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W
elcome to the 50th issue of the Canadian 
Military Journal. As one who has been 
associated with the publication from the 
outset, I take great heart from its endur-
ing nature, but I am also humbled by the 

all-too-rapid passage of time that has brought us to this stage 
of our development. All of us here at ‘Ground Zero’ appreci-
ate the continued and frequently-articulated support we 
receive from you, our readership, and we look forward to 
providing informative and thought-provoking coverage with 
respect to a host of defence-related issues for a very long 
time to come. 

And now, on to the current issue. Taking the point, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Kimberley Unterganschnigg, a senior 
Canadian Forces logistician with considerable deployment 
experience, reviews Canada’s Whole of Government (WoG) 
mission experience in Afghanistan, and presents the findings 
and recommendations that arose from an end-mission work-
shop that was convened to determine the lessons learned and 
the best practices gleaned from the field operations mounted 
there. Next, on a technological bent, armoured officer Captain 
Michael MacNeill offers that while traditional methods of 
increasing armour protection, such as add-on armour pack-
ages, have evolved over the years and certainly have merit, 
“… such considerations should also embrace non-traditional 
protective measures.” MacNeill argues that any future 
Canadian expeditionary force activities should also embrace 
Active Protection Systems, which are proactive in that they 
eliminate incoming projectiles before they can reach the tar-
get vehicle.

Stéphane Blouin, a Defence Scientist at Defence Research 
and Development Canada, notes that the concepts of ‘com-
plexity’ and ‘complex systems’ have proliferated  in many 
forms of literature, particularly that related to policy, econom-
ics, management, and science, but they remain difficult to 
fundamentally understand, “… partly due to a lack of clarity 
with respect to definitions, concepts, and principles.”  To that 
end, the aim of his article is to introduce our readership to the 
concept of complexity itself, to include its various tools, and 
its impact upon military operations.

We offer a rather extensive military history section this 
time out. In deference to the Senior Service, Commander 
(ret’d) Mark Tunnicliffe, a former sailor turned Defence 
Scientist at Defence Research and Development Canada in 
Ottawa, charts the birth and development of the embryonic 
Department of  the Naval Service of Canada in 1910 and 
beyond, with particular emphasis upon its Fisheries Protection, 
Tidal and Current Survey, Hydrographic Survey, and Wireless 
Telegraph branches. Moving right along, Ryan Goldsworthy, a 

post-graduate specialist in Canada’s combat role during the 
First World War, homes in on what was perhaps the Canadian 
Corps’ most memorable accomplishment of the war, namely, 
the Hundred Days Offensive of late-1918. “Ultimately, this 
article will argue that while on the tactical level, and to a 
lesser extent, the operational level, the offensive was success-
ful, Canada’s Hundred Days was by and large a strategic fail-
ure.” Goldsworty then goes on to opine that a model adapted 
from this experience can now be applied to any modern 
Canadian military engagement, in order to comprehensively 
determine its success or failure. Concluding this section, 
Royal Military College professor Mourad Djebabla examines 
the relationship of Canadian farmers to the First World War 
effort. According to the author: “The problem was that it was 
difficult to know which duty was more pressing: stay in 
Canada and work the land to produce food, or, as recruiters 
were urging men to do, join the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
and fight in Europe.”

In our Views and Opinions section, former fighter pilot 
Brigadier-General Dave Wheeler, currently the Director of 
Air Staff Coordination for the Commander of the Royal 
Canadian Air Force, tables an embryonic training concept of 
operations for Canada’s future fighter aircraft, whatever that 
may be. He is followed by Major Dan Doran, a reservist com-
bat engineer, who argues, “…that reservists must not only be 
given a clear mission, but must train in a manner that sup-
ports said mission.” Doran opines that is currently not the 
case, and that “…[this] must change to prevent further attri-
tion of members as a result of lack of interest.” Chief Warrant 
Officer Ralph Mercer closes this section with a review of 
current Non-Commissioned Member (NCM) education in the 
Canadian Forces, and argues: “By enriching the breadth and 
depth of education opportunities for NCM self-improvement, 
and, while fostering a culture that appreciates and rewards 
individual intellectual growth, the CF will mobilize its great-
est asset for operational success, its people.”

Finally, we offer Martin Shadwick’s latest stimulating 
and probing commentary, this time examining the potential 
roles and contributions of the Canadian Forces in the upcom-
ing years, comparing today’s situation to that experienced dur-
ing “… the relatively relaxed Canadian approach to security 
and defence that characterized  the détente era.” We then 
close, as usual, with a rather extensive selection of book 
reviews for further consideration by you, our readership.

Until the next time.

David L. Bashow 
Editor-in-Chief 

Canadian Military Journal
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Group shot of the recipients at the 15 November 2012 presentation ceremony held at Rideau Hall.

C
anada’s three military valour decorations, 
namely, the Victoria Cross, the Star of Military 
Valour, and the Medal of Military Valour, were 
created by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 
Queen of Canada, on 1 January 1993. All the 

decorations may be awarded posthumously.

The Victoria Cross is awarded for the most conspicuous 
bravery, a daring or pre-eminent act of valour or self-sacrifice, 
or extreme devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy.

The Star of Military Valour is awarded for distinguished 
or valiant service in the presence of the enemy.

The Medal of Military Valour is awarded for an act of 
valour or devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy. 

Additionally, the Mention in Dispatches was created to 
recognize members of the Canadian Forces on active service 
and other individuals working with or in conjunction with the 
Canadian Forces for valiant conduct, devotion to duty, or other 
distinguished service. Recipients are entitled to wear a bronze 
oak leaf on the appropriate campaign or service medal ribbon. 
Like the military valour decorations, the Mention in Dispatches 
may be awarded posthumously. 

On 15 November 2012, His Excellency the Right 
Honourable David Johnston, Governor General and 
Commander-in-Chief of Canada, presented 2 Military Valour 
Decorations and 43 Meritorious Service Decorations to 
members of Canadian and allied forces. The Governor General 
said, in part:

“This is the time of year when Canadians pause to 
give thanks for the sacrifices made by our veterans 
and their families. Therefore, in addition to recogniz-
ing your achievements today, let us take this opportu-
nity to remember that military sacrifices continue to 
be made on our behalf, to the present day. For this, 
all Canadians are grateful. These decorations are 

among the highest honours our country can award to 
members of the Canadian Forces and to the armed 
forces of our allies. You serve with so many dedi-
cated and deserving servicemen and women, but 
today we honour you for your extraordinary accom-
plishments. Having read your citations, I can under-
stand why. Simply put, each of you has shown out-
standing ability and determination in the exercise of 
your duties. In some cases, those virtues took the 
form of incredible bravery and selflessness under 
fire… In all instances, you answered the call to ser-
vice in remarkable ways.

…With these decorations for military valour and 
meritorious service, your responsibility among your 
comrades and colleagues is now even greater. Never 
underestimate the power of your example to inspire 
others.

…These decorations are a testament to your courage, 
ingenuity and quiet determination, and they also 
extend to your families and loved ones, who in their 
own way have accepted the demands of service.

And so it is with great admiration that I offer my 
thanks and congratulations to each of you for your 
service and valour.

Thank you.”

MILITARY VALOUR DECORATIONS
Star of Military Valour

Private Taumy St-Hilaire, SMV - Montréal, Quebec

Medal of Military Valour

Specialist David Fletcher Graves,  
MMV (United States Army) 
- Wolfe City Texas, U.S.A. 
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Victoria Cross Star of Military Valour Medal of Military Valour

CITATIONS

Private Taumy St-Hilaire, SMV 
Montréal, Quebec 
Star of Military Valour

On April 19, 2011, Private St-Hilaire demonstrated excep-
tional courage during a battle in Afghanistan. While engaging 
the enemy from his rooftop position, he noticed an Afghan 
father and son pinned down under enemy fire. On his own 
initiative, and despite enemy aggression from three separate 
positions, he requested covering fire before going down to the 
exposed victims to lead them to shelter. Private St-Hilaire’s 
bravery and selflessness enabled him to save both lives and to 
quell the attack. 

Specialist David Fletcher Graves,  
MMV (United States Army) 
Wolfe City, Texas, USA 

Staff Sergeant Adam Hever,  
MMV (United States Army) 
Peabody, Massachusetts, USA 
Medal of Military Valour

On August 3, 2010, Specialist Graves and Staff Sergeant 
Hever, both of the 1st Squadron, 71st Cavalry Regiment of the 
United States Army, and part of the Canadian-led Task Force 
Kandahar, were conducting a training exercise within Kandahar 
Airfield when insurgents tried to force their way inside the 
compound. Unarmed and under fire, Specialist Graves and 
Staff Sergeant Hever secured weapons and moved to a posi-
tion of cover in order to engage the enemy. Despite intense 
enemy action, they maintained their position and delivered 
accurate return fire. Their courage, decisiveness and soldiering 
ability neutralized the attack and enabled friendly forces to 
find safety. 

Staff Sergeant Hever received his insignia at an earlier ceremony.

Private St-Hilaire receives his Star of Military Valour from the Governor 
General at Rideau Hall.
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Specialist Graves is congratulated by the Governor General after 
receiving his Medal of Military Valour.
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
The Reflection Project at HMCS Prevost

S
unday 28 October 2012 marked the third annual 
poppy placement at the Battle of the Atlantic 
Memorial at HMCS Prevost Naval Memorial Park in 
London, Ontario.

It all began in 2010 as a project for the Royal Canadian 
Navy (RCN) centennial celebrations. The first installation in 
the park was the Battle of the Atlantic Memorial. It is a series 
of 24 granite stones, each engraved with the name, the hull 
number, and the date of loss of an RCN ship during the Battle 
of the Atlantic. The stones are placed along a steep, 300-metre 
hillside in chronological order of their date of loss. Information 
panels along the base of the hill provide visitors the story of 
each ship and her brave crew. The memorial was dedicated in 
May, 2010.

As Remembrance Day 2010 approached, there was a 
desire to honour specifically those represented in this memo-
rial without detracting from the official ceremony at the city 
cenotaph. The result was a poppy placement ceremony about 
a week before Remembrance Day. Each stone commemorates 
a ship and the crewmembers that perished with her. To honour 
these men, a single poppy for each life lost is placed along-
side that ship’s stone. Some stones 
have a few poppies, while others have 
well over a hundred of them, reflect-
ing losses. The view of the memorial 
hillside as it turns red with poppies is 
overpowering, as one realizes that 
each poppy signifies an individual 
ultimate sacrifice. 

As the 2012 ceremony approached, 
the thoughts of HMCS Prevost’s com-
pany turned to those members of ship’s 
company who had perished during this 
battle. It was decided to acknowledge 
them by placing their small framed 
photos at the appropriate stones. Thus, 
a few photos were placed upon the hill. 
As it materialized, these young faces 
reflecting back from the hillside pro-
duced a very emotional impact. It was 
then decided that every poppy on the 
memorial should be accompanied by a 
photo of the brave young Canadian it 
represents.

“This is an aggressive undertaking 
by HMCS Prevost, “said Lieutenant-
Commander Iain Findlater, the 
Commanding Officer, “…but the end-
state of almost 1500 young faces 
reflecting from the hillside will be 
incredibly moving. We owe it to them. 
This will help us remember that these 
were young men with families, with 
friends, with hopes and plans and 

dreams which were all ended too soon. Incredible individual 
sacrifices.”

To locate, copy, and frame an individual photo of each 
hand lost is a monumental task. This year’s poppy placement 
featured the first 50 photos. It is hoped that by next year, the 
majority of representative photos will be located and put in 
place. To do so, HMCS Prevost needs everyone’s help.  They 
are calling upon every Royal Canadian Legion branch, every 
Naval Reserve Division, local Books of Remembrance, Navy 
Leagues, newspaper archives, surviving family members, and 
so on. If you have a photo of a Royal Canadian Navy sailor 
who perished during the Battle of the Atlantic, please contact 
HMCS Prevost. 

The Reflection Project at HMCS Prevost is truly a reflec-
tion upon all of us. 

Contact:

The Reflection Project at HMCS Prevost 
The Royal Canadian Navy in London, Ontario 
hmcsprevost@gmail.com 
Sub-Lieutenant David Lewis  
Public Affairs Officer HMCS Prevost

CPO2 Jeff Gourlay and his wife Debbie place poppies at the HMCS Alberni stone. Chief Gourlay’s 
great uncle, Leading Seaman James Walker, was lost with HMCS Alberni. His photo was provided 
by the Gourlay family, and it is placed at the ship’s stone.
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Dear Editor,

I 
refer to the ‘views and opinions’ piece (Vol. 12, 
No.4, Autumn 2012), entitled The PLQ Mod 6 
Conundrum: How the Army Punishes Reservists for 
Civilian Achievement, by Major Dan Doran. Therein, 
Major Doran discusses the difficulties reservists 

encounter in attempting to advance within their military 
career path, given that said path is based upon a Regular 
Force model. Further, Doran states that the Regular Force 
does not understand the ‘whole picture’ as it pertains to 
reservists. I wish to endorse Major Doran’s published view-
point in every way. As a naval reservist of 25 years, I can 
confidently state that his observations apply equally to the 
Canadian Naval Reserve, and to those who design various 
training programs for its members. When will the leaders of 
the aforementioned organizations sit up and take notice of 
this sadly-wasted potential, when CF reservists are forced to 
make untenable choices between civilian employment and 
part-time military employment?

Thank you.

Lieutenant (N) James Parker 
Victoria, B.C.  
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Introduction 

A
s the end of Canada’s Whole of Government 
(WoG) mission in Afghanistan approached, a 
workshop was convened with civilian and 
military members of the Kandahar Provincial 
R e c o n s t r u c t i o n  Te a m 

(KPRT) and Task Force Kandahar 
Headquarters (TFK HQ) to discuss lessons 
learned and best practices from field-based 
operations, which fed into a larger Privy 
Council Office WoG lessons learned exer-
cise. The workshop included representa-
tives from all key departments, including 
the Department of National Defence (DND) 
and the Canadian Forces (CF), the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA), 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade (DFAIT), the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (RCMP) and Correctional Services Canada (CSC), 
involved in the WoG mission. This article presents the find-
ings and recommendations that arose from this workshop.

Background 

The 2008 Manley Report1 provided the context and ratio-
nale for Canada’s largest foreign policy involvement since 

the Korean War. Led by the Privy Council Office, Canada’s 
WoG effort operated under a Memorandum to Cabinet that 
provided strategic vision2 and six priorities3 for participating 
government departments. This document represented Canada’s 
grand strategy for Afghanistan, and, as such, did not delineate 
how the departments would collaborate in the field; this level 

of detail was left to WoG representatives in 
Afghanistan to determine. Quarterly report-
ing to Parliament4 focused upon progress in 
relation to benchmarks5 for each of the pri-
orities, including three signature initiatives.6

There are numerous studies focusing 
upon the benefits of a WoG approach to pro-
gramming in a fragile state. These studies 
emphasize the importance of having a unify-
ing strategic vision and a shared understand-
ing of the mission’s goals and objectives.7 

They further conclude that policy coherence at the strategic 
level should be combined with a clear understanding of each 

Canada’s Whole of Government 
Mission in Afghanistan –  
Lessons Learned

by Kimberley Unterganschnigg

Lieutenant-Colonel Kimberley Unterganschnigg, MMM, CD, MSc, MA, 
is a Logistics Officer who has accumulated considerable overseas expe-
rience with the UN and NATO. She was deployed as the Joint Lessons 
Learned Officer for Task Force Kandahar from September 2010 to July 
2011. She is grateful to her WoG colleagues who helped prepare and edit 
the report.
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The outgoing Director of the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team (KPRT), Tim Martin, Representative of Canada to Kandahar, and the 
incoming Director, Ben Moening, shake hands during the Transfer of Authority (TOA) of the KPRT to the USA, 12 January 2011.

