of the challenges, as well as benefits 
to working with others four experienced American and Canadian 
special operations forces (SOF) operators shared thoughts on un-
dertaking military assistance training missions as part of the “by, 
With, through” SOF conference held at the royal Military Col-
lege of Canada in Kingston, Ontario.2  their collective experience 
covered missions in Afghanistan, South America, the Caribbean 
basin, as well as Africa.

the operators noted that challenges began as soon as preparation 
for missions commenced and future problems could be mitigated 
in this pre-deployment phase.  the operators felt it was essential 
to spend the time up front and nail down all the expectations and 
basic requirements.  Nonetheless, roadblocks could still occur and 
the operators were able to identify challenges as well as successes 
in past deployments.  these experiences enabled the operators to 
be able to provide advice for those partaking in future missions.

the issue of training the deploying personnel prior to deployment 
was raised as a key component to mission success.  Canadian War-
rant Officer (WO) Jay yeremiy insisted that any and all training 
was good.  “All training prepares you to react,” he remarked “the 
challenge [on missions] is always finding simple solutions to com-
plex problems.”  Additionally he observed that training of any sort 
gives teams time to identify strengths and weaknesses and work 
on improving or mitigating any weak areas.  Canadian Major (Maj) 
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Matt McCloskey agreed.  he commented that critical to the success 
of a military assistance mission was ensuring that the respective 
Special Forces (SF) team had not only the tactical proficiency but 
also the necessary language and cultural knowledge prior to de-
ployment.  in this regard, US Master Sergeant (MS) Chris Willis 
believed, “the ability to communicate one-on-one is huge [and] it 
can’t be underestimated.” he explained that teams were required 
to take a lot of time to prepare lessons and methods of instruction 
in order to get the communication piece right.  Willis underlined 
that effective communication was a key to safety, as well as ensur-
ing the passage of important information.   

in addition, McCloskey believed that the senior non-commissioned 
corps (NCOs) should undertake professional development (Pd) 
that would assist them with synchronizing the tactical level piece 
(i.e. actions on the ground) with the strategic piece (i.e. intended 
effect of mission with regard to national interest and policy objec-
tives).  Along the line of Pd, US Chief Special Warfare Operator 
(CSWO) Sergio Lopez believed that those deploying on military 
assistance missions should attend university executive courses 
targeting such subjects as strategic negotiating.  he explained that 
while engaged on such programs as Village Stability Operations 
(VSOs), a lot of time and effort is expended on negotiating. As 
such, he insisted that formal training and education, particularly 
if given the opportunity to work with academic and business pro-
fessionals, would greatly enhance the ability and effectiveness of 
operators when negotiating in the field.  

importantly, it was noted that education regarding who you 
would be working with from your own national team was also im-
portant to receive prior to deploying.  For example, WO yeremiy 
identified the need to better understand the Other Government  
departments (OGds) in order to maximize the effectiveness of 
the military assistance mission. As most governments employ a 
comprehensive approach (or Whole of Government approach) to 
assisting at risk nations, the military teams seldom find themselves 
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in regions alone. As a result, knowledge of OGds (i.e. who they 
are, what their programs are, how they operate) can allow for uni-
ty of effort in accomplishing objectives. there are often programs 
that the military assistance teams can tap into, which in turn can 
alleviate some of the pressures from the team itself. 

in addition to receiving training and education prior to deploy-
ment, having realistic expectations about what your objectives are 
is also seen as being a valuable contributor to the overall success of 
the mission. Maj McCloskey insisted it was important to determine 
an end-state of training that actually correlates with the receiving 
nation’s capabilities.  he asserted it was important to demonstrate 
a capability using a very pragmatic approach to a tactical objec-
tive, something that the receiving nation could accomplish and do 
on their own.  For example, he argued there was no value in trying 
to teach and practice night firing with night vision goggles if the 
receiving nation does not have the equipment to undertake this 
practice on their own and they do no collective training.  

having realistic expectations of training before deploying is also 
key in determining the proper equipment.  MS Willis insisted that 
it was critical to undertake the host nation pre-deployment coor-
dination by planning in place at least 120 days prior to the event 
with the host-nation embassy. he explained it was important to 
determine what type of training was being requested, so that the 
necessary equipment and munitions could be ordered.  the danger 
of not undertaking this level of detail could create problems once 
the team deployed because if no special requests were submitted 
in sufficient time, the teams would deploy with “pre-packaged” 
training kits, which would include only the simple, cheapest, 
rudimentary ammunition.”  however, Willis also cautioned, “we 
need to tailor training to what we can afford and not exclusively 
to what they [training audience] want.”

Another issue that needs to be addressed pre-deployment is, as 
WO yeremiy remarked, one of introspection. he noted that it was 
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important for the training team to take an honest look at them-
selves to assess how they could best leverage their strengths and 
weaknesses in training others.  he asserted that military assis-
tance required individuals to be “warrior-diplomats.” yeremiy 
believed that required a change in approach, one that meant indi-
viduals were required to see themselves as something other than 
a “gunfighter.”

Once deployed, the operators had a number of key observations. 
CSWO Lopez opined that it was vital to build on the basic training 
plan that was established pre-deployment. the key is to work out 
the plan by determining what it is you wish to achieve with the 
training audience – the end objective.  based on that aim, work 
backwards to determine the training blocks required.  however, 
he was quick to warn about expectations, both theirs and your 
own.  he explained that many of those units being trained only 
actual have a training opportunity as part of the military assis-
tance program. As such, their skills are often very rudimentary 
and the training plan must be kept simple. WO yeremiy agreed.  
he insisted you need to “keep it basic and make them stronger/ 
better in accordance with the determined vision of what they 
need/can achieve within the program parameters.” As Maj  
McCloskey aptly noted, “What you think means nothing; what 
the host nation thinks is key.”

Additionally, having a local face to a solution was seen as benefi-
cial.  MS Willis stated that wherever possible the actual instruction 
should be done by the host nation’s SOF forces.  For example, in 
Afghanistan, he noted it was important to give an “Afghan face on 
all we do.” by using the host nation’s SOF as the primary instruc-
tor cadre, more credibility is accrued by the host nation’s forces 
and there is more buy-in by the training audience.  Willis coun-
selled, “anytime you can take a step back – advise verse doing.”  
he added, “Progress them until they no longer need you.”  in fact, 
this is a key step in transcending to the “through” phase of by, 
with, through.
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Nonetheless, despite best efforts to mitigate issues, challenges 
still remained. MS Willis commented that teams will conduct mis-
sions in different regions of the globe, each with its own distinct 
challenges, methodologies and cultures. For example, he under-
lined that military assistance in South America is vastly different 
than in Afghanistan. Willis insisted that everyone, but especially 
senior leadership, “must take the time to understand cultural 
differences.”  

CSWO Lopez raised perhaps the darkest side of military assistance.  
A major challenge that he noted was one of security. “Not know-
ing where their loyalty lies,” acknowledged Lopez, “the realization 
that you are not at home and must be wary of the security of your 
forces at all times during training,” was a substantial concern.  

in light of this reality, the question of trust becomes a major theme 
in military assistance.  Admiral William Mcraven, Commander US 
Special Operations Command, astutely reminds all that “trust can-
not be surged.”  As such, trust is a commodity that must be built 
through time and personal commitment. Clearly, for military as-
sistance missions to be effective trust becomes a key component of 
developing credibility and success.

the operators all had firm views on both the importance of build-
ing trust and how to accomplish it.  CSWO Lopez felt it was key 
to “finding common ground and goals.”  he insisted, it was im-
portant to build a repertoire and work towards a common goal.  
WO yeremiy pointed out that it was difficult to build trust during 
episodic visits and that trust could only be built with the commit-
ment of time and many visits.  For yeremiy building trust was also 
about putting some skin in the game.  he explained, “in the short 
term you cannot be afraid to do something you’re asking them to 
do.”  he opined, “you can’t be afraid to stick your neck out.”  For 
example, yeremiy recounted that during mortar training a round 
became lodged in the tube. Of the 120 individuals undertaking 
the training no-one was willing to fix the problem because of fear.  
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As a result, yeremiy and one of his teammates conducted the drill 
to demonstrate the proper way to clear the round.  “Showing by 
example,” asserted yeremiy, “goes a long way.”

building trust had a practical element for MS Willis.  he expli-
cated, “Never promise something you can’t deliver and never 
over-extend yourself.”  he also cautioned to “coordinate and con-
firm before you commit.” Maj McCloskey reinforced the themes 
expounded by Willis. he confirmed, “always under promise and 
over deliver.” he also clarified, “demonstrate your world class ca-
pability by showing them you can do what you’re teaching, that 
you’re the real deal and that they can learn from you.”

in assessing their own successes and failures, the operators had 
much insight.  the operators all had views on how to determine 
if the training team is not connecting.  WO yeremiy rationalized, 
“once you see that they are mentally and/or physically topped 
out, don’t stick with the program, you need to adjust.” he insist-
ed, “never push past saturation.” MS Willis noted that indicators 
are often dependent on regions of the globe you may be working 
in.  he clarified, “you know they are bought-in when they bring 
you intelligence or share knowledge of the local area.” in addi-
tion, “if  they include you in a brief and want your input,” he 
assessed, “you have won.” Conversely, Willis cautioned, “if you’re 
in the corner your better change your approach.”  Other indicators 
raised by the operators included the no-brainer “you know you 
are failing when no-one shows up for the training or there is a 
dramatic lack of performance.”

Notably, they identified several measures of success.  indicators 
included such measures as:

1.  Performance on the final exercise – a physical example of 
what they can do;
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2. transition from training cycle to operational cycle and 
assessing performance, or lack thereof, based on the ac-
tual situation.  (it was noted, that if a shortcoming became 
evident, it was important to readjust the training immedi-
ately); and

3.  in some regions, such as South America, relations and  
interaction outside of the normal training venue.  

Additionally, the operators also had views on what they would do 
differently.  Observations and counsel included:

1. it would be preferable to send a smaller persistent pres-
ence versus episodic visits by larger teams;

2. Ensure troop to task, specifically, deploy the “right per-
son for the right job.” For example, “do not send a junior 
individual with no Spanish speaking skills to talk to a 
Colombian colonel about intelligence fusion”;

3. Marry-up language ability with qualification to the each 
respective training iteration to get buy-in from the train-
ing audience;

4. Manage assignments at the sub-unit level to ensure you 
maximize effectiveness; 

5. rush to think, do not rush to plan and execute;

6. dissect every problem and determine what the root cause 
of failure is. Often teams do not fully understand the 
problem and rush to simple solutions to what are complex 
problems;

7. if you have a “false start,” recalibrate and start fresh;

8. Understand the environment your are operating in, as 
well as the “tactical situation”; and 



180

c h a p t e r  1 1

9. Partner with nations who will affect change.  Quality of 
partnership is preferable to quantity of partnerships.

Finally, the operators had advice for their peers who are about 
to undertake military training assistance missions.  MS Willis in-
sisted that it was paramount to get involved in coordination of 
activities as early as possible and never to wait until you hit the 
ground in the operational theatre.  Maj McCloskey offered, “take 
all advice with a grain of salt as you will be faced with complex 
problems and things change on the ground quickly.”  he warned, 
“priority and focus shift rapidly so you must stay adaptable.”  
CSWO Lopez kept it simple.  he advised, “train hard, train smart 
and stay relevant.”  he added, “do not get lost in new problems as 
they arise.”  he stressed, “your greatest asset is the ability to think 
and problem solve.”

On the issue of military assistance missions themselves the opera-
tors felt there was great value. Maj McCloskey remarked that the 
missions were great professional development for the operators.  
he stated, “it increases training expertise and experience in gen-
eral, specifically the ability to plan, deploy and work with others” 
(e.g. OGds).  MS Willis also saw value in military assistance mis-
sions.  he noted that the missions allowed for access to receiving 
nations, which allowed you to develop relationships that would 
provide local/regional knowledge, as well as the ability to train in 
environments that cannot be replicated in Canada or the US. 

the operators also saw larger national interest value in the missions.  
WO yeremiy pointed out that the relationships and networks de-
veloped through the engagement of military assistance provided 
the ability to gain, “ground truth from reliable sources, the abil-
ity to get believable (i.e. accurate, timely, up-to-date) information 
from those you trust, which allows you to potentially influence 
activities pre-conflict.” CSWO Lopez agreed.  he explained that 
the collaboration increased your security (i.e. due to host nation 
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increased capacity, as well as intelligence sharing) by protecting 
you as well as the host nation from potential threats. 

in the end, the experienced SOF operators saw great personal, in-
stitutional and national value in conducting military assistance 
missions.  the benefits were not without cost, however.  Although 
the value and execution of military assistance is easily understood 
in conceptual terms, the difficulty comes in the execution.  And, 
as with all SOF activities, success is reliant on the expertise, ma-
turity and professionalism of the men and women on the ground. 

NOTes

1 See dr. Emily Spencer and Colonel bernd horn, Working With Oth-
ers:  Simple Guidelines to Maximize Effectiveness (Kingston: CANSOFCOM 
PdC, 2012).

2 the four SOF operators were: Chief Special Warfare Operator  
Sergio Lopez; Master Sergeant Chris Willis; Warrant Officer Jay yeremiy 
and Major Matt McCloskey.
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“sOLDIeRING ON THe MARGINs”:  
CANADIAN sOf MOVING TOWARD  
INTeRDePeNDeNT OPeRATIONs1

dr.  hOWArd G.  COOMbS

First, break down the wall that has more or less come  
between special operations forces and the other parts of our 
military, the wall that some people will try to build higher. 
Second, educate the rest of the military – spread a recogni-
tion and understanding of what you do, why you do it, and 
how important it is that you do it. Last, integrate your ef-
forts into the full spectrum of our military capabilities. 

Admiral William J. Crowe, United States Navy 
Chairman of the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff (1985-1989) 

Address during the United States Special Operations  
Command Activation Ceremony  

1 June 19872

this citation was provided during the opening of a presentation 
given by then-Colonel Michael day, the second Commander of the 
Canadian Special Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM).3 

the unclassified 2007 presentation, informally entitled “SOF 
101,” was intended to discuss the still new Command and expose 
a military audience to Special Operations Forces (SOF) and their 
role within the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). While doctrinally 
sound and reasoned, the challenges of integrating SOF  that were 
contained in the presentation notes advised that operational se-
curity would allow only limited synchronization with joint force 
tactical operations in advance of special operations missions. the 
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slide also emphasized that SOF had “no ‘Magic SOF dust’ to be 
sprinkled on a conventional battle-space. We [SOF] shape your 
[conventional forces] actions in advance and are of limited value 
in your decisive engagements.”4 the tone and concepts presented 
reflected the imperatives of the Cold War military doctrine, which 
created these initial ideas and continues to some extent today. 

Nonetheless, the experience of the last decade and the exigen-
cies of the 21st century security environment suggests that a new 
perspective is in order.  in a complicated world that requires inter-
dependent and coordinated activities from a multitude of military 
and non-military actors at levels from tactical to strategic, SOF and 
conventional forces still have the barriers between them similar to 
those alluded to in Admiral Crowe’s presentation given nearly a 
decade ago. this gulf is unacceptable, however.

Contemporary threats are difficult to detect, discern and destroy. 
they are increasingly transnational, ever-more powerful and, 
normally, non-state in nature. this trend has been developing 
for decades. American military theorist William Lind and his col-
leagues warned of the loss of state monopoly on conflict in the 
seminal 1989 Marine Corps Gazette article “the Changing Face of 
War: into the Fourth Generation.” Additionally, futurists Alvin 
and heidi toffler opined in their 1993 War and Anti-War: Sur-
vival at the Dawn of the 21st Century that this changing context “is 
compelling military planners in many armies to look afresh at what 
they call ‘special operations’ or ‘special forces’ - the niche warriors 
of tomorrow.”5 in spite of this research, it took the destruction 
of the American Embassy in Nairobi (1998), bombing of the USS 
Cole (2000) and, finally, the attacks on New york and Washington  
(11 September 2001 or more colloquially “9/11”) to create changed 
western perceptions of defence and security requirements.

in Canada, along with this public recognition of the complex, 
chaotic security environment, the government acknowledged 
a military inheritance of decades of neglect and underfunding. 
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this legacy had created a lack of standing expeditionary force 
capabilities and structures from key enablers like intelligence, 
special operations, armour, artillery, aviation, air transport, 
and a concomitant need for upgraded equipment. Along with 
this deficit came an impetus for CAF structural transformation. 
these initiatives began in earnest with the appointment of Gen-
eral rick hillier as the Chief of the defence Staff in 2005, as well 
as growing Canadian involvement in Afghanistan.6 Over this 
period public support for Canada’s soldiers and these changes 
never wavered, although its support for the Afghan mission  
dwindled over time.7 

SOF benefited from the recognition of this changing face of war 
with the creation of CANSOFCOM in 2006. hillier had noted, “We 
intend on bringing JtF [Joint task Force] 2, along with all the 
enablers that it would need, to conduct operations successfully 
into one organization…one commander, one organization”8 the 
new organization included: Joint task Force 2 (JtF 2), focused 
on counter-terrorism; a Joint Nuclear biological Chemical defence 
Company later renamed Canadian Joint incident response Unit 
(CJirU); 427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron; the Canadian 
Special Operations regiment (CSOr), giving a force capable of a 
broad range of missions; liaison officers with other nations; com-
bat service support; training; and staff elements, as well as a small 
reserve.9 