“Various models have 
been developed to 
guide the planning 

and de-confliction of 
civilian and military 

operations at the  
tactical level….”
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department’s roles and responsibilities, enabling the team on 
the ground to prioritise and to de-conflict activities. Coherence 
should also extend to financial policies and common funding 
mechanisms.8 Specific lessons from the United States (US) 
and the United Kingdom (UK) on the functioning of PRTs, as 
well as a 2009 report on the Canadian WoG experience rein-
forced this need for coherence from the strategic to the tactical 
level.9 Further recommendations common to all of these 
reports are the requirement for: an integrated structure; com-
mon IT systems; physical collocation of the civilian and mili-
tary elements; joint civil-military planning; and pre-deploy-
ment training to familiarize each 
department with the roles and respon-
sibilities of the others, as well as to 
exercise these through scenarios. 

Various models have been devel-
oped to guide the planning and de-
confliction of civilian and military 
operations at the tactical level, often 
in the absence of strategic level vision 
and guidance. Early in 2011, the 
Regional Platform South (US 
Department of State, US Agency for 
International Development) and 
Regiona l  Command South 
(International Security Assistance 
Force - ISAF) revised the Stability 
Continuum10 to guide programming by 
the coalition militaries and the civilian 
department/agencies in the region. 
Called the Region South Stability 
Approach, it included the phases of 
the Stability Continuum (Shape, Clear, 
Hold A, Hold B, and Build/Transfer); 

sector-specific frameworks;11 and a 
uniform Provincial-District Stability 
Framework12 developed jointly by the 
civilian departments/agencies and the 
military. This was very much a ‘bot-
tom-up’ response within theatre to the 
need for a mechanism for coordina-
tion of civilian, military, and coalition 
activities. The tool was based upon 
recent experience, and was used to 
coordinate the security and develop-
ment efforts by commanders in the 
field, Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams (PRTs), and District 
Stabilization Teams (DSTs).13 

It must be noted that major shifts 
occurred to TFK’s area of operations 
in early- 2010. With the influx of 
troops generated by the US surge, 
TFK’s responsibility decreased from 
the whole of Kandahar Province to 
three districts: Daman, Dand, and 
Panjwa’i. This shift resulted in a 
divergence between the KPRT’s area 
of responsibility, which was dictated 

by the longer-term goals represented by the six priorities and 
three signature projects throughout the entire province, and 
TFK’s focus upon its assigned districts. As a result, the KPRT 
and TFK main efforts were no longer aligned, and occasional 
friction arose. As the transition towards a US lead of the 
KPRT progressed, this divergence became somewhat more 
noticeable. It did not, however, impair the ability of TFK and 
KPRT to support each other’s activities. The comments which 
arose from the discussions are evidence of this success and of 
the importance of strong inter-personal relationships in achiev-
ing this success.14 

Correctional Service Canada Representative Paula Milino speaks with  the Director of Education and 
Training, Colonel Mohammad Ismail, at the Sarpoza Prison in Kandahar City, 17 November 2008.
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Nicholas Gosselin, Political Officer for the Department of Foreign Affairs working with the KPRT, 
records notes during an exchange of information with Afghan officials regarding the functioning of 
the Afghan justice system, 29 November 2007.
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Findings and Recommendations 

The findings and recommendations that arose from the 
workshop have been grouped into six themes that are 

common to the literature: vision/goals/strategy; organizational 
structure and accountability; processes, mechanisms and 
agreements; people/culture/relationships and training; budget/
funding/ contracting; and communication and information 
technology. Although the recommendations are derived from 
the Afghan experience, most are considered applicable to 
future WoG missions in fragile states. 

Vision/Goals/Strategy

International and National Goals and Strategy

Inconsistency in strategies at the international and 
national (Canadian) levels, such as strategies for the rule of 
law sector, impeded progress in security, governance, recon-
struction and development. Although the Afghan National 
Development Strategy resolved many of these issues, it was 
apparent that a more detailed international strategy and frame-
work was required to coordinate the efforts of the interna-
tional allies and the affected host nation ministries, including 
the establishment of agreed upon principles. This would have 
ensured consistency in training of host nation personnel 
across the country and sustainability of projects and initia-
tives. In the Canadian context, the national Memorandum to 
Cabinet, framework and campaign plan should have estab-
lished clear objectives and benchmarks that served to coordi-
nate the efforts and priorities of the departments, throughout 
the mission, in support of the international strategy. The lack 

of a clear international strategy and clearly defined roles for 
the departments led, at times, to friction between WoG depart-
ments in Kandahar as to their roles, responsibilities and pri-
orities, particularly where there tended to be an overlap 
between stability and development activities. There was also 
occasional friction between a department’s priorities and that 
of its Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
(GIRoA) partner. Much of this friction could have been 
avoided through the establishment of a policy framework, 
based on host government priorities, that provided effects/
results (and measures/indicators) that were meaningful. In 
future such a framework should be developed to form the 
basis of a unified WoG architecture for planning, monitoring, 
and reporting, thus ensuring focus and consistency through-
out the mission. Furthermore, an internationally or at least 
nationally agreed approach to missions in fragile states, based 
upon a tool such as the stability continuum, should be put in 
place to provide clarity on roles and responsibilities of each 
department, particularly with respect to activities in support 
of governance and development. 

Our National Goals versus the Host Nation 

Although there was tacit recognition that tactical patience 
was required, overly ambitious objectives and plans on the 
part of coalition forces sometimes tended to hamper the devel-
opment of governance capacity. In some cases, the interna-
tional community’s interest in getting results superseded the 
medium and longer term goal of developing GIRoA’s capacity 
to connect to its people and deliver services. To address this, 
the host government, particularly at the local level, should be 
involved in the planning process, at a minimum, to get their 
‘buy-in’ or concurrence, even when rapid progress/action is 

The Gorgon village school in the Dand district, after opening on 23 
December 2010, was further improved by Canadian contingency funds 
administered by Canadian Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) teams.
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required. Whenever possible, time should be built into the 
decision-making process to enable them to make a significant 
contribution to the plan and its implementation. 

It may be that letting the host government drive progress 
means that we need to adjust our own expectations of what 
can be achieved in a particular rotation. Careful planning 
needs to occur to determine with whom each organisation 
should be working at each stage of the stability-development 
spectrum, and to develop a strategy to accomplish these objec-
tives. We also need to find ways to support the host nation 
government’s capacity to plan at the strategic and tactical 
level, and to implement at the provincial and district level. On 
the military side, the last Canadian task force headquarters 
notably determined to continue initiatives begun by the previ-
ous headquarters, a marked departure from the tendency 
towards ‘roto-it is’ that had caused significant changes in 
approach to governance, reconstruction, and development 
from headquarters to headquarters.

The Host Nation versus itself: National Priorities 
versus Local Requirements and us in the middle

There was a significant disconnect between Kabul-driven 
GIRoA policy and expectations, and what was needed at the 
Provincial and District levels. The WoG team tried to imple-
ment strategies and policies created in Kabul that were too 
complex, un-resourced, or inappropriate, and that may prove 
to be unsustainable. There was also a significant gap between 
what the locals understood about the role of each level of gov-
ernment, and what Kabul intended. This was further compli-
cated by a disconnect between Canadian stability and develop-
ment objectives. Our approach to building expectations and 
coordinating governance capacity must better reflect our 
understanding of the appropriate balance between the host 
nation’s longer term sub-national governance policy priorities 
and local needs. In particular, applying development principles 
(that focus upon Host Nation-driven 
medium and long term effects or 
results) in a counter-insurgency envi-
ronment (that focuses upon immedi-
ate local effects) remains one of the 
key challenges facing the WoG effort 
to put the Host Nation Government 
‘in the driver’s seat.’ Instead of the 
Canadian ‘six and three’ type of 
national goals, there needed to be a 
WoG strategy and plan that identi-
fied potential activities that could be 
used in a coordinated fashion by the 
departments (especially the CF, 
CIDA, and DFAIT) as the environ-
ment moved through the phases of 
the stability spectrum. 

Civilian-Military 
Organizational Structures 
and Accountability 

Within TFK Headquarters, there 
was a unified organizational 

structure. However, the roles and responsibilities of the civilian 
staff members from the other government departments were 
not clearly defined, and the expectations of the military branch 
heads and these civilian staff as to their roles sometimes 
diverged. This was exacerbated by the small number of civilian 
staff employed in the headquarters, which limited the availabil-
ity of expertise from the other government departments to 
military branches responsible for planning stability operations, 
including those with clear governance and reconstruction 
impacts. The employment of a senior military liaison officer 
and military engineering and support personnel within the 
KPRT provided the KPRT with ready access to military advice. 
It became apparent that, in a WoG effort, both the civilian and 
military headquarters must be appropriately staffed with suffi-
cient, qualified, and experienced personnel from key depart-
ments who have clearly defined roles and responsibilities. 

There is need for more clarity with respect to civilian-
military roles and responsibilities in terms of who leads and 
who supports a particular issue or file, in order to avoid the 
perception of ‘too many bosses,’ and to prevent unnecessary 
infighting. While the relationship between the senior civilian in 
Kandahar, the Representative of Canada in Kandahar (known 
as the RoCK), and the military commander was stronger than 
had been the case in some earlier rotations, with the shifting of 
the RoCK to the KPRT, there was a loss of consistent direction 
from the top, resulting in unnecessary duplication of effort. 
There was also a perception of too much ‘push’ from the mili-
tary side on core governance, reconstruction, and development 
issues. Leadership is critical when there are somewhat parallel 
organizations whose lines of responsibility intersect. The senior 
civilian representative and the military task force commander 
need to be seen to be visibly cooperating and to be acting upon 
a coordinated strategy. They should be collocated wherever 
possible, or where this is not possible, liaison mechanisms 
should be put in place (meetings, liaison officers) to ensure 
consistent messaging and a clear division of responsibilities. 

Canada’s Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Stephen Harper, the Canadian Minister of National 
Defence, the Honourable Peter MacKay, and Tim Martin, Canada’s Representative in Kandahar, walk 
through the wheat fields at Tarnack Farms near Kandahar City during a surprise visit, 30 May 2011.
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Processes – Mechanisms and Agreements,  
including Planning 

Although the ‘value-added’ of each department was rec-
ognized, the different pace and priorities of the civilians 

and the military created challenges when developing a com-
mon approach to planning, decision-making, on-going man-
agement of governance, reconstruction and development 
issues, as well as reporting. Effort needs 
to be made to design work processes that 
require contributions from civilian and 
military colleagues that result in WoG 
products that are efficient and effective. 
These processes should range through all 
levels of operational planning and report-
ing, down to project design and imple-
mentation. Physical co-location of civil-
ians and the military proved to be invalu-
able in enabling collaboration, with the 
district stabilization team emerging as the 
most effective civilian-military structure. In each case, 
departments were able to work effectively together on proj-
ects, with each adding value through contributing their exper-
tise and resources. The success of this approach reinforces 
that, wherever possible, WoG teams should be established 
and developed. At a minimum, the civilian and military orga-
nizations should be collocated to enable the development of 
effective networks. 

With the geographical separation of the KPRT and TFK 
headquarters, the reduction of the task force’s area of opera-
tions, and the increasing emphasis placed upon governance, 
reconstruction, and development, the TFK Commander 
decided to deploy a liaison officer to the KPRT. In turn, the 
RoCK’s deputy, the 
S e n i o r  C i v i l i a n 
Representative, was 
assigned to TFK 
Headquarters in order to 
provide strong linkage 
to the civilian depart-
ments. These officers 
were senior, highly 
experienced members of 
their respective depart-
ments. The employment 
of liaison officers, who 
have the appropriate 
levels of seniority and 
experience, as well as 
experienced officers at 
the working level 
between the military 
and civilian headquar-
ters should be consid-
ered wherever colloca-
tion is not possible. 

There was wide-
spread recognition that 
civilians and the mili-

tary work at different parts of the stability continuum and they 
overlap at some stages; differences in departmental approaches 
to and pace of planning, tasking and reporting were also evi-
dent. It is important that the relationship between security, 
stabilization, and development be better understood by each 
department, and that the approaches and activities of each 
department through the stages of the stability continuum are 
well coordinated. For example, TFK used cash for work proj-

ects as part of ‘shape, clear, and hold,’ in 
order to provide employment and address 
infrastructure requirements. Focusing 
these projects upon key economic infra-
structure (roads, irrigation canals) can be 
used to enable development activities in 
support of promoting economic growth, 
whenever the security situation permits. 

The need for increased civilian-mili-
tary integration became apparent in an 
unexpected manner. The civilian members 

of the other government departments had very restricted free-
dom of movement, which impaired their ability to meet with 
GIRoA officials and to participate in important activities away 
from the District Centre and KPRT. As such, military mem-
bers were the primary representatives of the WoG team ‘out-
side the wire.’ In order for military members to be effective 
and consistent with the WoG messaging, they needed to be 
integrated into networks with the civilian departments. 
Departments such as CIDA and DFAIT need to re-examine 
their limitations on the movement of their civilian staff during 
stability operations. DND’s policies are more flexible, and 
they enable DND civilian staff, such as language and cultural 
advisors, as well as science advisors, to move wherever their 
duties demand of them. 

“We were late to work 
with Kabul and the 

Provincial governance 
system to ensure that 
there were financial 

resources available to 
support their operations.”
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The Dahla Dam and irrigation system, one of three Canadian signature projects in Afghanistan.
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Developing Host Nation Capacity

The WoG team developed a number of approaches to sup-
port GIRoA, including mentoring, training, support to the gov-
ernance, reconstruction and development process and projects 
responsive to the needs of the population. For example, the 
local communities were encouraged to select leaders to engage 
with the district government in order to bring forward their 
requirements for projects. The district stabilisation teams then 
worked with the district governments to prioritize these require-
ments, and to match them to national or provincial plans, or 
recommend them for funding by the military (Canadian 
Commander’s Contingency Fund or the US Commander’s 
Emergency Response Program),15 or the programs put in place 
by civilian agencies (CIDA, DFAIT, and USAID). These 
approaches encouraged the development of a nascent capacity 
to deliver basic services to the population at the provincial and 
district level. The WoG team needs to be flexible in order to 
capitalize upon emerging opportunities, and yet, to have a suf-
ficiently stable approach to ensure continuous progress, from 
rotation to rotation. 

In time, and based upon the excellent relationships estab-
lished with our GIRoA counterparts, the WoG team was  able, 
in some cases, to shift the focus of our support, from shaping, 
to mentoring, to advising, emphasizing the principle of put-
ting the Afghans first, from face to voice, to action, to owner-
ship. This is significant. As the host nation partners progress, 
the WoG team must be prepared to step back from doing, to 
leading, to mentoring, to advising. The WoG team must also 
be comfortable with “letting their host nation partners fail” – 
recognizing that this too is a developmental opportunity. 

We were late to work with Kabul and the Provincial gover-
nance system to ensure that there were financial resources avail-
able to support their operations. This hindered our ability to 
help the provincial /district and local government and ministry 
representatives build financial man-
agement and planning capacity. 
Financial resource management skills 
should be developed as early as pos-
sible at the provincial and district 
levels, with clear and streamlined 
processes put in place to receive 
devolved operating budgets. This 
could be accomplished through the 
introduction of projects and programs 
using different program mechanisms 
put in place by the WoG team, as 
well as through mentoring at all lev-
els of the government. 