One could argue that the establishment of CANSOFOM came none 
too soon as it was engulfed in operations overseas immediately.  As 
Canada became well enmeshed in the evolving counter-insurgency 
in Afghanistan, its military campaign was integrated to a large 
degree with civilian efforts. Former Commander of the Canadian 
Expeditionary Forces Command Lieutenant-General (retired)  
Michel (Mike) Gauthier described its development and impact 
thus: “in late 2008/early 2009, just as the full weight of US lead-
ership and ownership of the mission was beginning to emerge, 
Canadian WoG [whole of government] planning was beginning 
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to coalesce and the Canadian civilian presence was increased dra-
matically.” Along with this engagement “an explicit government 
policy framework had been developed, with a clearly articulated 
set of objectives…which continue to guide Canada’s broader 
engagement…”10 this policy framework was articulated within 
the recommendations of the “Manley report.”11 it examined the 
Afghan mission and exposed shortcomings that needed to be ad-
dressed. these deficiencies ranged from logistics through strategic 
communications to manpower and equipment. the report recom-
mended a comprehensive focus on Afghan capacity building and 
specifically stated: “We believe that Canada’s role in Afghanistan 
should give greater emphasis to diplomacy, reconstruction and 
governance and that the military mission should shift increasingly 
towards the training of the Afghan National Security Forces.”12 

this interdependent approach was something that had only 
existed in a nascent form during the peace keeping and enforce-
ment operations of the late 20th century. in the crucible of the 21st  
century violence of Afghanistan, the whole of government ap-
proach emerged as a distinctly different shade in the way that 
Canadians conducted conflict. this difference was also reinforced 
by hillier, who noted in 2006 that “…rebuilding failed states was 
not a security, governance or economic problem; it was all three, 
and had to be approached with that in mind.”13

in hindsight, it is possible to see that today’s whole of govern-
ment construct evolved as part of an overall western response to 
the small wars of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. the United 
States used the term “inter-agency” to describe their methods, 
while the United Kingdom developed the “joined-up” approach. 
during the first few years of this century the North Atlantic  
treaty Organization (NAtO) adopted a “comprehensive” approach 
and Canada had created a “whole of government” paradigm to 
more accurately capture the nuances of the multi-faceted effort 
that was needed to deal with the complicated problems of the 
modern security environment. 



187

c h a p t e r  1 2

Canada at first coined the sobriquet “3d” or ideas of combined 
diplomacy, defence, and development efforts in order to stabilize 
conflict or post-conflict situations.  From a Canadian perspective it 
built upon hard won knowledge during peacekeeping and peace 
enforcement operations that Canada participated in during 1990s.   
Afghanistan offered an unprecedented challenge to test these 
constructs, particularly for the department of Foreign Affairs and 
international trade (dFAit), the Canadian international develop-
ment Agency (CidA), the department of National defence (dNd), 
as well as a host of other departments, organizations and agencies. 
the Afghan mission context required the Canadian government to 
put together organizations that did not normally work with each 
other on such a scale to provide a coherent Canadian effort in con-
junction with that of the international community.14  

this union also meant that the sometimes conflicting imperatives 
of national policy and practices in conjunction with those of in-
ternational partners – NAtO and otherwise – but primarily that 
of the United States, had to be all taken into account.  All this 
activity was in the context of an exceptionally fragile Afghan gov-
ernment and security apparatus.  Afghanistan was  an insurgency, 
the strength of which had been consistently underestimated by 
the international community, and which exposed shifting in-
ternational and national views of both counter-insurgency and 
nation-building.15 

importantly, for the purposes of this discussion, SOF, as part of that 
whole of government construct – acting at times as a horizontal 
and vertical integrator across a disparate number of organizations, 
groups and individuals that may be united by nothing more than 
a common desire to achieve positive outcomes – were a part of 
the Canadian effort in Afghanistan.16 their roles were primar-
ily counter-terrorism, specific and general assistance to stability  
operations and capacity building within host nation security 
agencies.
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Unfortunately, while SOF work well with many, they sometimes 
do not have a good relationship with the conventional forces from 
which its members originate. An example from the United States 
SOF perspective is contained in a recent book by special opera-
tions researcher Linda robinson, One Hundred Victories: Special 
Operations and The Future of American Warfare. Notably, the in-
cident described below illustrates a conflict that is not atypical 
between a conventional force and SOF commander:

Schweitzer [brigadier-General Marty Schweitzer, deputy 
Commander Operations regional Command South] had no 
authority to issue orders to hansell [Captain brad hansell, 
Commander Operational detachment Alpha 7233 (Mai-
wand district, Kandahar Province)] or any other special 
operations team. this fact always galled the conventional 
commanders. the special operators had tried for years to 
placate them while maintaining autonomy.17

As in any disagreement there are two sides, however. in this 
description robinson reinforces that control of these forces is 
retained centrally at the highest levels, in a similar fashion to 
aerospace power. this control permits the implementation of de-
centralized tactical activities that have strategic impact. in certain 
ways this model grew out of the linear, synchronous joint theatre 
architecture of the Cold War, when it was anticipated that within 
the Joint Operating Area multiple forces could be parsed out and 
controlled centrally by a Joint task Force Commander. SOF, like 
the other components such as Maritime, Land and Air, would be 
assigned portions of the Joint Operating Area, with coordination 
being affected by the Joint task Force headquarters. 

this model worked extremely well during Operations dESErt 
ShiELd and dESErt StOrM, as well as in the opening phases of 
Operations ENdUriNG FrEEdOM and irAQi FrEEdOM. howev-
er, as the joint battlespace became cluttered in both Afghanistan 
and iraq, it was more non-linear and asynchronous than not, and 
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multiple friendly entities operated in the same area, mostly harmo-
niously, but at times with an apparent lack of information sharing 
or coordination that created disastrous results. For example, dur-
ing a 2011 United States SOF-led night raid, Afghan President 
hamid Karzai’s cousin was mistakenly killed in the village of 
Karz, dand district, Kandahar Province within the then-Canadian 
area of responsibility.  dand district had a population of about 
450,000. the district was the southern gateway to Kandahar City 
considered the “key to the south” and, as such, was a strategic 
staging point for taliban – and, thus, a strategically important 
region for both sides.

While the events surrounding the raid remain classified, it was 
not ever made clear whether the forces that were inserted into 
the area were fully aware of the human terrain. if that was a con-
tributing factor to this event, it was an oversight that could easily 
have been rectified by prior interaction and coordination with 
the in-place conventional forces and the NAtO-supported Afghan 
leadership and security forces. Nevertheless, as day noted in  
his “SOF 101” brief, while the Joint Special Operations task  
Force – at the highest levels – worked on a 96-hour planning cycle 
to conceptualize, put together and execute operations, only one to 
two hours’ notice would be given to in-place tactical forces due 
to security concerns.18 Consequently, one can perceive that this 
lack of coordination would cause those conventional forces deal-
ing with the impact of special operations missions a certain degree 
of angst concerning their SOF brothers-in-arms.

Whatever the cause, the impact of this misstep was enormous. 
the international Security Assistance Forces Commander, General 
david Petraeus, in the face of Afghan public outcry, had publicly 
apologized a week or so prior to this event for the deaths of a 
number of children mistakenly killed by NAtO forces in East-
ern Afghanistan. this apology was meant to publicly atone for 
a horrific mistake and to assuage President Karzai, whose very 
evident concern about civilian casualties and SOF night raids had 
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been widely reported. in one instant this apology was rendered 
meaningless. 

Certainly the aftermath of this event diminished Karzai in the eyes 
of many Afghans. he was a perceived as a leader who had no abil-
ity to secure the safety of his own family let alone protect the 
lives of his countrymen from NAtO depredations. Furthermore, 
as local repercussion of the incident, the district Leader of dand, 
Haji Ahmidullah Nazek, publicly noted that it was difficult to 
maintain credibility with his people if it was perceived that he had 
no influence on, or awareness of, the activities of NAtO security 
forces within his district. Nazek, was a member of the new wave 
of Afghan leadership born at the end of the Soviet era. he was a 
Kandahari who had developed into adulthood during the turbu-
lence of the 1990s and had great influence within the region. As 
such, his condemnation of the lack of coordination with regional 
Afghan authorities was significant. in short, the event was a  
public coup for the insurgent forces.19 

this discussion leads to a candid discussion of 21st century SOF, in 
particular the relationship between SOF and conventional forces. 
the frictions between elite and conventional arms of militaries 
have been well-studied from a historical and current perspec-
tive. Canadian military historian Colonel bernd horn has written 
numerous pieces concerning this, at times abrasive, relationship 
in his histories of the 1st Canadian Parachute battalion and the 
Canadian Airborne regiment, as well as the situation in recent 
times. With regards to the latter point, horn argues that the chasm 
between SOF and regular forces are due to a number of “constant 
themes.” these include: competition for the best people; dissimi-
lar concepts of discipline and answerability; and differing military 
cultures and philosophies.20

Whatever the foundation of this rift, both organizations – con-
ventional and SOF – need to work through it and create solutions 
suitable for operations that are far more than integrated and are 
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instead interdependent. the nuances of current military activi-
ties require more than the combined model argued in 2007, which 
visualized SOF as one of the main pillars of Canadian whole of 
government operations.21 resultantly, building on hard earned 
experience as operations in Afghanistan evolved, counter- 
insurgency practice during the last Canadian combat rotation in 
2010-2011 reflected true interdependency between all environments 
and involved arms of government. because of that, the actions of 
Canadian formation task Force Kandahar (tFK) were aimed at de-
feating the insurgent and also the insurgency. the activities required 
to deal with both were not synonymous and required a mutually 
dependent whole of government effort. it was clearly understood 
that any military victory achieved against the insurgent needed 
to be quickly followed with permanent Afghan National Security 
Forces presence – both military and police – in addition to function-
ing governance, as well as reconstruction and development efforts 
linked to both provincial and national economies.22 

the tFK approach to counter-insurgency was more than the  
CLEAr-hOLd-bUiLd approach first articulated in Ameri-
can doctrine in 2006.23 it had been refined by successive 
rotations to a graduated dEFiNE-ShAPE-CLEAr-hOLd-bUiLd-
ENAbLE-trANSitiON. it was necessary to (1) define the problem,  
(2) shape the environment, (3) clear or separate the destructive in-
fluences from the population, (4) hold through the establishment 
of security, (5) build capacity using governance, reconstruction 
and development, (6) enable the local population, and (7) transi-
tion of control to host nation authorities. due to the significant 
non-military component to activities across this spectrum, which 
increased as one moved towards trANSitiON, an integrated, 
whole of government team, with a common understanding of  
the issues and shared operating concepts to address them was nec-
essary to succeed.24 

interdependency across the various lines of effort, security,  
governance and development, was achieved at all levels by  
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enablers, like SOF and influence Activities (iA) organizations, 
for example.25 From observation, SOF acts in a similar fashion 
to influence Activities (Civil Military Affairs, information and 
Psychological Operations) to shape operations, act decisively or 
support ongoing operations.26 it is part of the connective tissue of 
whole of government operations evidenced in the low intensity 
conflict that has been experienced over the last decade. 

in an environment where distinctions between and within opera-
tions must be determined carefully and may vary greatly within 
the same area, all actors must try to attain a shared vision and out-
comes. there is no leeway for uncoordinated action. For example, 
i watched the district Leader of Panjwai’i, Kandahar Province 
attempt to, at times successfully, use conventional and SOF com-
manders against each other for his own ends. Panjwai’i district 
had a population of approximately 80,000 people. this district 
was considered the the birthplace of the taliban movement, which 
exerted a particularly strong influence upon the western portion 
of the district – near the border with Pakistan. it was an impor-
tant region. the district leader, Haji Fazluddin Agha, had been 
a front commander in the fight against the Soviet Army during 
1979-1989 – a member of the mujahedeen.27 he was an intelligent 
and wily survivor of many years of conflict. Watching him ma-
nipulate regional Command South conventional and SOF leaders 
into fighting over his attentions was a sight to behold and would 
be humorous if it had not had a negative impact on the holistic 
stability operations that needed to occur. this is only one example 
of the internal frictions that occurred between conventional forces 
nominally responsible for military operations and activities in the 
overall battlespace and SOF conducting village stability opera-
tions (VSO) in the same area.28

Notably, a positive example of the value of SOF participating in 
operations was evidenced during attempts to attack the Gover-
nor’s Palace, in Kandahar City, in May 2011.29 Afghan National 
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Police special response teams, who had been mentored by SOF 
trainers, in conjunction with iSAF forces, quickly restored order. 
the NAtO press release announced “Afghan National Security 
Forces responded calmly and capably and with limited iSAF as-
sistance, were able to restore calm to the city.”30 these Afghan 
National Security Forces (ANSF), enabled by SOF, supported by 
international Security Assistance Force (iSAF) conventional forces 
produced positive outcomes that reverberated from local through 
to international stakeholders.

these examples illustrate a number of the issues at play. in the 
dand example, it can be perceived that SOF employed in the  
counter-terrorism role demand operational secrecy, but at the same 
time the lack of coordination, even if events go as planned, which 
was not the case described, can create issues for those conven-
tional forces who normally provide security in that region. At the 
same time, the fractious relationship in Panjwai’i between capacity 
building and enabling SOF teams employed in VSO, and conven-
tional commanders trying to create similar outcomes, leaves much 
to be desired. Nevertheless, the ability of SOF to create positive 
results can be perceived unequivocally with the increase in the 
ability of the ANSF produced by SOF instructors and then utilized 
with great effect in Kandahar City.

Mitigating the types of issues identified in these selected events 
is important. SOF commander and operator, then Colonel Mike 
rouleau, emphasized that, “CANSOFCOM must be, and be seen 
to be, a key contributing partner across the defence and security 
domains.”31 rouleau supports this deduction by noting that SOF 
provide unique effects at all levels of conflict for all services, as 
well as other departments and agencies. Within this discussion, 
however, he cautions SOF should not over specialize, that there 
must be versatility of employment or an ability to be a “specialized 
SOF generalist.”32 importantly, he concludes his discussion with 
the statement, “leaders must avoid being overly doctrinaire on the 
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issue of employing SOF. the fundamentals must be safeguarded 
but there is plenty of scope beyond doctrinal vital ground to  
employ SOF.”33

And so, William Shakespeare once wrote “Aye, there’s the rub…”34 
Simply put, our current perspectives on the conventional force 
and SOF relationship are informed by doctrine. that doctrine is 
limiting when applied without taking into account all facets of the 
current and likely future security environment. indeed, military 
philosopher Carl von Clausewitz warned:

…war is not merely an act of policy but a true political 
instrument, a continuation of political intercourse carried 
on with other means. What remains peculiar to war is 
simply the peculiar nature of its means. War in general, 
and the commander in any specific instance, is entitled 
to require that the trend and designs of policy shall not 
be inconsistent with these means…The political object is 
the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and the means 
can never be considered in isolation from their purpose  
[emphasis added].35

Missteps in the complex contemporary security environment 
have enormous consequences. it behooves all who operate in 
this setting to understand the objectives required for successful 
conclusions to whole of government activities and then ensure 
that operations are conducted interdependently to achieve those 
common purposes. these thoughts underpinned the need for con-
tinuing interdependent governmental capabilities imbued within 
the 2008 Canada First defence Strategy, which was one of General 
hillier’s last contributions to Canada’s defence debates prior to his 
retirement.36

Neither these ideas nor the manner in which modern threats need 
be dealt with should appear new or revolutionary. the tofflers 
argued in 1993 that “those who dream of a more peaceful world 
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must put the old nightmares of ‘nuclear winter’ aside and begin 
thinking imaginatively, right now, about the politics, morality, and 
military realities of niche warfare in the twenty-first century.”37 in 
essence, “don’t go to war with a lot of cold war baggage.” the 
threats identified by the tofflers and their colleagues are not those 
of the Cold War. they require the intellectual exercise demanded 
by Clausewitz – understanding the ends in order to effectively 
use means in a way that will achieve positive results. War and 
“not-war” has become a much more gradated effort and instead 
of massed forces with overlaid enablers we need to create true in-
terdependent operations exploiting all capabilities. the stakes are 
too high and the penalties too unforgiving for conventional forces 
and SOF to not move beyond being prisoners of historical experi-
ence and doctrine in order to design and affect activities that will 
contribute to durable and lasting success in whole of government 
operations.

NOTes

1 this chapter is taken from howard G. Coombs, “Soldiering on 
the Margins: Canadian Special Forces and Creating interdependent Op-
erations” presentation given at the Special Operations Conference “‘by, 
With, through’: A SOF Global Engagement Strategy,” royal Military 
College of Canada, Kingston, Ontario, 2-4 december 2013. i would like 
to thank my daughter, Lindsay Coombs, for her invaluable assistance in 
preparing this chapter.

2 Cited in “CANSOFCOM,” an unclassified presentation by then- 
Colonel d. Michael day, Commander, Canadian Special Operations Forces 
Command, November 2007, slide 2.