Reporting

The weekly reports from the 
district stabilization teams were 
incorporated, with input from the 
civilian and military staffs, into a 
single, WoG, weekly situation report 
from RoCK and Comd Task Force 
Kandahar. This reporting activity 

served to create a shared understanding of the key issues and 
a common acceptance of priorities. A unified WoG reporting 
structure, based upon a shared set of effects or results, and 
indicators or measures, should be established prior to deploy-
ment, and then continued for every rotation throughout the 
length of a given mission. 

The Bi-National PRT

The bi-national KPRT was an exceptional example of a 
unified organizational structure, starting with the command 
structure, and percolating down to each section. This resulted 
in a high degree of trust and extremely strong relationships, 
enabling each section to develop an effective approach to sup-
porting GIRoA. Because of the KPRT’s unified organisation, 
they were able to develop complementary programming efforts 
that reflected integrated decision-making, planning, and chain 
of command. This was typified by the development of sector-
specific working groups that proved to be tremendous assets 
for coordinating activities across sections, and between the 
KPRT and the regional coalition structures (such as Regional 
Command South). As soon as is practicable, sector-specific 
working groups that pull participants from all departments and 
each of the nations participating in the provincial (or subna-
tional) reconstruction teams, should be established as a basic 
coordination mechanism to work on particular issues.

These bi-national, interdepartmental working groups were 
often able to draw funds from either national program. 
However this occasionally led to confusion with GIRoA part-
ners as to whom their implementing partners were for report-
ing purposes. In a bi-national PRT environment, the develop-
ment of pooled funding would enable close alignment of both 
countries’ current and future programs in support of the host 
nation’s priorities. This would also reduce transaction costs 
for host nation partners when accessing financial and technical 
support from the Coalition. 
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The Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team’s Senior Police Advisor, RCMP Superintendent Dave 
Fudge, greets the Honourable Stockwell Day, Minister of Public Safety, and the Honourable Vic Toews, the 
Treasury Board President, shortly after their arrival at the KPRT’s Camp Nathan Smith, 2 April 2007.
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Interestingly, the Americans relied heavily upon Canadian 
service support for the KPRT. This led to an undue burden 
being placed upon the limited Canadian staff. There was also 
a delay in transition of these responsibilities, as the US did 
not have their support arrangements in place until quite late. 
In a bi-national or multinational PRT, a clear set of roles and 
responsibilities, particularly with respect to common services 
(i,e., visits, accommoda-
tion, movements), would 
ensure a more balanced 
distribution of effort and 
a more seamless transi-
tion, should one of the 
coalition nations depart. 

People/Culture/
Relationships and 
Training 

While all civilians 
who deployed 

were able to participate 
in a limited amount of 
training with the mili-
tary, there were no 
opportunities for the mil-
itary to train with their 
colleagues from the other 
departments. As a result, 
there was a general lack 
of understanding of each 
others’ organisations, 
cultures, roles and 
responsibilities, and 
work methods. Ideally, 
the Government of Canada (GoC) should establish an inde-
pendent Centre of Excellence for Fragile States, in order to 
build on lessons learned from the WoG effort in Afghanistan. 
This Centre of Excellence would be an interdepartmental 
platform staffed with personnel with significant security, gov-
ernance, and development expertise in fragile states. Building 
upon lessons learned and best practices, this formation would 
permit the GoC to prepare for future missions in other trou-
bled areas, ensuring that these missions would benefit from 
building upon the civilian-military policies, practices (includ-
ing programming), and organizational structures developed in 
Afghanistan. 

Given the current fiscal environment, at a minimum, per-
sonnel selected for deployment from all of the departments 
should participate in several weeks of each 
other’s pre-deployment training. Collective 
pre-deployment training enables relation-
ships to be built, roles and responsibilities 
to be defined, and the potential contribution 
each organisation can make to the mission 
to be clearly communicated. Pre-deployment 
training should include exposure of DND 
staff to development principles, and expo-
sure of civilian staff to the rigours of the 
DND planning process. 

Opportunities for interdepartmental training and deploy-
ments into other departments should also be promoted in 
order to develop a cadre of personnel with experience work-
ing in a Whole of Government environment. This would con-
tribute to establishing effective networks of interpersonal 
relationships and improved cross-cultural communication 
between the departments. 

Team Composition

In many cases, the WoG team either did not have the 
appropriate experience to provide the technical advice and 
training to GIRoA officials (i.e., to a Governor or to a Director 
of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Livestock), or they were 
unaware of Afghan legislation and guidelines (i.e., the sub-
national governance policy). Ensuring that the team had the 
right skill mix to provide the support needed, particularly for 
officials at the Provincial and DG levels, would have increased 
our impact. In the future, a thorough assessment of the part-
ner government’s needs, supported by a proactive recruit-
ment, staffing, and training approach within the WoG depart-
ments, should be conducted to ensure that we provide the 
very best technical advice. Furthermore, WoG missions in 

fragile states should include the involve-
ment of each department whose specialist 
expertise is required by the host nation 
(i.e., justice, agriculture). 

Budget/Funding/Contracting 

Delivering activities quickly in hostile 
and insecure environments necessitates 

a great amount of flexibility in contracting 
and funding procedures. Indeed, contracting 

“Delivering activities 
quickly in hostile and 

insecure environments 
necessitates a great 

amount of flexibility in 
contracting and fund-

ing procedures.”
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Wayne Wouters, Clerk of the Privy Council, Ahmadullah Nazak, Dand District Governor, Tim Martin, 
Representative of Canada to Kandahar, and William Crosbie, Ambassador of Canada in Afghanistan, hold a 
meeting, 12 January 2011.
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and financial policies and procedures need to 
be developed to suit the context of the opera-
tional environment. DND’s enhanced finan-
cial delegations, use of the ‘Afghan First’ 
principle, and the ability to pay contractors 
through local banks are best practices that 
should be captured in interdepartmental poli-
cies and procedures for future operations. 
The flexibility and responsiveness of CIDA’s 
Kandahar Local Initiatives Fund, and 
DFAIT’s Global Peace and Security Fund 
were unparalleled among the international 
community, and they should be adopted as 
the funding model for supporting local priorities. To maximize 
our ability to effectively use the various funds available, com-
mon practices should be adopted by all departments in the 
field, and ideally, a centralized common service unit (finance 
and contracting) should be established. 

Successful contracting often depends as much upon the 
host nation government’s rules and regulations as upon our 
own. One of the key impediments to completion of several 
contracts was our lack of knowledge of GIRoA tax regula-
tions, and therefore, our failure to include a tax clause in the 
contracts. To alleviate this problem, and support their capacity 
development, the host/local government should be involved in 
the contracting process as early as possible, preferably with 
the development of the Statement of Work. 

One of the problems that arises almost without fail in 
multinational operations is competition between coalition 
partners for host nation human resources, particularly skilled 
employees. This competition drove up prices and salaries, 
robbing GIRoA of qualified candidates. 
Coordination is required with the govern-
ment and coalition partners to avoid nega-
tive impacts upon the local economy and 
governance. This coordination requires 
consultation, at a minimum with coalition 
forces, during early stages of operational 
planning. 

Information Technology 

The bi-national KPRT and TFK 
Headquarters were faced with a pleth-

ora of information technology systems that 
could not interface effectively with one 
another, and for which some staff did not 
have the appropriate security clearances or 
accounts. This was compounded by the dif-
ferent unclassified systems used by the civil-
ian departments and the military. A common 
information technology platform, where 
information could be stored and shared 
(similar to SharePoint sites), would have 
significantly improved the overall effective-
ness of communication within and between 
the organizations, while reducing the time 
spent by staff managing, transferring, and 
re-doing work done on a variety of systems. 

Strategic Communications

As demonstrated by DND, an effective 
communication strategy requires the tools to 
capture imagery, and the freedom to engage 
the media as events arise. Because the CF 
has dedicated imagery capability (Combat 
Camera), an embedded media program man-
aged by the task force headquarters’ public 
affairs officer, and permission to tell their 
story, ‘military’ stories dominated the press. 
The other departments did not have this 
capability, and they were required to go 

through a complex process for approval to speak to media. As 
a result, their stories were almost unheard. It is important that 
all departments be given the latitude and tools required to 
communicate effectively with the press and the Canadian pub-
lic in order to properly portray the WoG effort. 

One of the great successes was the cooperation of GIRoA 
and the GoC on the establishment and training of staff of the 
Government Media Information Centre (now the Kandahar 
Media Information Centre) and District Public Affairs 
Officers. These capabilities truly enabled GIRoA to commu-
nicate effectively with the populace and to counter Taliban 
propaganda. A further initiative, training Public Affairs 
Officers within the Afghan National Army, also led to a stron-
ger connection between the population and its army. Building 
the capacity of the host government to communicate with its 
people should be considered an essential element of similar 
COIN and stabilisation missions. It can produce a large 
impact for a relatively small investment in human and finan-
cial resources.

“Friction also arose at 
times due to overlap-

ping roles and 
responsibilities of the 
various departments 

involved in gover-
nance, reconstruction, 

and development.”
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Tim Martin, the Representative of Canada in Kandahar, the Right Honourable Stephen 
Harper, Prime Minister of Canada, and the Honourable Peter MacKay, the Canadian Minister 
of National Defence, examine some of the wheat grown at Tarnack Farms near Kandahar City, 
30 May 2011.
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Conclusion

Interdepartmental civilian-military cooperation was essen-
tial to address the broad scope of security, governance, 

reconstruction, and development activities that were under-
taken by the KPRT and TFK in the final year of Canada’s 
involvement in Kandahar. Looking back, rather than a strat-
egy document focused upon fixed signature projects, a more 
comprehensive framework and approach to the WoG mission 
that provided clarity on the roles and responsibilities of each 
of the departments, particularly with respect to activities in 
support of governance and development, would have improved 
our effectiveness, as it would have guided consistent progress 
over the years. 

Overall, the WoG Team’s ability to support the develop-
ment of the governance capacity of key officials within the 
provincial and district levels of the GIRoA, and therefore, 
GIRoA’s ability to reach the villages, benefitted from the 
expertise provided from each of the participating departments. 

However, expertise was lacking in key areas, such as justice 
and agriculture. Further, even though there was a degree of 
civilian-military integration, increased integration would have 
improved our overall effectiveness, beginning with integrated 
pre-deployment activities and training, through to an organiza-
tional structure that included more civilian-military integration 
at the strategic (Commander and Representative of Canada) 
and tactical (units/sections) levels. One area of friction noted 
was that, at times, our desire to show immediate results or to 
achieve required tactical effects meant that we led GIRoA 
more than we supported their lead. Friction also arose at times 
due to overlapping roles and responsibilities of the various 
departments involved in governance, reconstruction, and 
development. The dedication of civilian and military personnel 
ensured that these frictions did not interfere with their mis-
sion, which was to successfully wind down GOC program-
ming, while leaving Afghans with a stronger capacity to pro-
vide security and deliver basic services to their population.

1.	 The main rationale for Canada’s involvement in 
Afghanistan per the Manley Report is to counter 
the terrorist threat following on from 9-11. The 
report also discussed how Canada became 
involved in Kandahar, starting with 850 troops to 
support Operation Enduring Freedom in 2002, 
followed by assuming the leadership of the 
Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team in 
2005. The report provided a number of sugges-
tions, including the need for a ‘ramped up’ WoG 
civilian-military effort led by the Prime Minister, 
and the importance of ‘signature projects,’ so that 
Canada’s contribution would be more readily 
identifiable. 

2.	 “A more secure Kandahar that is better governed 
and can deliver basic services to its citizens, sup-
ported by a more capable national government 
that can better provide for its security, manage its 
borders and sustain stability and reconstruction 
gains over the longer term.” 

3.	 The six priorities were: Security; Basic Services: 
Humanitarian Assistance; the Border, National 
Institutions; and Political Reconciliation. Lead 
departments were identified for each priority, with 
the exception of National Institutions, which was 
shared by the Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA) and the Department of Foreign 
Affairs (DFAIT).

4.	 Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan consists of 
a narrative, supported by an Appendix providing 
details on progress for each of the six priorities.

5.	 Recognizing that programming is a challenge in a 
fragile state, a set of benchmarks or reference 
points was established to help assess progress in 
priority areas. Some were quantitative (numeri-
cal), while others were qualitative (perceptions or 
assessments on the implementation of policies 
and programs).

6.	 The Dahla Dam and Irrigation System ($50M). 
Education ($12M). Polio Eradication ($60M).

7.	 Stuart Gordon, “The UK’s Stabilisation Model 
and Afghanistan: Assessing the Impact on 
Humanitarian Actors,” in Disasters, Vol 34, Issue 
Supplement S3, pp. 368-487, dated 16 September 
2010; Gavin Buchan,  “Breaking down the Silos: 
Managing the Whole of Government Effort in 
Afghanistan,” in the Canadian Military Journal, 
Vol. 10, No. 4, Autumn 2010; Centre for Army 

Lessons Learned, Complex Operations II 
Newsletter, November 2010; UK Stabilisation 
Unit, “Responding to Stabilisation Challenges in 
Hostile and Insecure Environments: Lessons 
Identified by the UK’s Stabilisation Unit,” 
November 2010, at www.stabilisationunit.gov.uk, 
accessed 20 January 2011; Chief Review Services, 
Evaluation of CF/DND Participation in the 
Kandahar PRT, Final Report 1258-156 (CRS) 
December 2007; Willemijn Keizer,  Review of 
Existing studies and Evaluations of Whole of 
Government Integration and Operations, March 
2009; Robin Hart, Report on Wilton Park 
Conference 895 – Civil-Military Co-ordination in 
Complex Humanitarian Situations, April 2008, at 
<http:docstoc.com/docs/10899190/Report-on-
Wi l t o n - P a r k - C o n f e r e n c e - 8 9 5 - C I V I L -
MILITARY-CO-ORDINATION>, accessed 8 
March 2011.

8.	 Cristina Hoyos and Robert Muggah, “Can 
Coherent, Coordinated and Complementary 
Approaches to Dealing with Fragile States Yield 
Better Outcomes?” in Politorbis Nr. 46, 1/2009.

9.	 Center for Complex Operations, PRT Interagency 
Lessons Learned Project, October 2010; UK 
Stabilisation Unit, “Responding to Stabilisation 
Challenges in Hostile and Insecure Environments: 
Lessons Identified by the UK’s Stabilisation 
Unit”, November 2010, at www.stabilisationunit.
gov.uk, accessed 20 January 2011; Theatre 
Lessons Report (TLR) 09-032 “Comprehensive 
Approach in JTF-Afg (TFK HQ 5-09) Whole of 
Government Team in Stabilization Operations,” 
dated November 2009.

10.	 Refer to Canadian Land Forces Counter-
Insurgency Operations B-GL-323-004/FP-003 
Chapter 5, Section 4, US Army Field Manual, FM 
3.24 “Counterinsurgency Operations,” and the 
UK Army Field Manual “Countering Insurgency” 
Volume 1, Part 10.