196

c h a p t e r  1 2

3 At the time of writing Major-General Michael (Mike) day, OMM, 
MSC, Cd is Chief of Force development, at the Canadian National defence 
headquarters in Ottawa.

4 day, “CANSOFCOM,” notes to slide 29.

5 See William S. Lind, Colonel Keith Nightengale, Captain John F. 
Schmitt, Colonel Joseph W. Sutton, and Lieutenant-Colonel Gary i. Wil-
son, “the Changing Face of War: into the Fourth Generation,” Marine 
Corps Gazette Vol. 73, No. 10 (October 1989): 22-26; and Alvin and heidi 
toffler, War and Anti-War: Survival at the Dawn of the 21st Century (bos-
ton and New york: Little, brown and Company, 1993), 90.  

6 these new structures were actualized in 2006 – one of the most 
significant changes was the greatly enhanced role played by special op-
erations in the form of the Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
(CANSOFCOM). As a result of the invaluable roles played by Cana-
dian SOF in Afghanistan that command has remained intact in the latest 
round of restructuring, although several of the operational commands 
have been amalgamated into the Canadian Joint Operations Command 
(CJOC); General rick hillier, A Soldier First:  Bullets, Bureaucrats and the 
Politics of War (toronto ON:  harperCollins Publishers Limited, 2009), 
322-323; for discussion of Canadian SOF see dr. Emily Spencer, Special 
Operations Forces: Building Global Partnerships (Kingston ON: Canadian 
defence Academy Press, 2012); and General (retired) rick hillier, the 
former Canadian Chief of defence Staff from February 2005 to July 2008, 
and previous to that in 2004 Commander international Security and 
Assistance Forces rotation V (iSAF V), did argue that with the shift to 
Kandahar in 2006 the security situation was much more tenuous with the 
attendant implications for the Canadian Forces. hillier, A Soldier First, 
343-344.

7 John Wright, Senior Vice President and Managing director, ipsos 
Public Opinion Presentation to 33 CbG Commanders Spring Conference 
on May 28, 2011.

8 Chief of defence Staff, 19 April 2005 cited in day, “CANSOFCOM,” 
slide 4.

9 ibid., slides 7-11.



197

c h a p t e r  1 2

10 Citations contained in an e-mail from Lieutenant-General Mike 
Gauthier to howard G. Coombs dated 10 October 2010.

11 the report of the “independent Panel on Canada’s Future role 
in Afghanistan” was known as the “Manley report” after its chair, the 
honourable John Manley. See Canada, “independent Panel on Canada’s 
Future role in Afghanistan” (Ottawa:  Minister of Public Works and Gov-
ernment Services, 2008).

12 ibid., 37.

13 hillier, A Soldier First, 389.

14 budget revisions by the Canadian government in 2013 announced 
the amalgamation of CidA and dFAit – somewhat akin to putting to-
gether the United States Agency for international development and the 
department of State. One could opine that this was the natural outcome 
arising from Canadian whole of government efforts in Afghanistan.

15 For discussions of Canadian perspectives concerning aspects of 
our whole of government involvement in Afghanistan see Andy tamas, 
Warriors and Nation Builders: Development and the Military in Afghani-
stan (Kingston: Canadian defence Academy Press, 2009).

16 “…we will create mission success and strategic effect as an inte-
grated force and through core service and formation competencies when 
our naval, land, air, and special operations forces support each other 
in operations. With our defence team we will forge relationships and 
work with allies, other government departments, and international and 
non-governmental organizations.” Foreword to Canada, department of 
National defence, B-GJ-005-300/FP-001 Canadian Forces Joint Publica-
tion (CFJP) 3.0 Operations (2010), v.

17 Linda robinson, One Hundred Victories: Special Operations and 
The Future of American Warfare (New york: PublicAffairs, 2013), 150.

18 day, “CANSOFCOM”.



198

c h a p t e r  1 2

19 the discussion of the 2011 events in dand were taken from  
howard G. Coombs, “Whole of Government Operations in the Contempo-
rary Security Environment,” in dr. Emily Spencer, ed., Special Operations 
Forces:  Building Global Partnerships (Kingston:  Canadian defence Acad-
emy Press, 2012), 37-39; and howard G. Coombs, “Afghanistan 2010-2011: 
Counterinsurgency through Whole of Government,” Canadian Military 
Journal Vol. 13, No. 3 (Summer 2013):  20.

20 See bernd horn, “When Cultures Collide: The Conventional Mili-
tary/SOF Chasm,” in Colonel bernd horn and Major tony balasevicius, 
eds., Casting Light on the Shadows: Canadian Perspectives on Special  
Operations (Kingston: Canadian defence Academy Press, 2007), 115-145.

21 Canada, department of National defence, Chief of defence Staff, 
“Setting Our Course: the Way Ahead for Our Canadian Forces” (2006) 
cited in Coombs, “Soldiering on the Margins,” slide 8.

22 See howard G. Coombs and brigadier-General dean Milner,  
“Canada’s Counter insurgency in Afghanistan,” On Track Vol. 15, No. 4 
(Winter 2010), 23-27.

23 United States, department of the Army, The U.S. Army/Marine 
Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, forewords by General david h. 
Petraeus and Lt. General James F. Amos and by Lt. Colonel John A. Nagl, 
introduction by Sarah Sewall (Chicago iL: University of Chicago Press, 
2007): 174-184.

24 Coombs, “Afghanistan 2010-2011,” 19.

25 influence Activities (iA) are similar to the United States military 
concept of Military information Support Operations (MiSO). One signifi-
cant difference between the Canada and United States is the command 
and control arrangements. Active duty MiSO forces are subordinate to 
the Commander United States Special Operations Forces and reserve 
MiSO forces are part of their respective services for training and dur-
ing mobilization then assigned to the appropriate combatant command 
during deployment. in Canada iA is under control of the Army and 
resides within the Army reserve. United States, department of de-
fense, Joint Publication 3-13.2 Military Information Support Operations  
(07 January 2010 incorporating Change 120 december 2011), 



199

c h a p t e r  1 2

available at <https://jfsc.ndu.edu/schools_programs/jc2ios/io/student_
readings/1C1_JP_3-13-2.pdf>, accessed 14 April 2014, xi-xii.

26 For greater exploration of influence Activities and its role in 
counter-insurgency see Coombs, “Afghanistan 2010-2011,” 21.

27 Afghans have assisted with the activities associated with estab-
lishing security and rebuilding their nation at great personal risk. in 
mid-January 2012, Haji Fazluddin Agha was killed along with members 
of his family and retinue by a suicide bomber. this discussion taken from 
ibid., 20 and notes 19-20.

28 in areas that are threatened by insurgent or other destructive 
influences “VSO enable local security and re-establish or re-empower 
traditional local governance mechanisms that represent the populations, 
such as shuras and jirgas (decision-making councils), and that promote 
critical local development to improve the quality of life within village 
communities and districts. in theory and practice, SOF efforts at the 
village level expand to connect village clusters upward to local district 
centers, while national-level governance efforts connect downward 
to provincial centres and then to district-level centres.” Colonels ty  
Connett and bob Cassidy, “Village Stability Operations: More than  
Village defense,” Special Warfare Magazine (July-September 2011), 
reproduced at <http://www.soc.mil/swcs/swmag/archive/SW2403/
SW2403VillageStabilityOperations_MorethanVillagedefense.html>, ac-
cessed 17 April 2014.

29 See brian hutchinson, “Assignment Kandahar: Weekend at-
tacks in the city, with new updates” National Post (May 7, 2011, Last 
Updated: Aug 8 11:13 AM Et), available at <http://news.nationalpost.
com/2011/05/07/assignment-kandahar-saturday-attacks-on-the-city/>, 
accessed 17 April 2014.

30 NAtO, iSAF Joint Command – Afghanistan, “Afghan Forces  
repel Failed insurgent Attack in Kandahar,” Press Release 2011-05-S-021 
(07 May 2011), <http://www.isaf.nato.int/article/isaf-releases/afghan-
forces-repel-failed-insurgent-attack-in-kandahar.html>, accessed 17 April 
2014.



200

c h a p t e r  1 2

31 then-Colonel Mike rouleau, CANSOFCOM Professional De-
velopment Centre Monograph Series – Between Faith and Reality: A 
Pragmatic Sociological Examination of Canadian Special Operations Forces  
Command’s Future Prospects (Kingston, ON: Canadian defence Academy 
Press, 2012), 59.

32 ibid., 59-61. Citation, 61.

33 ibid., 61.

34 William Shakespeare, “First Folio,” The Tragedie of Hamlet, John 
heminge and henry Condell, eds. (Original material held at Waltham, 
Mass: brandeis University), available at <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/
hopper/image?img=1998.04.0773>, accessed 14 April 2014, 265.