11.	 Rule of Law, Governance, Health and Education, 
Agriculture and Economics, Infrastructure, and 
Security.

12.	 The Stability Framework is used as a civil-mili-
tary tool to coordinate the marshalling and priori-
tization of resources and efforts—by sector. Done 
in partnership with GIRoA counterparts and in 
consultation with District Stabilization Teams as 

appropriate, the Framework will inform the 
updating or development of District Stabilization 
Plans for priority districts. These plans will be 
incorporated into GIRoA 2011 Provincial and 
District Plans.

13.	 The Stability Continuum is driving district plan-
ning efforts by: identifying in which phase a spe-
cific district currently lies; and aiding the selec-
tion of the most appropriate combination of 
security, development, and governance activities 
needed to advance to the next phase. For instance, 
the ‘shape’ phase of the continuum can be charac-
terized by a security environment that is unsecure 
and the lack of ANSF capacity - resulting in a 
dangerous environment. Simultaneously, gover-
nance may be limited and the population hostile, 
suspicious and/or unwilling to cooperate with 
GIRoA/ISAF/ANSF. Economic development 
may be low or non-existent. Together, these char-
acteristics are useful to identify an appropriate set 
of activities and/or projects, and to guide district-
level and below planning efforts by military and 
civilian actors.

14.	 The importance of inter-personal relationships to 
building unity of effort in the civilian-military 
environment in Afghanistan was previously noted 
by Howard Coombs and General Rick Hillier in 
“Command and Control during Peace Support 
Operations: Creating Common Intent in 
Afghanistan,” in: Allan English (ed.), The 
Operational Art: Canadian Perspectives on 
Leadership and Command (Kingston, ON: 
Canadian Defence Academy Press, 2006), 
Chapter 8.

15.	 The Canadian Commander’s Contingency Fund, 
and the US Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program have similar purposes.  They provide 
commanders funds for humanitarian relief and 
reconstruction activities.  The Canadian 
Commander’s Contingency Fund may be used to 
advance military objectives in aid of a particular 
mission, and may also result in positive and tan-
gible effects related to fostering governance, 
development, reconstruction, or humanitarian 
assistance. Deployed commanders can use CCF 
funds as an enabler to realize immediate effects 
towards mission objectives, and to advance the 
level of cooperation of a local population.

NOTES
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Introduction

W
hether one looks at conventional state 
actors such as North Korea and Iran, or 
nationalist and ethno-religious asymmet-
ric threats, such as those found in the 
Sudan, Afghanistan and Somalia, many 

within the wider academic community have identified a mea-
sureable growth of instability within the international system 
since the end of the Cold War in the early-1990s. This growth 
in geopolitical instability, along with economic and domestic 
political factors, has resulted in a recent transition of 
Canadian foreign policy.  Canada has witnessed a measurable 
shift from largely lower-level conflict and United Nations-
based peacekeeping operations, such as the Suez, Cyprus, 
Iraq, and even Bosnia, to now include more volatile opera-
tions in Kosovo, Afghanistan and Libya.  But while the 
Canadian government has decided to slowly wind down oper-
ations in Afghanistan by temporarily shifting our remaining 
forces from a ‘combat role’ to a presumably less dangerous 
training facilitation role with the Afghan National Army 
around the Kabul region, our activity in this turbulent region 
has nevertheless hammered home the need for greater protec-
tion for our armoured combat vehicle fleet in future expedi-
tionary operations. Extensive resources have been provided 

to improve communications, counter-improvised explosive 
device technologies and techniques, and countless other 
efforts limit the potential casualties incurred through both 
enemy contact and fratricide. Considerable effort has also 
been dedicated to improving the traditional armour protection 
of our individual personal protective equipment with newer 
protective vests, and there has been an evolution of add-on 
armour packages for our older and up-and-coming combat 
vehicles. It is the position of this article that while traditional 
avenues of increasing armour protection to our fleets of com-
bat vehicles have merit, such considerations should also 
embrace non-traditional protective measures. Any future 
Canadian expeditionary force should also include the intro-
duction of Active Protection Systems.

Active Protection Systems:  
A Potential Jackpot to  
Future Army operations

by Michael MacNeill

Captain Michael L. MacNeill, CD, holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree in 
Political Science, a Bachelor of Education Degree, and a Master of Arts 
Degree in International Relations.   He is a recent graduate of the year-
long advanced training Instructor-in-Gunnery course at the United 
Kingdom’s Royal School of Artillery. His two previous publications 
include “Ottawa, Human Security & NATO” through the Canadian 
Institute of Strategic Studies’ Strategic Datalink series, and his Masters 
thesis entitled “Styles of Governance and Their Vulnerability to Trans-
National Terrorism” at the University of Windsor. Captain MacNeill 
currently serves as an instructor at the Royal Regiment of Canadian 
Artillery School at the Combat Training Centre Gagetown.
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Israeli Merkava Mk 4 Main Battle Tanks with Trophy in operation. The Israeli Defence Forces has now equipped a full Merkava Mk 4 brigade with Trophy.
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The Armour Conundrum

Since the introduction of standardized armoured soldiers 
with Greek Phalanxes and Roman Legions, Western soci-

ety has been fascinated with providing the greatest potential 
protection of its military forces to help facilitate victory. 
Historically, this focus upon introducing body armour was a 
given regime’s effort to reinforce the myth of survivability in 
order to boost their troops’ confidence and courage, even 
when subjected to the carnage of close combat. Even today, 
the use of the term ‘body armour’ serves somewhat as a mis-
nomer. While such systems may lend 
some increased potential protection for a 
soldier, it is by no means a guarantee. 
Regardless of the ultimate value of armour 
protection, Western military history has 
provided us with evidence of the continual 
ebb and flow of this line of thought 
through the evolution of the armoured 
knight of the medieval period, to the full 
introduction of standardized helmets and 
tanks during the First World War, and 
even the re-introduction of body armour 
variants for the average soldier by the 
1960s. The inclusion of armour protection 
does, however, have one key physical lim-
itation, that of weight. 

Throughout history, there have always 
been difficult problems which had to be 
addressed when introducing armour pro-
tection to either personnel or equipment.  
Whether as an individual Roman legion-
ary carrying his heavy chain mail shirts, 
or lorica segimentata, to armoured foot 
knights of the Middle Ages, the advan-
tages armour provided to protection were 

evident, but usually at the 
expense of an individual’s 
mobility and flexibility.1 This 
correlation of armour weight 
with limited mobility with 
regard to individual speed, 
endurance, and flexibility of 
movement represents what will 
henceforth be referred to as the 
armour conundrum.

This same armour conun-
drum also finds expression with 
the advent of mounted armour. 
Both the heavily armoured 
mounted knights of the late-
Middle Ages and the King Tiger 
tank of the German Wehrmacht 
during the Second World War 
provided considerable protec-
tion against much of an enemy’s 
arsenal, but both were very slow 
and cumbersome on the battle-
field. Along with the weight fac-

tor, the armour conundrum also includes the constant ebb and 
flow of the technology gap. Whereas a formation of heavy 
mounted knights could readily break a wall of well-disciplined 
infantry, the large-scale introduction of organized archers, 
such as occurred at the Battle of Agincourt, eventually led to 
the end of the knight’s supremacy on the medieval battlefield. 
Simply put, for each advancement in armour protection, there 
is an eventual leap in anti-armour weaponry, and vice-versa. 
Throughout much of our history, this has revolved around add-
ing additional heavier layers of iron or steal, which directly 
influenced armour conundrum’s weight factor yet again.  
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LAV IIIs and a Leopard tank forming up for Operation Rear Entrance in the Panjwa’i district of Afghanistan, 
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The armour conundrum has witnessed dramatic techno-
logical advancements since the end of the Second World War. 
By the end of that conflict, advances were made in anti-
armour weaponry with the development of 
new weapons projectiles, such as the sabot 
round. The sabot, which is largely composed 
of the exceptionally strong metal known as 
tungsten, had the ability to punch holes 
through all existing armour at the time.  In 
consequence, advances were also made in 
composite and modular armour plating for 
armoured vehicles, which ultimately found expression in many 
of the present-day battlefield giants such as the Challenger, 
Abrams, Leclerc and Leopard Main Battle Tanks (MBTs) of 
the west, as well as highly functional Infantry Fighting 
Vehicles (IFVs), such as the Bradley and the Warrior.  

While some relatively new advances in 
composite armour did somewhat influence 
the armour conundrum by slowing down the 
spiralling weight factor, it was only a tempo-
rary victory, given the never-ending ebb and 
flow between technological advances in bal-
listic systems and the inherent limitation of 
traditional protection schemes. A new avenue 
of approach was needed that would provide 
additional protection for armour vehicles and 
their crews while not dramatically increasing 
the weight of the vehicle, thus allowing for 
improvements in both mobility and function-
ality in the modern battlespace. Even the 
most advanced MBTs of today, such as the 
Leopard 2, have witnessed significant weight 
problems inherent to the armour conundrum. 
When first introduced into the German Army 
in the late-1970s, it had a combined weight 
of about 55 tonnes. This resulted in a power-
to-weight ratio of 27 horsepower per tonne 

(hp/t). The newest version, labelled the Leopard 2A7+, weighs 
almost 68 tonnes “… when optimized for urban operations,” 
and thus results in a decreased power-to-weight ratio now at 

22.22 hp/t.2 This serves as one of many 
examples of how increasing the weight of 
combat vehicles by only including addi-
tional traditional armour will only continue 
to have an “… adverse effect on vehicle 
mobility and can also mean that the power-
pack (including the engine, transmission and 
cooling system) and suspension have to be 

upgraded to maintain cross-country mobility.”3 The sole utili-
zation of traditional armour protection schemes is no longer 
sufficient. Rather, a collaborative effort must be considered 
with both traditional armour technology and other avenues, 
such as Active Protection Systems (APS). Only by a combina-

tion of passive and pro-active armour pro-
tection can modern armies compensate 
for the armour conundrum, and thus make 
their combat vehicle fleets more mobile 
and deployable.

The Development and Availability 
of APS Today

Initial industrial research into the poten-
tial of APS, sometimes referred to as 

Defensive Aids Systems, began in the 
late-1990s, and has resulted in the avail-
ability of many of these products within 
today’s commercial market and foreign 
armed forces.4 Such systems have found 
considerable value, due to the recognition 
of the inherent weakness and limitations 
of traditional armour protection systems 
within the modern complex battlespace. 
Whereas traditional armour systems, 
including explosive-reactive, composite, 
spaced and layered modular armour, or a 
combination thereof, are based upon the 
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A Canadian 8th Hussars Firefly tank passes through Putten in Holland on the way to the Zuider 
Zee, 18 April 1945. Note the different varieties of steel track welded to the front of the hull for 
additional protection.

A Mark IV tank getting ready to move out during the Amiens Offensive, 8 August 1918.

“Even today, the use of 
the term ‘body armour’ 
serves somewhat as a 

misnomer.”
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incoming projectile being defeated by 
the strength and slope of the vehicle’s 
metallic material, or detonated prior to 
striking the plate and thus significantly 
limiting its potential penetrating affects, 
an APS package takes this concept one 
step further. It focuses more upon elimi-
nating incoming munitions before they 
reach the vehicle. The system represents 
an integrated package that revolves 
around a 6400 mils radar-based detec-
tion system directly linked to either a 
‘hard-and soft-kill’ strike kit, or a com-
bination of the two. Should the system 
either expend its protective munitions, 
or a projectile penetrate the APS ‘bub-
ble,’ the traditional armour package 
would serve as the last line of defence 
for both the vehicle and its crew. This 
new approach theoretically tosses the 
traditional idea of armour protection on 
its head. It is now the role of traditional 
armour packages to complement initial 
bubble of protection provided by APS 
packages. This ability to protect MBT and IFV fleets by 
detecting the approach of incoming projectiles and missiles, 
immediately swinging the strike kit and eliminating the threat 
by either intercepting or jamming its approach, represent “… 
a higher level of protection against Rocket Propelled Grenades 
(RPGs) and Anti-Tank Guided Weapons (ATGWs), as well as 
some lower-velocity gun-launched projectiles fired from main 
battle tanks (MBTs).”5  

The employment of APS kits to in-service armour combat 
vehicles is becoming an increasingly common practice. The 
Russians, Ukrainians, and Israelis have already begun to 
implement such systems, not only in their own armed forces, 
but also for export.  The Russians have begun to fit the 
Arena-E hard-kill and Shtora-1 soft-kill systems to the BMP-3 

series of IFVs. The Shtora-1 APS has already been mated with 
some of their T-90 MBT fleet.6 The Ukraine’s state-owned 
Ukrspec-export has stepped up export marketing of their BM 
Oplot MBT, based upon a heavily modified T-84 version.  
Purchase of this new MBT can include both the Varta electro-
optical counter-measures soft-kill and Zaslon hard-kill APS 
kits. While it is yet unsure if Thailand’s procurement of 100 
Oplot MBTs will include the APS kits, it is quite possible that 
the Ukrainian Army’s original 10 Oplots will be upgraded.7 

The Israeli Defence Force (IDF) drew upon lessons learned 
from their 2006 Lebanon conflict, and have since made mas-
sive strides to implement APS kits on their Merkava Mk 4 
MBTs and Namer heavy IFVs. In December 2010, the IDF “… 
deployed its first battalion of Merkava Mk 4 MBTs equipped 

with Rafael’s Trophy APS…
[which] provides 360-degree pro-
tection against ATGWs, rocket 
propelled grenades and tank-fired 
high explosive anti-tank (HEAT) 
rounds.”8 According to Jane’s 
Defence Weekly, the system “con-
sists of an Elta radar linked to 
four antennas located on the 
front, rear, and sides of the 
MBT…(which) detects threats 
and then activates one of two 
launchers that discharges a cloud 
of hard-kill countermeasures to 
initiate and neutralize the incom-
ing warhead.”9 Meanwhile, the 
Namer heavy IFV, based upon the 
chassis of a Merkava MBT, will 
include a combination of the 
Israel Military Industry’s Iron 
Fist APS and Rafael’s technology 
for the same purpose.
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A Leopard 2 tank firing to adjust its 120 mm gun in the Panjwa’i district of Afghanistan, 14 February 2008.
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Armoured soldiers from 3rd Battalion, The Royal Canadian Regiment Battle Group, aboard a 
Leopard 2, rumble to their battle position in the Zharey district of Afghanistan during Operation 
Janubi Tapu 2, 25 November 2008.
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Although the presence of APS packages has witnessed 
considerable growth over the last several years, other systems 
are also readily available on the market. Some of these include 
Textron Systems’ Tactical Rocket-Propelled Grenade Airbag 
Protection System (TRAPS), ARTIS Corporation’s AMAP-
ADS, and Saab’s Land Electronic Defence System (LEDS).  
Along with several other systems, each of these is presently 
being tested and considered for the United States military’s 
‘Future Combat Systems’ program.  10 Like most of its other 
competitors, Saab’s LEDS comes in various levels of active 
protection. The LEDS-50 package includes the “Active 
Defence Controller (ADC) and a number of laser warning sen-
sors” for “… 360 degree azimuth coverage of a platform by 
using four LWS-310 sensors,” including the possibility of a 
LWS-500 version for the detection of full-hemispherical cov-
ers such as top attack munitions.11 The LEDS-100 provides 
soft-kill “multi-spectral smoke” 
countermeasures by means of the 
High Speed Directed Launcher 
(HSDL). According to Saab, this 
system is “effective against laser 
based targeting and guidance sys-
tems, such as range finders, desig-
nators and beamriders.”12 
Meanwhile, the LEDS-150 version 
includes the Mongoose hard kill 
missile to “physically destroy the 
efficiency of the thermal ballistic 
capability without residual pene-
tration of the protected vehicle.”13 
According to Saab, the system as a 
whole can simultaneously detect, 
track and eliminate multiple 
incoming projectiles through a 
tandem firing capability with the 
Mongoose interceptor missile.14 Saab claims that their system 
is effective against RPGs, anti-armour missiles, recoilless 
rifles, and anti-tank guns firing high-explosive (HE), HESH, 
and HEAT ammunition with low collateral damage.15 

APS as a Future Jackpot for 
Canadian Expeditionary 
Operations

While the potential introduc-
tion of APS technology into 

the armour conundrum has some 
theoretical benefits, the real ques-
tion revolves around what such a 
kit could provide to the Canadian 
Army in future operations. Much 
of this depends upon if, and how, 
the Government employs its mili-
tary resources in the future. There 
has been some direction on this 
issue of future employment, with 
Ottawa publically outlining its 
desire for the maintenance of a 
small, yet highly effective and 
flexible army able to operate 
within multitude of potential con-
flict types, sometimes concur-

rently. Over the last decade, many in the government and 
military establishments have aimed at developing a Canadian 
Forces able to operate, not only at home, but also on expedi-
tionary operations under varying approaches, such as U.S. 
Marine General Charles Krulak’s concept of the ‘three block 
war’ scenarios.16 While it is not the aim of this article to enter 
into the debate of the ‘pros and cons’ of such concepts, there 
is a general recognition among many in both the Government 
and military that we must be able to deploy to theatres of 
operation abroad that can quickly vary from low-level peace-
keeping and humanitarian intervention conflicts, to higher-
level asymmetric and conventional counter-insurgency and 
war fighting scenarios. As a result, it is the position of this 
article that the introduction of APS technology to the army’s 
armoured combat vehicle fleet is advantageous where expedi-
tionary operations may become more prevalent.

Since the end of the Cold War in the early-1990s, count-
less sub-national entities have surfaced. This has occasionally 
led to the establishment of new countries, such as the now-
separate Czech and Slovak Republics, and the somewhat 
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Israeli Merkava Mk 4 MBTs equipped with the Trophy Active Protection System (APS).

Saab LEDS 150 fitted to a BAE Systems CV 90 Armadillo.
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peaceful introduction of the Ukraine, 
Georgia, and the Baltic states of Lithuania, 
Latvia, and Estonia onto the international 
stage. Unfortunately, these largely peaceful 
developments only represent a small per-
centage of what has become a violent and 
turbulent late 20th Century and early 21st 
Century. Much of this period has been 
characterized by global economic difficul-
ties, the persistence of aggressive regimes 
such as North Korea and Iran, the tenacity of international 
terrorism, and the cancer of countless failed states within the 
international community. As the most significant internation-
ally legitimate and legally binding inter-governmental organi-
zation, the United Nations has and continues to make a con-
certed effort to resolve these difficulties through peaceful 
diplomatic and cooperative means, albeit occasionally without 
success. When these failures have occurred, for whatever rea-
son, the United Nations has had to call upon its member 
states, and more often, alliance bodies, such as the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the African Union, 
to help enforce its resolutions. But this was not the original 
intent of NATO.  NATO was originally developed to counter 
the potential threat of aggressive Soviet expansion while pro-
moting economic and political cooperation among like-minded 
states.  Unfortunately, both Canada and its NATO partners 
have come to witness more military action in the last 20 years 
than it had throughout the entire War Cold War era. Some of 
these actions have included the involvement of military forces 
in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and 
Libya, as well as predominantly 
naval operations off Somalia. Along 
with our involvement in NATO-led 
operations in far-off lands, Ottawa 
has also increasingly employed its 
military capabilities on countless 
humanitarian intervention missions, 
such as Haiti and the 2004 Tsunami 
in Japan. The Government has even 
gone so far as to publically affirm 
that this trend is not likely to end, 
especially with the West’s additional 
focus on fighting the ‘war on terror-
ism.’ According to Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper:

Canadians live in a world char-
acterized by volatility and 
unpredictability. Looking back, 
it is clear that the peace divi-
dend that resulted from the end 
of the Cold War was relatively 
short-lived. The 1990s saw the emergence of difficult 
security challenges, including failed and failing 
states, civil wars and global terrorism. Many coun-
tries, including Canada, were slow to fully appreciate 
and adjust to these new realities.  Today we live in an 
uncertain world, and the security challenges facing 
Canada are real. Globalization means that develop-
ments abroad can have a profound impact on the 
safety and interests of Canadians at home.17  

With the advent of the Canada First 
Defence Strategy, the Government has out-
lined a firm direction on foreign and 
defence policy by reaffirming its commit-
ment to keep Canada and its citizens safe 
and secure, thus “… ensuring that Canada 
can return to the international stage as a 
credible and influential country, ready to do 
its part.” It also outlined the Government’s 
plan for “… rebuilding the Canadian Forces 

into a first-class, modern military…(as) a fundamental require-
ment if we are to deliver on these goals…(while)  recognizing 
that global security challenges and the capabilities required to 
meet them will continue to evolve….”18 Canada’s geopolitical 
end-state is clear. It will not isolate itself from international 
humanitarian and security requirements abroad. Rather, it will 
proactively participate within the international system to work 
with like-minded states and allies to legitimately project secu-
rity requirements abroad in order to protect the nation’s inter-
ests. This has increasingly found expression through our 
increasing involvement in expeditionary operations since the 
1990s, regardless of the level or type of conflict. To facilitate 
this, the Government has publicly directed that Canadian’s 
require a ‘state-of-the-art’ military with a flexible, multi-pur-
pose capability that will enable the country to respond effec-
tively and successfully to a sundry of potential military opera-
tions in the near future. This would naturally include an ongo-
ing requirement for a highly mobile and versatile armoured 
combat vehicle fleet.

While military procurements are usually a lengthy and 
detailed process involving many governmental departments 
and stake holders with varying agendas, the potential gains of 
an APS system for the army’s combat vehicle fleet easily out-
weigh the losses. The gains include an increasingly available 
and highly versatile defensive capability that could assist in 
alleviating the armour conundrum, to a possible improvement 
of the air mobility potential of our armour vehicle fleet, with 
the likely limited exception of Main Battle Tanks. The poten-

“Canada’s geopolitical 
end-state is clear. It will 
not isolate itself from 

international humanitari-
an and security require-

ments abroad.”
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Trophy mounted upon and successfully integrated with a General Dynamics (Land) Stryker Infantry 
Fighting Vehicle (IFV). The Stryker is derived from the Canadian LAV III IFV.
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tial reduction in weight require-
ments afforded by an APS system 
will significantly counteract the 
armour conundrum, and thus pro-
vide a direct advantage to the 
deployability of our combat 
armour vehicles by our air mobil-
ity resources, such as the C-17 
and C-130 fleets. The employ-
ment of such a system on expedi-
tionary operations would theoreti-
cally facilitate the speedy ‘ride-
on, ride-off ’ deployment of 
armoured vehicles, as compared 
to only utilizing the more tradi-
tional modular and add-on armour 
kits which, aside from adding to 
vehicle weight, also require con-
siderable time, equipment, and 
resources to outfit vehicles upon 
arrival. For example, according to 
Jane’s, the total combined weight 
of the Rafael’s Trophy APS is 
only roughly 800 kilograms.19 
While this may sound like a lot to 
the average light infantry com-
pany commander, it is very little 
compared to the average weight 
of add-on armour packages for 
IFVs and MBTs.

With the publication of the Canada First Defence 
Strategy, the Government has publically dedicated itself to 
rebuilding the Canadian Forces into a first-class, modern mili-
tary to include “… the progressive acquisition of a new family 
of land combat vehicles and systems that will prove robust and 
flexible for Canada’s soldiers on high-risk missions abroad.”20 
Much of this falls under a program called the Family of Land 
Combat Vehicles FLCV) projects. The program is “… valued 
at approximately $5 billion, including an estimated $1 billion 
to upgrade the current fleet of Light Armoured Vehicles,” and 
the delivery of the next generation of land combat vehicles.21 
The Government has also made countless other heavy expen-
diture to improve the military’s armour combat vehicle poten-
tial at home and abroad. The procurement of 100 Leopard 2 
MBTs represents an initial investment of $650 million, $95 
million for 75 RG-31, and the still-undetermined cost of 
upgrading up to 630 LAV IIIs for roughly $1.064 billion in the 
very near future.22 Then, there is the potential cost of the 
Government’s planned procurement of other future programs, 
such as a new Close Combat Vehicle. This all represents a 
very significant investment in a future armoured combat vehi-
cle fleet that needs to be capable of operating in a myriad of 
potential theatres of operations while engaged in both domes-
tic and expeditionary activities. The inclusion of APS suites 
on the above mentioned fleets, and any future programs, would 
easily fall under what the Government has entitled providing a 
“state-of-the-art military that Canada needs and deserves” 
with a “flexible, multi-purpose capability that will enable the 
Canadian Forces to respond effectively and successfully to the 
full spectrum of (future) military operations.”23

Recent experiences by the Canadian and coalition armies 
in Afghanistan and Iraq have demonstrated the “… ongoing 
requirement for a highly protected, yet highly mobile light-ar-
moured vehicle” to counter not only mines and improvised 
explosive devices, but also to defeat “anti-armour weapons 
(that have) become more prevalent, posing a greater risk to 
personnel.”24 At present, the proposed upgrades include the 
“installation of additional armour, heightening its protection 
against increased threats.”25 This will likely revolve around 
additional modular armour packages and cages to deal with 
incoming projectiles, such as those launched by RPGs and 
ATGWs. Unfortunately, these modernizations or upgrades 
continue to represent the two central criticisms brought for-
ward in this article. In addition to falling back upon premise 
of allowing incoming projectiles and missiles to strike our 
vehicles and then ‘hope for the best,’ the increase of trad-
itional armour packages inherently leads to significant growth 
in total vehicle weight.  This consequently means a require-
ment for the “upgrade of mobility systems, such as power-
train, suspension, running gear, and brakes…”26 As a result, 
these additional mobility upgrades could prove to be an 
unnecessary substantial expense. While upgrades are always 
going to be a factor, the real issue is whether the army should 
‘continue down the stove-pipe’ of traditional protection, or 
look to a more composite layered approach where APS pack-
ages serve to eliminate incoming projectiles before they strike 
vehicle crews. Focus should be more upon eliminating incom-
ing projectiles before they reach a vehicle. As a result, the 
role of traditional armour should be to complement the ‘initial 
bubble’ of protection provided by APS packages and to defeat 
small arms fire.  
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The Department of National Defence receives the first modernized LAV III from General Dynamics Land 
Systems Canada in London, Ontario, 24 January 2013. The upgrades and enhancements will help protect 
soldiers against Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs), land mines, grenades and other threats. This is 
part of an upgrade project for 550 LAV IIIs. The upgrade project is one of four Family of Land Combat 
Vehicles projects that aim to capitalize upon both existing and evolving technology to improve the protec-
tion, mobility, and lethality of the LAV III fleet.
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Conclusion

In today’s networked-based CNN-covered international con-
flicts, where violence and loss are commercially valuable 

marketing and sales tools, the difference between mission suc-
cess and failure not only comes down to issues of defeating 
enemy forces and limiting collateral damage. Mission failure 
can also result from the potential loss of small numbers of 
friendly forces and resources due to enemy fire. Western popu-
lations are, at present, not willing to indulge in the large losses 
of friendly troops which were representative of the Second 
World War. Even the loss of a single platoon can have dra-
matic political ramifications which could ultimately result in 
the withdrawal from coalition 
operations, due to political 
pressure at home. This depar-
ture could result in a contin-
ued ripple effect to include 
the likely loss of credibility 
in the face of our partners 
and allies, which could 
potentially have additional 
political and economic con-
sequences.  While nothing 
can guarantee that such 
losses will never occur, out-
standing leadership, training, 
and the application of pivotal 
equipment, such as APS 
suites, can have a very sig-
nificant influence upon mis-
sion success. Regardless of 
which course of action one 
takes in looking at the possi-
ble introduction of APS 
suites on the army’s combat 
vehicle fleet, the positives 

significantly outweigh the nega-
tives. The financial costs, 
although not insignificant, are 
miniscule when compared to the 
increased potential loss of life on 
future expeditionary operations 
conducted upon a highly unstable 
international stage.

The material and human toll 
of the army’s involvement in 
Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan 
has been significant, but hope-
fully, not in vain. Along with pro-
viding invaluable assistance to 
the Afghan populace, we have 
learned many new lessons with 
respect to asymmetric and exped-
itionary operations, and validated 
the need for increased interoper-
ability with our NATO allies and 
other like-minded coalition part-
ners. The significant expansion of 
networks for inter-agency and 

inter-governmental cooperation, along with continued recogni-
tion of the need for cooperation with non-governmental organ-
izations, has provided considerable insight and benefits when 
dealing with humanitarian intervention and low-level con-
flicts. But while the employment of the army strictly along 
conventional lines may have taken a temporary back seat to 
largely-asymmetric operations, it is widely recognized that we 
must not lose this skill-set. We do possess the unfortunate trait 
of always training for the last war when preparing for future 
operations. Rather, the army must be more flexible and func-
tional in its approach. This has everything to do with ensuring 
the maintenance of top-grade training and equipment, such as 
our fleet of armoured combat vehicles. 
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A RMMV Fuchs 1 A8 IFV equipped with ADS HAT ~ A full rocket and missile Active Defence System.
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A convoy that includes a LAV III and a Leopard 2A6M Main Battle Tank during operations in the volatile 
Panjwa’i and Zhari districts of Kandahar Province, Afghanistan, 13 October 2010. The camel is not an 
official participant.
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There is a high probability that the army’s deployment to 
future conflicts will revolve along a combination of any num-
ber of levels of involvement. This could include both conven-
tional and asymmetric operations, along with humanitarian 
intervention and peace-building activities, sometimes con-
ducted in urgent relation to one another, when based upon 
either a spatial or time-linear 
proximity. But in order for 
the small Canadian army to 
properly provide a viable 
role in such activities, it 
must not only continue to 
develop its highly profes-
sional and capable human 
resources, but also take 
advantage of lessons learned 
by itself and other states 
when considering what 
equipment to stock in its 
‘operational tool box’ in 
order to facilitate success. 
The inclusion of APS pack-
ages for the army’s combat 
armour vehicle fleet, and the 
subsequent adaptation of tac-
tics, techniques, and proced-
ures for its application can 
only improve the potential 
survivability of our limited 

personnel and material resources during future expeditionary 
operations.  In the end, APS systems serve as another critical 
mission enabler.  
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A Patria AMV (8x8) equipped with ADS HAT ~ A full rocket and missile Active Defence System.
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Introduction

O
n New Year’s Eve, 1775, American revolution-
ary General Richard Montgomery’s ill-fated 
decision to lead the assault through a fallen 
barricade in Québec City was decisive in pre-
serving a British presence in North America. 

Had Montgomery instead used his troops as a shield, he might 
have survived and captured Québec, which would now be part 
of the United States. This example illustrates how complex 
battles and wars can be sensitive to a single event or decision.

Over the last decades, an impressive number of publica-
tions bearing words like ’complex systems’ and ’complexity’ 
have proliferated in the management, economics, biology, and 
policy literature. Despite this massive documentation, notions 
associated with complexity remain difficult to understand, 

partly due to a lack of clarity with respect to definitions, con-
cepts, and principles. This article aims to provide an introduc-
tion to the concept of complexity, its tools, and its potential 
impact upon military operations.