35 Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, Michael howard and Peter Paret, 
trans. and eds. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), 86-87.

36 hillier, A Soldier First, 481; and also, Canada, Prime Minister 
of Canada Stephen harper, “PM unveils Canada First defence Strat-
egy” (12 May 2008), available at <http://www.pm.gc.ca/eng/media.
asp?id=2095>, accessed 20 March 2013.

37 Alvin and heidi toffler, War and Anti-War (London: Little brown 
and Company, 1993), 97.



201

C O N t r i b U tO r S

COOMBs, dr. howard G. retired from active duty with the Ca-
nadian Forces in 2003.  he is a graduate of the Canadian Forces 
Staff School, Canadian Land Force Command and Staff College, 
United States Army Command and General Staff College, and the 
US Army School of Advanced Military Studies, which awarded his 
Masters degree. Coombs received his Phd in military history from 
Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario and is currently an As-
sistant Professor of the royal Military College of Canada (rMCC). 
he is also a member of the Canadian Army reserve, assigned on a 
part-time basis to the staff of 4th Canadian division headquarters, 
toronto. 

hENNESSy, dr. Michael is co-chair of War Studies and Associate 
Vice Principal, research, at the royal Military College of Canada.

HORN, Colonel, dr. bernd, is a retired experienced regular Force 
infantry officer who has commanded at the unit and sub-unit 
levels.  he has filled key command appointments such as the dep-
uty Commander Canadian Special Operations Forces Command  
(CANSOFCOM), Commanding Officer of the 1st battalion, the 
royal Canadian regiment and Officer Commanding 3 Commando, 
the Canadian Airborne regiment. dr. horn is also an Adjunct Pro-
fessor of history at the rMCC and Norwich University.  he has 
authored, co-authored, edited and co-edited 38 books and over 
100 chapters or journal articles on military history and military 
affairs.  he is currently the director of the CANSOFCOM Profes-
sional development Centre (PdC).

KIsNeR, Lieutenant General (ret) Frank J., is the former Com-
mander, NAtO Special Operations headquarters, Supreme 
headquarters Allied Powers Europe, Mons, belgium. he has held 
a variety of operational assignments and has commanded at the 
squadron, group, wing, and geographic combatant command 



202

C O N T R I B U T O R s

sub-unified command levels.  this included command of a special 
operations wing, an airlift wing and a theatre Special Opera-
tions Command. Additionally, the General held staff assignments 
at headquarters U.S. Air Force, Joint Special Operations Com-
mand, headquarters Pacific Air Forces, headquarters U.S. Pacific 
Command, and headquarters U.S. Special Operations Command.  
General Kisner has significant leadership and combat experience 
in major joint contingency operations.  he served on a joint special 
operations task force during Operation dESErt StOrM, com-
manded a special operations squadron during Kosovo operations 
and conducted contingency operations in Africa. From September 
2001 to January 2002, he was forward-deployed with Joint Special 
Operations task Force-North in Operation ENdUriNG FrEEdOM.  
From december 2002 to May 2003, he was forward-deployed for 
operations ENdUriNG FrEEdOM and irAQi FrEEdOM.  From 
May 2008 until May 2009, he served as commander for forces 
in Operation ENdUriNG FrEEdOM trANS SAhArA. General  
Kisner graduated from the U.S. Air Force Academy and has a Mas-
ter’s degree in management from Central Michigan University and 
a Master’s degree in national security and strategic studies, with 
distinction, from the Naval War College.

KNARR, dr. William (bill) is a resident Senior Fellow with the 
JSOU Strategic Studies department. he came to JSOU from the 
institute for defense Analyses (idA) where he worked as a proj-
ect leader managing studies and analysis in support of OSd, Joint 
Staff and Combatant Commands.  his recent studies and publica-
tions deal with the “Al Anbar Awakening,” in iraq, “the Fallujah  
battle,” also in iraq, and “Mazar-e Sharif: First Victory of the  
21st Century,” from Afghanistan which is sponsored on the Joint 
Staff website. Prior to idA, he served 34 years in the U.S. Army, 
retiring as a colonel in 2002.  his areas of expertise were intel-
ligence, aviation and special operations. he attended the War  
College (1994-1995), commanded the Joint intelligence Center at 
USSOCOM (1996-1997) and was the trAdOC Systems Manager for 
Unmanned Aerial Systems and Aerial Common Sensor (1997-2002).  



203

C O N T R I B U T O R s

dr. Knarr has a doctorate in Education and Master’s degrees in  
Systems Management and National Security Strategy. 

LAsT, dr. david served 30 years in the Canadian Army and is 
now a professor of political science at the royal Military College 
of Canada.

MOYAR, dr. Mark is a Senior Fellow at the Joint Special Opera-
tions University. he served previously as a professor at the U.S. 
Marine Corps University, where he held the Kim t. Adamson Chair 
of insurgency and terrorism. his most recent book is A Question 
of Command: Counterinsurgency from the Civil War to Iraq (yale 
University Press, 2009). dr. Moyar holds a b.A. summa cum laude 
from harvard and a Phd from Cambridge.

RUBRIGHT, dr. richard, is a resident Senior Fellow with the 
JSOU Strategic Studies department. dr. rubright’s educational 
experiences include numerous military schools, a b.A. in his-
tory with a minor in Middle East studies from the University of 
Utah, a b.A. in Political Science with a certificate in international 
relations from the University of Utah, a Masters in international 
Politics from Glasgow University, UK, and a Ph.d. in Strategic 
Studies from the University of reading, UK. dr. rubright has 
published several articles and his book The Role and Limitations 
of Technology in US Counterinsurgency Warfare is in publishing at 
Potomac Press for 2014 release.

SPENCEr, dr. Emily, has a Phd in War Studies from the rMCC.  
She is currently the director of research and Education at the 
CANSOFCOM PdC. her research focuses on the importance of 
cultural knowledge to success in the contemporary operating en-
vironment, particularly as it applies to special operations forces, 
as well as the role the media plays in shaping understandings of 
world events. dr. Spencer has published widely in these areas, as 
well as in the field of gender and war.



204

C O N T R I B U T O R s

VIVIAN, Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew, entered the CAF in 1993 
as an infantry Officer. he has held a range of employment within 
the Canadian Army and CANSOFCOM, and has operational expe-
rience in both the Former yugoslavia and Afghanistan. Presently, 
he is the J5 at CANSOFCOM headquarters where he is leading the 
staff effort to refresh CANSOFCOM’s Global Engagement Plan. he 
holds a bachelor of Arts in Strategic Studies and Master of defence 
Studies from rMCC.  

WITOL, Mr. Gregory, is the Policy Advisor to CANSOFCOM.  
With over 14 years in dNd, he has covered Afghanistan policy, 
academic outreach, and strategic intelligence. A long-serving re-
servist with the Governor General’s Foot Guards, he deployed to 
Afghanistan from 2008-2009 with the Force Protection company 
of the Kandahar Prt. he holds an M.A. from dalhousie Univer-
sity, halifax, in international relations, and a b.A. from Carleton 
University, Ottawa, in Political Science. he has also studied at the 
Pushkin institute of russian Language in Moscow and the hoover 
institute on War, revolution and Peace at Stanford University in 
California.



205

G L O S S A ry

9/11 11 September 2001 

AbCA America-britain-Canada-Australia
ACC US Army’s Capstone Concept
AFSOC Air Force Special Operations Command
ALP Afghan Local Police 
ANA Afghan National Army 
ANCOP Afghan National Civil Order Police 
ANP Afghan National Police 
ANSF Afghan National Security Forces 
AQi Al-Qaeda in iraq (AQi)
AQiM Al-Qaeda in the islamic Maghreb
ASG Abu Sayyaf Group 

bC british Columbia
bCCi bank of Commerce and Credit international

CAF Canadian Armed Forces
CANSOF Canadian Special Operations Forces
CANSOFCOM  Canadian Special Operations Forces Command 
CbrN Chemical, biological, radiological and Nuclear
CCrA Covert, Clandestine, and related Activities 
CiA Central intelligence Agency 
CidA Canadian international development Agency 
CidG Civilian irregular defense Group program
CJirU Canadian Joint incidence response Unit 
CJSOtF-N  Combined Joint Special Operations task Force – 

North 
COE Contemporary Operating Environment 
COi  Coordinator of information
COiN Counter-insurgency 