Not surprisingly, explaining complexity is complicated. 
The complexity research field is not yet mature and is more 
akin to a loose network of interconnected and interdependent 
ideas.1, 2 Most complexity concepts relate to how life, as 
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described in physical, biological, and social sciences, happens, 
and how it evolves. The term ’complex system’ means an 
assemblage of entities interacting according to rules, and 
exhibiting emergent behaviours through adaptation. Common-
life examples of complex systems are the stock markets, eco-
systems, and immune systems. 

Procter & Gamble, Southwest Airlines, and other private 
businesses have already claimed benefits by implementing 
complexity concepts..3, 4 Procter & Gamble (P&G) optimized 
the flow of raw materials for several of its confectionary prod-
ucts by injecting simple, ant-like rules to its supply-chain 
practices and software, the analogy being that when the path 
borrowed by ants becomes blocked, they figure out collec-
tively a new and efficient route. Ultimately, P&G could reduce 
routing time and costs by half. For Southwest Airlines, com-
puter models showed that the transfer of packages to the most 
direct flights led to unnecessary handling and storing of pack-
ages. By allowing more roundabout routes, the carrier could 
reduce the package transfer rate by 70 percent, thus saving 
millions of dollars.

So, why should a military organization care about com-
plexity? Many good reasons relate to the fact that:

•	 the classic Newtonian5 approach, which assumes a 
machine-like operation, is often inadequate, 

•	 the potential breadth of military appli-
cations is large, 

•	 complexity often provides answers and 
insights not derivable by any other 
existing theories,6 thus potentially pro-
viding a superiority advantage, and 

•	 military organizations and their opera-
tions like wars and stabilization efforts 
are complex systems. 

Examples from many disciplines and parallels with mili-
tary operations are used here to convey the main ideas and 
concepts. Given the extent of the topic, the coverage is not 
exhaustive, and references to original publications are pro-
vided for the interested reader.   

Complex Systems Defined

Complex systems are those systems sharing all of the fol-
lowing properties:

•	 Made of a collection of entities such as hardware, soft-
ware, and people

•	 Component interactions are based on rules

•	 “Open” or exchanging energy, matter and information, 
with their surroundings

•	 Emergent collective behaviour

•	 Irreducibility: “The whole is more than the sum of its parts”

•	 Capable of adaptation and self-organization.

The distinctive trait of com-
plex systems is that of emergence, 
where overall system behaviours 
emerge from interactions between 
components. 

The Origins of the 
Complexity Concept

How to defeat a decentralized 
terrorist group? How can we gain 
advantage over an enemy force on 
a battlefield? How can we stabilize 
a region and build trust with its 
residents? These difficult questions 
have more in common with how 
living organisms evolve than how a 
mechanical clock operates. In a 
similar fashion, the concept of 
complexity is influenced by ques-
tions pertaining to how life hap-
pens, and how it evolves in natural 
systems and societies. 

The main driving forces behind complex systems research 
have been findings from biological sciences, rapidly evolving 
computation technology, and the fact that often, the answers 
and insights provided by complexity cannot be derived in any 
other way. Early research efforts in various disciplines eventu-

ally converged into overarching principles 
and universal properties forming the com-
plexity field as we know it today. 

The evolution of complexity research 
is best illustrated by listing a few key 
results; more complete historical perspec-
tives can be found in the literature.7 In the 
late-1950s, the cybernetics pioneer W.R. 
Ashby8 developed a law stipulating that the 
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Southwest Airlines, the launch customer for Boeing Aircraft’s new 737 Max, 13 December 2011.

“The distinctive trait of 
complex systems is 
that of emergence, 

where overall system 
behaviours emerge 
from interactions 

between components.”
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“space of possibilities” of a system should at least match the 
scale of the challenge to be met.9 For instance, compared to 
traditional war fighting, the key to success in today’s complex 
warfare is the capability of small units to act independently 
with relatively weak coordination, thus increasing their 
“space of possibilities.” This strategy is the exact opposite of 
the large-scale coherence of forces fielded in the First and 
Second World Wars.

In 1963, the world-renowned mathematician and meteo-
rologist Edward Lorenz10 published his computer simulation 
results about “strange attractors.” 

A strange attractor is a system that has an extreme sensi-
tivity to initial conditions and never settles into a predictable 
state. Lorenz showed that weather is such a system and that it 
cannot be predicted with 100 percent accuracy. He introduced 
the “butterfly effect” metaphor in 1972 by giving a talk enti-
tled: “Predictability: Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in 
Brazil Set Off a Tornado in Texas?” Similar to the butterfly 
effect, large international consequences can result from small 
regional events. A classic example is that of the outbreak of 
the First World War, following the assassination, in June 
1914, of the Austrian Archduke Francis Ferdinand and his 
wife in Sarajevo.11

In 1967, the social psychologist Stanley Milgram con-
ducted an experiment12 to model connectedness in human 
societies. His experiment revealed the “small-world” or the 
“the six degrees of separation” phenomenon, stipulating that 
any two people are only six people apart in the network of 
acquaintances.13 Such a notion has a significant impact when a 
military force stabilizes a region by building trust with its 
residents through social networks.14

In 1983, Stephen Wolfram,15 the main developer of the 
Mathematica software, published simulation results showing 
that simple rules may lead to complex natural patterns. Indeed, 
Wolfram’s algorithm creates a pattern resembling that of a 
snail shell.

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) satellite image of Hurricane Katrina, 24 August 2005.
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Assassination of Franz Ferdinand, Archduke of Austria, and his wife 
Sophie, in Sarajevo, Bosnia, 28 June 1914, at the hands of Gavrilo 
Princip, by Achille Beltrame.
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Much more complex patterns found in nature can also be 
generated, yet the patterns are governed by simple rules.16 
Another example where simple rules cap-
ture complex natural behaviour is that of 
Reynolds’ flocking simulation results,17 
published in 1987. As an artificial life and 
computer graphics expert, C.W. Reynolds 
demonstrated how systems governed by 
three simple rules could produce the effi-
cient, yet highly flexible, flocking behav-
iour observed in birds. Similar flocking 
rules have been encoded into unmanned aerial vehicles to 
ensure they fly in a formation while avoiding collisions.18   

The concepts of emergence, irreducibility, and adaptation 
are well illustrated by the example of flocking birds. The “V” 
shape pattern that migrating birds naturally adopt in flight 
formations is the classic example to convey the emergence 
concept. As such, emergence and irreducibility are closely 
related in the sense that 
the overall system, a bird 
formation, cannot be 
understood by under-
standing the parts in iso-
lation, i.e., a single bird. 
Adaptation is illustrated 
by the fact that if the 
leading bird is removed, 
then any other bird can 
take the lead position. 
Similarly, some terrorist 
groups have taken on the 
structure of informal 
local groups where any 
member can take on the 
role of leader.19 Also, the 
organized society of an 
ant colony is determined 
not by the dictates of the 
queen, but by local inter-
actions among thousands 
of worker ants.20 This 
order arises, despite the 
absence of a centralized 

authority, through interactions between components governed 
by cooperation and competition.

It is remarkable how a small set of 
interaction rules in a complex system can 
result in a large number of outcomes. 
Those same rules may lead to emergence. 
Referring to past examples, there were 
eight rules in Wolfram’s algorithm, and 
three rules in Reynold’s flocking birds. In 
fact, a small number of rules may lead to a 

very large number of outcomes. For instance, the game of 
chess has only a few dozen rules, but after hundreds of years, 
we keep discovering new strategies for playing it. Ill-conceived 
rules defining local interactions between components can have 
undesired global consequences. As an example, the blackout 
of 14 August 2003, during which 20 percent of the North 
American power grid went down, was the result of many local 
and interdependent interactions. 

Wolfram simulation pattern.
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“It is remarkable how a 
small set of interaction 
rules in a complex sys-
tem can result in a large 
number of outcomes.”

Starlings flocking à la C.W. Reynolds.
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The Complexity Approach

Advantages and Drawbacks

Complexity suggests new ways of thinking about prob-
lems, and new questions that should be answered. Some 
authors claim that complexity “… allows old concepts to be 
understood in different ways, allows for new generalizations 
about certain kinds of phenomena, and has unique concepts of 
its own.”21 Despite their limited predictability, one may still be 
able to draw valuable conclusions from studying complex sys-
tems. Indeed, even though weather is not fully predictable, the 
space of possible outcomes is still known by meteorologists.

The adoption of a complexity approach leads to outcome 
uncertainties. Just like a meteorologist knows his/her weather 

forecasting model is not 
100 percent accurate, a 
complexity practitioner 
must be comfortable 
with unanticipated out-
comes and a less-than-
perfect prediction capa-
bility. As a pioneer in 
complex systems and 
non-linear science, J.H. 
Holland22 states: “…
with a careful research 
plan, under controlled 
c o n d i t i o n s ,  u s i n g 
selected agents, complex 
systems do pretty much 
what they damn please.” 

One of the greatest 
challenges for a complex 
system practitioner is 
that the outcome will be 
highly context or history 
dependent. A challenge 

for military applications is that commanders may find it diffi-
cult to rely upon systems that lack a quantifiable measure of 
effectiveness.23 Complexity, in its purest sense, is also chal-
lenging to use because it does not always indicate what people 
might need to do differently in specific contexts.24 These last 
two concerns can be partially addressed by testing distinct 
scenarios numerous times, and comparing their outcomes.

One of the most common tools for studying complex 
systems is a system model simulated on computers. The main 
difficulties with computer models are that they may lack sci-
entific rigor, and that there is no consensus among the various 
model types, and also about their validity. Diane Hendrick, an 
active member of the Peace & Collaborative Development 
Network, raised an interesting question:25 “How useful and 
reliable can the model then be if the emergent properties are 
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actually constrained by the model-makers interpretations?” 
Another difficulty with such computer models is their calibra-
tion to produce strong correlations with real-world systems. 
Some critics claim that complexity models have shown only 
mixed results and limited applicability. 

Points of Contention

The complexity approach also has its share of contention. 
In “What is Complexity Science, Really?”26, author S.E. 
Phelan states: “Complexity science introduces a new way to 
study nature’s laws that differs from traditional science. 
Complexity science posits simple causes for complex effects.” 
However, the fact that simple mathemati-
cal rules have occasionally generated 
behaviours similar to those found in nature 
or society does not prove that there exists 
a set of simple rules explaining every 
complex phenomenon in the world. 

Clarity often lacks about what “sys-
tem” means in “complex systems.” An 
additional problem in modeling complex 
systems is that they often have fuzzy boundaries.27 After all, 
where does one ecosystem stop, and the next one start? This 
common situation poses serious challenges for calibrating 
computer models to produce strong correlations with real-
world phenomena. One such example is the coupled ocean-
atmosphere, where neither system is independent of the other.

Many authors also confuse “complex systems” with 
“complicated systems.”28 To clarify the difference between 
those concepts, consider a formation of migrating birds and a 
fighter jet. Both systems are made of multiple components 
interacting with one another. Each fighter jet component has a 
clear role and functions, which cannot adapt ’on the fly’ as 
can a flock of migrating birds. Thus, the fighter jet is ‘compli-
cated,’ but not ‘complex.’

Applying the Complexity Approach

Complexity concepts can be used individually or as part of 
an integrated approach to describe, understand and model 

phenomena. Various methods can be used to study complex 
systems. Simulation using computer models is by far the pre-
ferred tool. Simulations allow a series of thought experiments 
to test various  ‘what if’ scenarios.

The main categories of computer simulations of a com-
plex system reduce to system dynamics (SD), cellular autom-
ata (CA), and agent-based models (ABM). At the physical 
level, system dynamics is represented by equations obeying 

the laws of physics, while at the organiza-
tion-level system dynamics are higher-
level abstractions comprising loops and 
inputs where an input could be a success-
ful marketing campaign.

A cellular automaton contains a large 
number of simple identical components 
whose interactions are limited to neigh-
boring components. Each component has 

a finite set of possible values evolving in discrete time steps. 
An agent-based model involves a number of decentralized 
decision-makers (agents) interacting through prescribed 
rules.29 

A limited number of generic simulation packages exist 
for organizational and physical SD, whereas numerous pack-
ages offer CA and ABM capabilities. A recent review30 sur-
veys more than 30 ABM simulation-based platforms for 
generic applications. Most CA applications enforce a specific 
rule set, and its best introductory example remains John 
Conway’s “Game of Life.”31 Among military-oriented applica-
tions, many nations, including the United States of America, 
New Zealand, and Australia all have developed sophisticated 
simulation packages geared toward specific needs.32 

Gaining in popular-
ity, agent-based models 
are used to explore a 
wide-range of issues, 
from disease propagation 
and social networks, to 
manufacturing and com-
bat.33 Agent-based sensi-
tivity studies demon-
strated that even a 50 per-
cent air traffic reduction 
would not dramatically 
slow the spread of certain 
types of pathogens. 
Policymakers thus now 
know that restricting air 
travel is unlikely to be the 
most effective policy tool 
for dealing with Severe 
Acu te  Resp i r a to ry 
Syndrome (SARS).34 

“A cellular automaton 
contains a large number 
of simple identical com-
ponents whose interac-

tions are limited to neigh-
bouring components.”
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Military applications of agent-based models include 
studying the impact of degraded communications for army 
troops, investigating the integration and use of unmanned 
surface vehicles for naval operations, and exploring the 
impact of squad-size formations in an urban environment.35 A 
degraded communication study36 evaluated how factors like 
latency, maximum range, buffer size, accuracy, reliability, and 
jamming impacted the ability of a networked force to conduct 
a company level attack while using the Future Combat System 
(FCS). The FCS utilizes modern battle-
field sensing, networking, and lethality 
features to engage the enemy at a standoff 
distance. Using MANA37 and the Caspian 
Sea as a fictitious battlefield area, the 
impact of the above communication fac-
tors was quantified by tracking the battle 
length and causalities. Through a large 
number of simulations with different set-
tings, it was found that (1) a communication range resulting 
in a coverage that is less than 75 percent of the battle space 
has large and negative consequences, and that (2) a slow net-
work is nearly as detrimental as having a diminished commu-
nication range.

Another successful example of computer-based simula-
tions relates to the coupling of DARNOS 38 with a battle-space 
dynamic representation thus enabling the analysis of different 
C2 (command and control) networking structures and the 
assessment of the operational effectiveness of a networked 
force.39 A squad-size study using agent-based models investi-
gated the possibility of reducing the army infantry squad from 
12-to-9 soldiers, while incorporating the futurist concept of an 
Armed Robotic Vehicle (ARV).40 

The study explored the impact of varying Blue Force 
characteristics, such as the squad size, the number of squads, 
the weapons, and sensor ranges in an urban environment 
where Red force troops evolved. An interesting sensitivity 
outcome from simulation results concludes that squads com-
posed of 9 or 12 soldiers suffer a similar number of casualties 

as long as the ARV survives, but the survivability of smaller 
squads is greatly reduced when the ARV is dysfunctional.   

In the majority of cases, simulation outcomes can be clas-
sified into a relatively small number of distinct categories. As 
stated in “The Use of Complexity Science” by T.I. Sanders 
and J.A. McCabe 41 with respect to agent-based models in 
particular: “When used to support real world decision-making, 
these interactive computer-based models enhance our thinking 

and lead to better responses, fewer unin-
tended consequences and greater consen-
sus on important policy decisions.” 

Among the lessons learned through 
the application of complexity theory, it is 
clear that the inherent context and history 
dependence of complex systems has impli-
cations in many fields. For instance, “… 

the success of a nation may be best explained not by its popu-
lation’s virtues, its natural resources and its government’s 
skills, but rather simply by the position it took in the past, 
with small historical advantages leading to much bigger 
advantages later.”42 This last reference also highlights that in 
the realm of knowledge management and organizational learn-
ing strategies, ‘best practices’ may need to be replaced by 
‘good principles,’ because what worked in the past may not 
work the next time around. 

Another important lesson is that the quality of relation-
ships between individuals may be more critical than individu-
als themselves, just like a sport team with the best individual 
players behaving egoistically can lose to a cooperative team of 
less talented players. Also, complexity implies that hierarchical 
organizations can never be as resilient as complex networks.43 
Interesting military concepts include steering enemy forces, 
either to a chaotic or an equilibrium mode.44 In the chaotic 
mode, the enemy force is subject to a decision overload in a 
short time frame, thus potentially having a destabilizing effect. 
In an equilibrium mode, the enemy force gets closer to a linear 
behaviour, thus being easier to predict and to defeat.  
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“Both quantitative and 
qualitative assessments 

of results originating from 
complexity concepts have 

been performed.”
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Complexity concepts are sought after because their out-
comes often suggest unconventional and radical ideas, such as 
evolving at the edge of out-of-control, where a system is most 
adaptive, flexible, and energized. Viewed through the lens of 
complexity, the system that can best and most quickly adapt 
will be the system that prevails. When a complexity 
viewpoint is adopted, “… one’s focus turns from know-
ing the world to making sense of the world, from fore-
casting the future to designing the future, from discover-
ing the right force structure to keeping the force struc-
ture fluid, and from overcoming the limits of the system 
to unleashing the dynamic potential of the system.”45 
This reinforces the belief that the “… capacity to toler-
ate uncertainty is a better predictor of success than 
straight cognitive ability.”46 Complexity “… also sug-
gests that predicting the long-term future is less impor-
tant ... than is maintaining the ability to learn and adapt 
to a rapidly changing and largely unpredictable environ-
ment.”47 A counter-intuitive complexity notion inspired 
from nature is that living organisms usually seek ade-
quate solutions, as opposed to optimal solutions.

Complexity concepts have already been used to 
study various types of military operations.48 At the tacti-
cal level, concepts borrowed from complexity theory led 
to new approaches for dealing with insurgencies and ter-
rorists.49, 50 Interestingly enough, these tactics do not 
favor the eradication of specific members but instead 
targets their relationships. Making a network analogy, 
individual fighters, cells, tribes and clans represent the 
network nodes, and relationships between nodes are the 
network links. In the present context, links between 
nodes could mean communication channels, financial, 
ideological, spiritual, or technological dependencies, 
sanctuary access, and so on. The proposed tactics recom-
mend either re-enforcing the network links to increase 

the overall predictability, or 
’de-linking’ the loose base 
that provides the highest 
level of adaptation.  

Both quantitative and 
qualitative assessments of 
results originating from 
complexity concepts have 
been performed. The suc-
cessful military campaign of 
General Matthew Ridgway 
in the Korean War was quali-
tatively compared to com-
plexity concepts for assess-
ing their potential as a basis 
for military practice.51 The 
comparative analysis showed 
strong correlations between 
complexity concepts and 
General Ridgway’s decisions 
through the conflict. A quan-
titative assessment was per-
formed by comparing the 
outcomes of two agent-based 

models, and JANUS, a commonly-used interactive high-reso-
lution ground combat simulator, in the squad-size context 
described earlier.52 The outcomes of all three types of simula-
tion showed strong similarities in determining the key factors 
impacting the squad performance. 

Members of Hamas’ national security forces demonstrate during a graduation ceremony at their destroyed 
security compound in Gaza, 2 December 2012.
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On-Going Research & Dynamic Networks

The study of Complexity was originally inspired by 
natural and social systems. Today, researchers are 

applying complexity concepts to understanding and 
designing man-made systems. A decade ago, the ques-
tion, “How do we build artificial systems so that prop-
erties that emerge are the ones we want?” was raised by 
D.G. Green and D. Newth.53 Since then, the emergence 
simulation trend morphed into an investigation about 
how one can instead influence emergent behaviours, 
knowing that “controlling a complex system” is an 
oxymoron.54 This change of attitude coincides with the 
fact that “complex networks,”55 a large class of com-
plex systems, has recently experienced an explosion of 
research efforts due to the need of better understanding 
social networks, propagation of diseases, electricity 
grid stability, and so on. Around the same time, the 
Information Technology professor D.G. Green56 dem-
onstrated that any complex system inherits the proper-
ties of a very generic class of networks.

Today, questions related to network dynamics have 
significant momentum in the complexity community. 
This trend is likely to remain in the near future, as researchers 
are just starting to grasp the impact of local actions on large-
scale networks, i.e., rumors spreading over social networks, or 
viruses propagating through computer networks. For many 
military operations, communication and data networks are 
critical for operating unmanned vehicles and off-board sen-
sors. Given that the use of such systems will likely increase,57 
we will soon face the challenge of managing heterogeneous 
networks, whose nodes have distinct capabilities and various 
levels of autonomy. 

Current research on networks covers a wide range of 
activities pertaining to various network types based on their 
structures, their communication links, and their natural or 
man-made origins. One of the main questions is to determine 
the necessary rules and connectivity to prevent emerging 
undesirable behaviour. For instance, it can be shown that cer-
tain connectivity conditions are required for a network of 
distributed agents to reach a consensus by exchanging data.58 
In the absence of such conditions, consensus cannot be 
reached, and each agent could have a significantly different 

version of the truth, thus 
diminishing the potential for 
military mission success. 
Autonomy rules could also 
dynamically change, based 
upon the presence and config-
uration of the network, thus 
allowing a collective,  rather 
than an individualistic assess-
ment of situations. For 
instance, once established, the 
network could enter into a 
‘survival’ mode, and force 
mobile agents to manoeuvre in 
a formation pattern to favour 
strong network connectivity.    

Conclusion

Although complexity lacks 
integrated theoretical 

foundations, its concepts, tools, 
and principles are widely appli-
cable to understanding and 
enhancing military effective-
ness. Applications with poten-
tially high benefits are those Egypt influence network.

K
o

v
a

s
 B

o
g

u
ta

Internet blog map.

M
a

tt
h

e
w

 H
u

rs
t/

S
c

ie
n

c
e

 P
h

o
to

 l
ib

ra
ry



Vol. 13, No. 2, Spring 2013  •  Canadian Military Journal	 35

S
C

IE
N

C
E

 A
N

D
 T

H
E

 MI
L

IT
A

RY


where the life and living system metaphor is a more adequate 
description than that of a machine operating with a clockwork 
precision. Numerous examples conveyed that complexity con-
cepts can impact military decisions at the tactical, strategic, 
and operational levels.  

To a large degree unpredictable and uncontrollable, com-
plex systems have distinctive traits common across many dis-
ciplines. Whereas original complexity research focused on 
investigating emerging behaviour in systems found in nature 
and societies, recent research trends include influencing the 
emergent behaviour of man-made systems.   

Conclusions reached through complexity concepts often 
lead to unconventional guidance emphasizing autonomy, 
decentralization and adaptation, and diminishing the impor-
tance of long-term predictions and rigid hierarchies. Such 
conclusions may encounter serious oppositions from many 

establishments, including military formations, because it is 
somewhat contrary to the conventional way of thinking.

So, if your world is indeed complex, what are the advan-
tages of adopting the complexity manner of thinking? 
Complexity remains the most promising theoretical framework 
available today to study questions pertaining to military struc-
tures and operations, due to their strong similarities with how 
living organisms survive through adaptation, competition, and 
cooperation. 
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Introduction

T
he Canadian Navy was born joint. Not ‘joint’ 
in the sense of some affiliation with the army 
or the air force (which, of course, did not exist 
at the time), but integrated with the other 
marine arms of the Government of Canada with 

which it had a common professional background and 
national objective – namely, security in the Canadian mari-
time environment and national sovereignty. The authority 
for the institution of a Canadian navy was The Naval Service 
Act, which was assented to on 4 May 1910. That Act estab-
lished the Department of the Naval Service, which was ini-
tially presided over by the Minister of Marine and Fisheries, 
who retained sole authority and responsibility for its man-
agement and operation. In addition to the combat capability 
traditionally associated with navies, Section Two of the Act 
declared that: “[The Canadian] ‘naval Service` includes, 
besides His Majesty’s service in respect of all naval affairs 
of which by this Act the Minister is given control and man-
agement, and also the Fisheries Protection Service, 

Hydrographic Survey, tidal observations on the coasts of 
Canada, and wireless telegraph service.”1

The Department, therefore, was initially organized into 
the five branches specified by the Act: Naval, Fisheries 
Protection, Tidal and Current Survey, Hydrographic Survey, 
and Wireless Telegraph.2 Thus comprised, the Department 
actually commanded a fairly sizable number of ships in addi-
tion to the two naval vessels which initially equipped the 
Naval Branch. Its Fisheries Protection Branch, whose assets 
had been transferred from the Department of Marine and 
Fisheries, had antecedents which extended back to the 
Provincial Marine services in existence well before 
Confederation, and it was already operating as a quasi-military 
organization. In 1910, it brought a fleet of eight fisheries 
cruisers (under the command of Rear Admiral Charles 
Kingsmill) into the Department of the Naval Service, includ-

The Naval Service of  
Canada and Ocean Science

by Mark Tunnicliffe

Commander (ret’d) Mark Tunnicliffe is currently a Defence Scientist 
with Defence Research and Development Canada at National Defence 
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ing the armed CGS Canada, and the “first modern warship to 
be built in Canada,” CGS Vigilant.3 

The Hydrographic Service, under the direction of the first 
Canadian Chief Hydrographer, William Stewart, also brought 
a small fleet of vessels to the Department – some chartered, 
some borrowed from other depart-
ments. Some, however, like CGS 
Lillooet – “… the first officially 
designated and constructed vessel in 
the hydrographic fleet,”4 - were 
modern purpose-built vessels owned 
by the Department. Finally, the 
Tidal and Current Survey Branch 
conducted operations from the old 
steamer CGS Gulnare, using her to 
communicate with its 11 permanent 
tidal stations. Consequently, when 
the Department of the Naval Service 
of Canada was born, it was already 
provided with a relatively compre-
hensive fleet of little ships even 
before the arrival of its first two 
military units, HMCS Niobe and 
HMCS Rainbow, some five and six 
months later respectively.5   

The composition of a navy 
which included a fleet of survey ships was not unusual, and 
for an institution whose purpose was to provide a “… security 
for such as pass on the seas upon their lawful occasions,”6 it 
was particularly appropriate for a nation such as Canada, 
where uncharted waters and unmapped currents were gener-

ally more hazardous to shipping than acts of an enemy. In 
Great Britain, hydrographic survey was (and remains) a func-
tion of the Royal Navy (RN), and, to this day, the RN’s fish-
eries protection squadron remains its oldest front line unit. It 
is therefore not surprising that the newborn Naval Service of 
Canada would copy the structure of its parent. Since these 
non-military branches of the Service were already well estab-
lished Canadian institutions in May 1910, their activities 
tended to attract much of the attention of the Department of 
the Naval Service in its formative years. The early history of 
the Naval Service of Canada therefore was dominated by pro-
grams of exploration, survey, and research – programs that 
continued throughout the First World War. Canada’s new navy 
was very much a technical and scientific organisation, which 
played a significant role in mapping and surveying the mari-
time environment of a still-young nation.

Research, Survey, and Exploration under the 
Department of the Naval Service

The challenge to Canada’s maritime sovereignty in its early 
years stemmed, not so much from direct foreign interven-

tion, but rather in defining and charting its boundaries (par-
ticularly in the Arctic), and in demonstrating competence in 
executing domestic authority and responsibility for safe navi-
gation and commerce in its internal waterways and adjacent 
seas. Consequently, the activities of the Naval Service of 
Canada in its early years with respect to pursuing this mandate 
were marked by considerable interest from Parliament and the 
public. This interest was often expressed in the provision of 
additional generally ‘state-of-the-art’ ships and equipment, 
that is, with the exception of the Naval Branch, which, as has 
been well documented elsewhere, was almost immediately left 
to languish.

Survey and Exploration   

The Royal Navy’s hydrographic service had initially looked 
after much of Canada’s maritime survey requirements, 

albeit subsidized by the Dominion government. However, the 
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demands of inshore navigation on the Great Lakes (facilitated 
by the development of steamships), and stimulated both by 
U.S. surveys in their portion of the Lakes and by the traffic 
occasioned by increased immigration, prompted the Dominion 
government in 1883 to obtain the services 
of Staff Commander Boulton from the RN 
to commence a survey of the waters of 
Georgian Bay.7 With this initiative, a 
national hydrographic survey capability 
was born, managed within the Department 
of Marine and Fisheries. Other similar 
work was also being undertaken by hydro-
graphic units established by the 
Department of Public Works and by the 
Department of Railways and Canals, as 
part of its development operations. In 
1904, however, all these operations were consolidated in the 
Canadian Hydrographic Survey, then being directed by 
Boulton’s former assistant, William Stewart. It was a timely 
consolidation, because in that same year, the RN, as part of its 
consolidation of the British fleet to home waters, withdrew its 
hydrographic support to the ‘colonies.’ It did so with the ‘part-
ing shot’ that the current coastal surveys and charts for colo-
nial waters were now quite inadequate for modern inshore 
navigation. The new hydrographic service would have its work 
cut out for it.

By the time the Canadian Hydrographic Survey was 
transferred to the navy in 1910, it was executing seven survey 
programs. In addition to the work on the Great Lakes, the 
requirements for the east and west coasts, inland waters and 
Hudson Bay were also being addressed. It was the latter sur-
vey program that got the Naval Service of Canada almost 
immediately involved in Arctic exploration. Britain, which had 
conducted much (but not all) of the initial exploration of the 
high Arctic, had transferred its claims to sovereignty in the 
area to Canada in 1880, but the young Dominion had done 
little to assert these inherited rights. Indeed, much of the 
exploration of the north-west Arctic to this point had been 
conducted by Norwegians, notably Roald Amundsen and Otto 
Sverdrup. Fortunately, Norway did not press any claims to the 
area, based upon their exploration, 
and, in 1903, the Canadian 
Government purchased Sverdrup’s 
charts in an attempt to assert 
Dominion sovereignty over the 
entire Arctic Archipelago. 

Hudson Bay 

Sovereignty was not the only 
issue driving northern mari-

time development. With increased 
immigration to the west and con-
comitant commercial traffic to the 
new settlements established there, 
developers were looking for 
shorter rail routes to handle the 
expanding western grain trade. 
One option that appeared attrac-
tive was a rail route to Hudson’s 

Bay – if the issues of ice and inadequate hydrographic and 
tidal surveys in that area could be solved. Initial investigations 
into these challenges had been taken in the 1880s by the 
Department of Marine and Fisheries on three expeditions 

intended to investigate the impact of ice 
upon the navigation season. While voy-
ages of exploration and sovereignty claim 
were continued by the Department of 
Marine and Fisheries after the inaugura-
tion of the Naval Service, meeting the 
demands for  safe navigation in Hudson’s 
Bay now fell under the new department’s 
mandate. Shipping required not only accu-
rate charts and surveys of the approaches 
to potential railheads, but also a thorough 
understanding of local tidal and current 

conditions.  Additionally, navigation in the high arctic created 
a wrinkle for ships piloted solely with the aid of magnetic 
compasses: the need to cope with the rapid changes of mag-
netic declination in the region.  