206

G L O s s A R Y

COrdS Civil Operations and revolutionary development 
Support 

CSOr Canadian Special Operations regiment 
CStO Cooperative Security treaty Organization 
CSWO Chief Special Warfare Operator 
Ct Counter-terrorism 
CtOG Counter-terrorism Operational Group

ddMA defence, diplomacy and Military Assistance 
dEA drug Enforcement Agency 
dFAit department of Foreign Affairs and international 

trade 
dFAtd   department of Foreign Affairs, trade and  

development 
diOCC district intelligence and Operations Coordination 

Centres 
dNd department of National defence 
dOd  department of defense 

EU  European Union

FArK revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia
FEC Far East Command 
Fid Foreign internal defense or Forward internal 

defence (depending on context)

GdP Gross domestic Product
GiroA Government of the islamic republic of Afghanistan
GSN Global SOF Network 

iA influence Activities 
iCC  Integrated Capstone Concept
iSAF international Security Assistance Force



207

G L O s s A R Y

JdF Jamaican defence Force 
JtF2 Joint task Force two 

Ldi Local defence initiative 
LEAs Law Enforcement Agencies 

MACV Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
MACVSOG Military Advisory Assistance Command Vietnam 

Studies and Observation Group 
MAi Multilateral Agreement on investments
Maj Major 
MS Master Sergeant

NA Northern Alliance 
NAtO North Atlantic treaty Organization
NCO Non-Commissioned Officer
NdS National directorate of Security 
NEO Non-Combatant Evacuation Operations
NGOs Non-Governmental Organizations 
NSAM National Security Action Memorandum 
NShQ NAtO SOF headquarters

OECd Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
development

OEF Operation Enduring Freedom
OGds Other Government departments 
OGs Operational Groups
OPCW Organization for the Prevention of Chemical 

Weapons
OPEC Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
OPLAN Operational Plan
OSS Office of Strategic Services

PCO Privy Council Office 
Pd Professional development 



208

G L O s s A R Y

PGS Policy on Government Security 
PiFWiC Persons indicted for War Crimes
PiOCC Provincial intelligence and Operations Coordina-

tion Centres 
PMCs Private Military Corporations
PMO Prime Minister’s Office
POGG Peace, Order and of Good Government 
PrU Provincial reconnaissance Units 

rCMP royal Canadian Mounted Police

SCO Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
SEAL  Sea, Air, Land
SF Special Forces 
SFA Security Force Assistance 
SFG Special Forces Group 
SFOdA Special Forces Operational detachment – Alphas 
ShAEF Supreme headquarters Allied Expeditionary 

Forces 
SiLC Security and intelligence Library Committee 
SOCAFriCA  Special Operations Command – Africa 
SOE Special Operations Executive
SOF Special Operations Forces 
SOtF Special Operations task Force 

tbS treasury board Secretariat 
tF task Force
tFK task Force Kandahar 
ttCP the technical Cooperation Program
ttPs  tactics, techniques and Procedures 

UK United Kingdom 
UN United Nations
US United States 



209

G L O s s A R Y

USSOCOM United States Special Operations Command
UW  Unconventional Warfare

VC Viet Cong 
VCi Viet Cong infrastructure 
VSO Village Stability Operations 

WMP Weapons of Mass Production
WO Warrant Officer 
WoG Whole of Government





211

i N d E X

10th Mountain division  23

10th Special Forces Group  11, 23

11 September 2001 (9/11)  20, 33 notes, 126, 134, 184 

17th parallel  13

36th Commandos   24

427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron  185

Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG)  19

Afghan Commandos  22

Afghan Local Police (ALP)  23, 34 notes, 150, 153 notes

Afghan National Army (ANA)  23

Afghan National Civil Order Police (ANCOP)  21

Afghan National Police (ANP)  23, 192

Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)  22, 186, 191, 193

Afghanistan  iii, 1, 18, 20-23, 25, 33-35 notes, 47, 51, 60, 68, 72, 73, 76, 
143, 149, 160, 173, 176, 177, 185-189, 191, 196-199 notes, 202, 204,

Al-Qaeda in iraq (AQi)  24

Al-Qaeda in the islamic Maghreb (AQiM)  25, 26, 36 notes

Al-Qaeda (AQ)  19, 20, 24, 25, 41, 52, 88

Arar, Mahar  134

Army Capstone Concept  64 notes

Asymmetrical threat Working Group  112, 126



212

I N D e X

blue-on-Green  57

bush, George  17, 109, 111

“by, with, through” (concept)  iv, v, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 12, 18-20, 25, 68, 172

Canadian Airborne regiment  190, 201

Canadian Armed Forces (CAF)  iii, 58, 82, 134, 183, 185, 204

Canadian international development Agency (CidA)  187, 197 notes

Canadian Joint incident response Unit (CJirU)  108, 109, 185

Canadian Special Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM)  iii, iv, vi, 
35 notes, 81, 85, 87, 168, 181 notes, 183, 185, 193, 195-197 notes,  
200 notes, 201, 203, 204, 

Canadian Special Operations regiment (CSOr)  185

Central intelligence Agency (CiA)  10, 11, 16, 20, 30 notes, 33 notes,  
34 notes, 92, 141 notes

Chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear (CbrN)  40, 109

China  9, 110, 115, 116, 123

Churchill, Winston  6, 29 notes

Civil Operations and revolutionary development Support (COrdS)  14, 
15, 32 notes

Civilian irregular defense Group program (CidG)  13, 14, 32 notes

Clausewitz, Carl von  1, 161, 194, 195, 200 notes

Coalition  22-26, 33 notes, 34 notes, 43, 45, 46, 48, 57, 68, 72, 112, 113, 149, 
150, 156, 165, 166, 171

Cold War  10, 11, 42, 65, 78 notes, 109, 110, 115, 117, 184, 188, 195

Colombia  16, 17, 32 notes, 92, 93, 98, 151



213

I N D e X

Combined Joint Special Operations task Force – North (CJSOtF-N)  23

Contemporary operating environment (COE)  39, 40, 42, 109, 111, 203,

Conventional Forces  48, 53, 109, 123, 132, 150, 160, 184, 189-190, 192, 
193, 195

Convergent Operations  166, 167

Counter-terrorism (Ct)  24-26, 44, 71, 79 notes, 83, 85, 151, 185, 187, 193

Counter terrorism Operational Group (CtOG)  25

Counter-insurgency (COiN)  12, 13, 17, 21, 22, 27, 36 notes,  53, 71, 72, 94, 
100, 133, 185, 187, 191, 199 notes

“Covert, Clandestine, and related Activities – Korea” organization 
(CCrAK)  11

defense intelligence Agency  58

defence, diplomacy and Military Assistance (ddMA)  48, 37

department of defense (dod)  16, 17, 34 notes, 37 notes, 51, 54, 88, 146, 
198 notes

department of Foreign Affairs and international trade (dFAit)  187, 197 notes

 (see also Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development)  

department of Foreign Affairs, trade and development (dFAtd)  82, 84

department of National defence (dNd)  82, 84, 128, 187, 197 notes,  
198 notes, 204

detachment 101   8, 9

district intelligence and Operations Coordination Centers (diOCC)  15

donovan, Major General William  8, 9

drug Enforcement Agency (dEA)  92



214

I N D e X

Eisenhower, General dwight “ike”  9

Escobar, Pablo  91-93, 104 notes

Ethical constraints  84

European Union (EU)  110, 125

Fallujah  24, 35 notes, 202

Far East Command (FEC)  11

Flynn, Lieutenant General Mike  58, 64 notes

Foreign internal defence (Fid)  10, 27, 36 notes, 37, 155, 159

France  2-4, 6, 8, 9, 13, 26, 28 notes, 36 notes, 110

Gates, robert  2, 27 notes

Gauthier, Lieutenant-General Michel  185, 197 notes

Geneva Accords 1954  13

Germany  9, 11, 120

Global Engagement Strategy  iii, iv, vi, 195 notes

Global SOF network  1, 2, 27, 39, 43, 45-47, 49, 94, 168

Global SOF Network (GSN)  87-89, 94, 95, 97-101, 105 notes,

Goreham, Captain John  4

Goreham’s rangers  4, 5

Government of Canada (GoC)  iv, 82, 128, 131

Government of the islamic republic of Afghanistan (GiroA)  21

Gray, Colin S.  66, 67, 78 notes, 104 notes

Guerillas  28 notes



215

I N D e X

hillier, General rick  185, 186, 194, 196 notes, 197 notes, 200 notes

ho Chi Minh  13

ho Chi Minh trail  15, 32 notes

horn, Colonel bernd  1, 27 notes, 28 notes, 34 notes, 39, 78 notes, 136 notes, 
137 notes, 140 notes, 181 notes, 190, 198 notes, 201

human domain  51, 52, 54, 55, 57-60, 63, 64 notes, 66, 68, 77

huntington, Samuel  87, 102 notes, 109

indigenous forces  2, 4, 5, 12, 19, 27, 33, 75, 159

indochina (see also Vietnam)  12, 13

influence Activities (iA)  180, 192, 198 notes, 199 notes

integrated Capstone Concept (iCC)  55, 58, 64 notes

international Security Assistance Force (iSAF)  22, 47, 189, 193, 196 notes, 
199 notes

iraq  1, 20, 23-25, 34 notes, 51, 59, 94, 115, 121, 139 notes, 143, 151,  
152 notes, 188, 202, 203

irregular warfare  5, 36

Jamaican  25, 35 notes

Jamaican defence Force (JdF)  25

Jedburgh teams  8, 10, 30 notes

Jemaah islamiya  19

Johnson, Lyndon  15, 162 notes

Joint Special Operations University (JSOU)  iii, vi, 32 notes, 34 notes,  
153 notes, 202, 203

Joint task Force 2 (JtF 2)  185



216

I N D e X

Kandahar  20, 23, 34 notes, 188, 189, 191-193, 196 notes, 199 notes, 204

Karzai, hamid  21, 52, 189, 190

Kennedy, John F.   12, 13, 31 notes

Korea  11, 116

Law of armed conflict  56, 71

Leahy Laws  145-147, 152 notes

Leidig, Vice Admiral Charles J.  148

Los Pepes  92, 93, 96

Mali  25, 26, 33 notes, 36 notes

Mcraven, Admiral William  45, 57, 64 notes, 72, 77, 79 notes, 147, 177

Military Advisory Assistance Command Vietnam Studies and Observation 
Group (MACVSOG)   14

Military Assistance  iii, iv, v, 1, 27, 37 notes, 44, 45, 68, 71, 78 notes, 98, 
143, 155, 171-177, 180, 181

Military Assistance Advisory Group  13

Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV)  14, 15

Military information Support Operations (MiSO)  198 notes

Minister of National defence  82

Moro islamic Liberation Front  19

Mujahedeen  18, 19, 192

Mullah Omar  20

National directorate of Security (NdS)  21

National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 362   15



217

I N D e X

NAtO SOF headquarters (NShQ)  46, 47, 61, 63

Niger  25, 116

non-governmental organizations (NGOs)  42, 70, 71, 75, 88, 99, 102 notes, 
117, 118, 125, 138 notes, 197 notes, 

Non-traditional Partners  87, 89, 91, 94, 97-102, 

North America  3-5, 27 notes, 28 notes

North Atlantic treaty Organization (NAtO)  34 notes, 46, 61, 64 notes, 95, 
99, 100, 101, 105 notes, 107, 108, 110, 114, 115, 137 notes, 143, 166, 
186, 187, 189, 190, 193, 199 notes, 201

Northern Alliance (NA)  20, 33, 52

Nova Scotia rangers  4

Office of Strategic Services (OSS)  8-11, 13, 29 notes, 30 notes

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF)  20, 188, 202

Operation iraqi Freedom  188, 202

Operational Groups (OGs)  8, 9

Other Government departments (OGds)  48, 70, 71, 174, 175, 180, 197 notes

Ottawa  64 notes, 125, 126, 128, 129, 131, 140 notes, 196 notes, 197 notes, 
204

Peshmerga  23

Petraeus, General david  189, 198 notes

Philippines  19, 33 notes, 91, 93, 94, 103 notes, 147

Phoenix Program  14-16, 32 notes

Plan Colombia  17

Policy on Government Security (PGS)  128, 131



218

I N D e X

Presidential Unit Citation  9

Prime Minister’s Office (PMO)  111, 125, 126

Private Military Corporations (PMCs)  87, 88

Privy Council Office (PCO)  111, 125, 126

Professional development (Pd)  174, 180

Propaganda  6, 7, 58

Provincial intelligence and Operations Coordination Centers (PiOCC)   15

Provincial reconnaissance Units (PrU)  15, 16

ranger tradition  5

rangers  4, 5, 11, 29 notes

reagan, ronald  16

revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FArC)  16, 18, 32 notes

risk  v, 1, 2, 19, 27, 46, 48, 53, 82-85, 87, 89, 91, 93, 94, 96, 97, 99, 101, 
102, 121, 129, 132, 135, 143-145, 148, 149, 158, 159, 162, 165, 166, 
168-171, 174, 199 notes

robinson, Linda  163 notes, 188, 197 notes

rogers, Major robert  29 notes

roosevelt, Franklin d.  8, 103 notes

rouleau, Colonel [brigadier-General] Mike  iv, 193, 200 notes

royal Canadian Mounted Police (rCMP)  128

Sabotage  6, 7, 30 notes, 36 notes

Savage Wars of Peace  10, 31 notes

SEALs  24



219

I N D e X

Secret Armies  6, 7

Security and intelligence Library Committee (SiLC) 131

Security Force Assistance (SFA)  21, 22, 34 notes, 36 notes, 48

Seeckt, General hans von  65, 78 notes

Seven years War  5

SOF network  1, 2, 27, 39, 43-47, 49, 87, 94, 105 notes, 168

Soviet Union  11, 19

Special Forces (SF)  8, 11, 13, 14, 18, 20, 22-24, 31-33 notes, 35 notes, 57, 
76, 77, 78 notes, 79 notes, 174, 184, 195 notes

Special Forces Group (SFG)  11, 23, 24, 32 notes

Special Forces Operational detachment – Alphas (SFOdA)  8

Special Operations Executive (SOE)  6, 8-11, 29 notes, 30 notes, 161

Special Operations task Force (SOtF)  23, 26, 47, 48, 202

Strategic culture  88, 89, 94, 95, 101

Strategic Utility  87-89, 91-94, 98-102

Subversion  6, 7, 12, 13, 21, 30 notes, 36 notes

Sun tzu  1

Supreme headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (ShAEF)  8, 9

taliban  20, 33 notes, 34 notes, 52, 57, 189, 192

task Force dAGGEr  52

task Force Kandahar (tFK)  191

task Force Viking  23

tofflers, Alvin and heidi  194, 195



220

I N D e X

trust  iv, 18, 22, 34 notes, 46, 61, 71-75, 95, 98, 109, 121, 133, 135,  
141 notes, 156, 160, 162, 172, 177, 178, 180

Unconventional warfare (UW)  6, 8, 10, 11, 14, 19, 23, 27, 33 notes,  
36 notes, 78 notes,

United Nations (UN)  98, 108, 114, 115, 123, 138 notes

United States Special Operations Command (USSOCOM)  45, 57, 72,  
105 notes, 147, 177, 202

US Africa Command  148

US Special Operations Command – Africa (SOCAFriCA)  26

Viet Cong (VC)  13-15, 31 notes

Vietnam (see also indochina)  13-16, 18, 31 notes, 32 notes, 67, 105 notes, 
160, 163 notes

Village Stability Operations (VSO)  23, 149, 153 notes, 174, 192, 193,  
199 notes

Washington  8, 59, 64 notes, 125, 153 notes, 184

Washington d.C. (also see Washington)  29 notes, 31 notes, 34 notes, 59,  
78 notes, 163 notes

Whole of Government (WoG)  iii, 63, 102 notes, 174, 185-187, 191, 192, 
194, 195, 197 notes, 198 notes

Wikileaks  199, 135

World trade Center (WtC)  20

World War ii (WWii)  29 notes, 31 notes, 141 notes



Following nearly a decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan Westerners are tired of conflict and  

understandably reluctant to commit national blood and treasure in foreign lands.  Arguably, there is a 

growing lack of national will everywhere for military engagements, which is underscored by a lack of 

resources, both human and financial. Nonetheless, and possibly even feeding on this state of affairs, 

there certainly is no lack of peril to which no nation is immune.  In particular, geographic and geopoliti-

cal boundaries are becoming increasingly less important to antagonists as is witnessed by the rise in 

transnational acts of aggression including terrorism, criminal activity and cyber-attacks.   Nonetheless, the 

response to these acts of belligerence is often slowed – if not impeded – by national boundaries and 

capabilities, not least of which is the lack of national will to commit resources abroad.  The concept of 

“By, With, Through” operations helps to mitigate these issues. Central to this approach, military assistance 

to allied and friendly nations is paramount in assuring a secure and stable world.  Whether conducting 

operations “by” us (namely the Western nations) for those states without the necessary capability, or “with” 

those countries to secure their borders, the goal is, in the end, to work “through” those same countries 

by empowering them to conduct their own operations to secure their borders, with the ultimate goal of 

regional and international security.  Special Operations Forces (SOF) by nature of their agile, unobtrusive 

and cost-effective profile represent the ideal force to lead such a response.  Importantly, the concept, in 

its most effective form, allows for local solutions to potentially global problems and, as such, is not only a 

practical solution but a fiscal and sustainable one as well.  “By, With, Through”: A SOF Global Engagement 

Strategy explores these issues from the perspectives of practitioners, strategists and academics.  
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