Consequently, the Department of the Naval Service dis-
patched Commander Miles of the Hydrographic Survey with 
the experienced Newfoundland ice pilot, S.W. Bartlett, to con-
duct a preliminary investigation of Hudson’s Bay. Their objec-
tive was to determine the impact of ice upon the navigation 
season, and, in particular, to make a determination between 
Churchill and Port Nelson as the optimal port terminus for the 
proposed western railhead. Using the ice-breaking steamer 
Stanley loaned from the Department of Marine and Fisheries 
to act as a mother ship for a small schooner and survey boats, 
Miles conducted an initial survey during the summer of 1910. 
The results were sufficiently encouraging that the Department 
of the Naval Service sent the team back again the following 
year, this time with the support of the icebreaker Minto and 
two survey schooners, Chrissie Thomey and Burleigh, which 
were purchased for the purpose.  The team deployed three par-
ties that conducted detailed surveys of Port Nelson and 
Churchill and surveyed the magnetic declination changes in 
Hudson Bay. This work continued for the next two years, and 
this effort was augmented in 1913 by an additional asset. 

Hydrographic Survey Schooner (HSS) Chrissie C. Thorney on the Nelson River, Manitoba, circa 1910.
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That asset was the steamer CGS Acadia, built at 
Newcastle-on-Tyne, Great Britain, to Canadian specifications, 
and it had arrived in Halifax in July of that year. Commanded 
by Captain F. Anderson of the Hydrographic Branch, she was 
quickly put to work, and by the middle of August, she was 
anchored off Port Nelson in Hudson Bay. This 12 knot, 1700 
tonne ship was purpose-built for the task, and was specially 
strengthened for navigation in ice, “… proving to be a first-
class sea boat [that] gave a very good account of herself in any 
ice encountered.”8 Her special construction was soon put to 
the test by heavy weather that autumn, and it was not long 
before she became involved in the rescue of 28 seamen from 
the steamer Allete, an event eagerly tracked by the Canadian 
public, that was fed daily details of the event via the ship’s 
wireless - the first electronic equipment to be fitted in any 
Canadian survey vessel.

By the beginning of the First World War, the Hydrographic 
Branch had effectively assumed responsibility for survey work 
in Canadian waters from the Royal Navy (RN), and was con-
ducting a vigorous program of work with a ‘cutting edge’ fleet 
of vessels – many of them quite new. CGS Lillooet, supple-
mented by the new schooner Naden, was charting the British 
Columbia coastline;  CGS Bayfield and La Canadienne the 
Great Lakes; CGS Cartier, the Lower St. Lawrence River; and 
CGS Acadia, the Atlantic Ocean and Hudson Bay. 
Unfortunately, the Chrissie Thomey had, by 1913, become a 
permanent fixture of the Hudson Bay shoreline. Being too 
badly damaged by the ice, she was beached and converted into 
a shore-bound base ship.

The Canadian Arctic Expedition: 1913 – 1916 

By the turn of the century, stimulated to some extent by 
American enquiries into the sovereignty of parts of the 

Arctic Archipelago, the Dominion began extending its interest 
in Canada’s maritime frontier to the north as well. This con-
cern was the impetus for the legendary expeditions by Captain 
J. E. Bernier in his wooden ship CGS Arctic under the spon-
sorship of the Department of Marine and Fisheries. Conducted 

from 1904 and into the 1920s, with the primary objective of 
formally cementing Canada’s claims of sovereignty in the 
eastern high arctic, these expeditions were crowned by 
Bernier’s claim, made on Dominion Day 1909, of the entire 
Arctic Archipelago for Canada, which he commemorated with 
a tablet placed on Melville Island. Unfortunately, this was 
about as far west as he was able to force his little ship. 

Since, as noted earlier, exploration of much of the north-
western portion of that archipelago had been accomplished by 
the Norwegians, Canada’s claim to that area was potentially 
open to question. Consequently, when, in 1913, the Canadian 
explorer and ethnologist Vilhjalmur Stefansson proposed to 
the Canadian Government that he lead an expedition to explore 
the western high arctic, the government enthusiastically 
responded with support and funds. While a number of depart-
ments backed the mission, the Department of the Naval 
Service was selected to lead it, and the Department placed 
Stefansson in charge. 

The object of the expedition, which was divided into 
northern and southern components, was to determine if a new 
continent existed north of Alaska, and to conduct scientific 
observations on wildlife and current drift. The Department 
purchased the 247 tonne auxiliary brigantine Karluk, which 
Stefansson had previously obtained for $10,000, assigning the 
veteran Captain R.A. Bartlett to command her.9 Two smaller 
vessels, Mary Sachs and Alaska, were also obtained to support 
the southern portion of the expedition in its exploration of the 
western arctic mainland. Unfortunately, Karluk, a former US 

fishing supply ship, 
although reinforced for 
operation in the ice 
periphery, was poorly 
suited to the task of deep 
penetration into arctic 
ice. Indeed, her 150 
horsepower “coffee pot 
of an engine” was, in the 
opinion of her engineer, 
quite inadequate for ice 
navigation.10 

Consequently, it 
was not long after she 
set sail from Nome, 
Alaska in July 1913 that 
Karluk became stuck in 
the ice and while 
Stefansson and some 
members of the northern 
party were off the ship 

on an extended hunting trip, Karluk, with the remaining mem-
bers of the crew, was carried off westward. Finding her gone, 
Stefansson’s group was forced to hike back to Cape Smythe, 
near Barrow. By January 1914, Karluk had drifted far west-
ward into the East Siberian Sea. By the 10th of January, she 
was so badly holed that Captain Bartlett had the men evacu-
ated with supplies onto a camp on the drifting ice. In the best 
traditions of the new Service, Bartlett stayed with his charge, 
but the ship proved to be irreparable. The next day, to the tune 
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of Chopin’s funeral march playing on Bartlett’s wind-up pho-
nograph, and, “… with the blue ensign at the main topmast 
head, the Karluk disappeared, going down in 38 fathoms of 
water ... 60 miles North by East of Herald Island.”11 Four of 
the party attempted to make Alaska on foot but were never 
seen again. When it was decided to attempt to trek to Wrangel 
Island, 60 miles to the south, an advance party of another four 
individuals set out to lead the way, but they also got lost, and 
were eventually found dead on Heard Island many years later. 
The remainder, led by Captain Bartlett, did reach Wrangel 
Island and set up camp there. At this point, Bartlett, with an 
Inuk companion, completed the remaining 110-mile trip over 
the ice to Siberia, and from there, shipped back to Alaska from 
whence a rescue expedition was mounted. Eventually, the 
stranded party was rescued in September 1914 by a trading 
ship and a US Coast Guard cutter.12

This setback was not fatal to the expedition, however, and 
Stefansson, who had returned over ice to Alaska, purchased 
another ship, North Star, and continued his exploration. Over 
the next two years, it would take him north along the coast of 
Banks Island and still further north to Prince Patrick Island, 
where he discovered a cairn left by the McClintock expedition 
of 1853. Yet, even further north, he discovered a new coast-
line, the southern shore of the Queen Elizabeth Islands, which 
had not been previously charted. His travels, which involved 
buying several more small vessels for support, were largely 
undertaken by sled over land and ice, and were generally sup-
plied by living off the land. While he was no doubt a very 
controversial character, Stefansson was a hardy and competent 
explorer and, aside from an engineer in one his schooners who 
had suffered a heart attack, no more members of the expedi-
tion were lost. He remained in the Arctic until 1918, discover-
ing a number of new islands in the western Arctic and demon-
strating that it was quite feasible for non-native people to 
survive there indefinitely if they adopted the Inuit lifestyle. 
His degree of competence, or perhaps nonchalance, is no 
doubt illustrated by the quote often ascribed to him: “Adventure 
is a sign of incompetence.”

The southern division of the 
expedition, led by Doctor R. 
Anderson and supported by the 
schooners Alaska and Mary 
Sachs, pursued a variety of other 
objectives over the same three-
year period.  These included a 
survey of the western mainland 
coast, and the southern portion of 
some of the islands of the western 
archipelago, geological investiga-
tions (primarily prospecting for 
copper ore), Inuit ethnology and 
language, arctic zoology and bot-
any, tidal measurements, mag-
netic survey, and meteorological 
observations. The division’s 
activities concluded in August 
1916 with such an extensive col-
lection of specimens and samples 
that it had to be distributed inter-

nationally for analysis.

Despite its less-than-promising beginning, the Canadian 
Arctic expedition of 1913 – 1916 achieved all the objectives 
assigned to it, and, in so doing, it reinforced Canadian claims 
of sovereignty in the western arctic. In particular, the efforts 

G
.H

. 
W

il
k

in
s

/L
ib

ra
ry

 a
n

d
 A

rc
h

iv
e

s
 C

a
n

a
d

a
 P

A
-0

7
4

0
4

5

HMCS Karluk drifting, October 1913.
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of Captain `Bob` Bartlett to rescue his crew established a 
standard of endurance, leadership, competence, and courage 
that captured the attention of Parliament and the Canadian 
public.13 Scientific investigation under these circumstances 
could indeed demand of Canadians much the same qualities 
of character, endurance, and courage that the Canadian Corps 
was now drawing upon at the Western Front. 

The Canadian Fisheries Expedition 1914 – 1915

The Department took rather less notice of another initia-
tive in ocean research it sponsored during the same time 

frame, but one which ultimately would have a more direct 
benefit to the operations of the Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) 
in the next war. The science of biological oceanography and 
its practical value to the fisheries had been established in 
Europe by the expeditions of Doctor Johan Hjort, Director of 
Fisheries for Norway, and Sir John Murray of Great Britain. 
One of their investigations, conducted in the Norwegian fish-
eries research vessel Michael Sars, took them off the coast 
of Newfoundland in 1910, where nominal similarities in the 
ocean conditions to those in Norwegian waters were noted. 
Since the Norwegians had successfully exploited informa-
tion on ocean characteristics to develop new fisheries, the 
president of the Biological Board of Canada persuaded 
Doctor Hjort to conduct a similar investigation off the east 
coast of Canada to determine if similar benefits to the 
Canadian fisheries could be identified. As the Board lacked 
the resources to support the work itself, it enlisted the sup-
port of the Deputy Minister for the Department of the Naval 
Service to underwrite it. The intent was to make physical, 
chemical, hydrographical, and biological surveys of the 
Atlantic coastal and Gulf of St Lawrence waters to deter-
mine the optimal conditions for further development of the 
Canadian fisheries. The Deputy Minister of the period, 
George Desbarats, agreed, and the Department of the Naval 
Service underwrote the costs. 

Following some preliminary work in 1914, Hjort deter-
mined that there were a number of commercially viable her-
ring populations which might be differentiated as a result of 
the impact of the ocean environment on their breeding cycles. 
Consequently, he proposed a program of biological and 
oceanographic observations, focussed upon the Gulf of St 
Lawrence and the waters off the Scotian Shelf. Two cruises in 
each location were planned – one in the spring of 1915 during 
spawning season, and the second in late-summer to note the 
migration of the resulting herring young. The Atlantic cruises 
were conducted by the Naval Service’s hydrographic ship 
CGS Acadia, while the Gulf investigations were conducted 
from the Marine and Fisheries vessel Princess. Neither vessel 
was particularly well-equipped for this type of work, so Hjort 
had to bring with him some basic instrumentation from 
Norway, including Nansen bottles (for collecting sea water 
samples) and reversing thermometers. These were lowered to 
selected depths on 4mm wire operated from hand winches 
equipped with a meter wheel for noting the package depth. 
Biological samples were collected using a variety of plankton 
nets developed for the purpose by the Norwegians. These 
were some of the first relatively-extensive physical oceano-
graphic measurements of Canadian coastal waters to be col-
lected and subsequently analysed.

The work was evidently not particularly popular with the 
navy. The Department of the Naval Service noted the deploy-
ment of Acadia in May, and again in August 1915, rather 
briefly in its annual report14 - with the effort seemingly 
viewed as somewhat of an interruption of the ‘real’ hydro-
graphic survey work that Acadia was normally tasked to pur-
sue. The final report of the expedition,15 which was eventually 
produced under the imprimatur of the Department of the 
Naval Service of Canada in 1919, comprised six papers on 
biological oceanography, and two on the physical oceanog-
raphy of the area. The report proved to be the foundational 
work for the science of oceanography in Canada, and the 
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portion on physical oceanography was characterised as “… 
the treatise on hydrodynamics, which occupied a prominent 
part of the report, has for 50 years continued to be valued as 
a text. Further, the methods of investigation introduced into 
Canadian oceanography were to be adopted by Canadians in 
the years that followed.”16 However, the Department itself did 
not appear to be particularly impressed, as distribution of this 
foundational document was apparently fairly limited.17 
Nevertheless, the RCN would find itself rather more inter-
ested in the subject of the thermal structure of Canadian 
coastal waters some 30 years later.

Conclusion 

With the National 
Defence Act of 1922, 

the Department of the Naval 
Service ceased to exist, 
along with the RCN`s direct 
association with its other 
marine branches, The 
Hydrographic ,  Tidal , 
Fisheries Protection, and 
Wireless Branches were 
transferred back to the 
Department of Marine and 
Fisheries, while the Naval 
Branch joined the new 
Department of National 
Defence. With the nation 
thoroughly tired of war, the 
Navy now entered a period 
of severe retrenchment and 
budget cuts, with no man-
date or interest in research 
and survey work.

That work continued, 
however,  wi th  the 
Department of Marine and Fisheries picking up the develop-
ment of the nascent science of oceanography in Canada, 
driven, as it had been before, by the 
demands of the resource industries – pri-
marily the fisheries. A physicist (and 
reserve army officer) H.B. Hachey, operat-
ing out of the Marine Biological Station at 
St. Andrews in New Brunswick, continued  
the investigations into the physical ocean-
ography of Canada’s east coast that had 
been initiated by the earlier Fisheries 
Expedition. Extensive measurements were 
made of currents and sea temperatures in 
the Strait of Belle Isle, Cabot Strait, and 
the coastal waters of Newfoundland as part of a 1923 interna-
tional survey conducted under the auspices of the North 
American Council on Fisheries Investigations. Additional 
work was conducted in the 1920s and 1930s in the Bay of 
Fundy area to determine the possible impact upon the fisher-
ies of tidal power station development, again under bi-national 
sponsorship. Furthermore, a series of fisheries research expe-
ditions were mounted to Hudson Bay between 1929 and 1931. 

On the west coast, studies were conducted by biologists 
to examine the impact of the Fraser River discharge into the 
Strait of Georgia on marine fauna distribution and the influ-
ence of seasonal variation in water characteristics on fish 
populations. The physical and chemical aspects of this work 
were pursued by John. P. Tully, a chemist, at the biological 
station at Nanaimo, British Columbia, in 1931. Tully insti-
gated a number of projects, including the first survey of the 
offshore oceanography of the waters around Vancouver Island 
with the aid of the RCN’s old battle class trawler, HMCS 
Armentières, from 1935 to 1938.  

While the involvement of the RCN in ocean science dur-
ing the inter-war years was relatively small, the relationships 

established with marine scientists would 
be important to its technical development 
late in the Second World War, and also 
during the immediate post-war years. As 
explored elsewhere,18 the capabilities and 
infrastructure developed on both coasts by 
Hachey and Tully, and the data bases col-
lected and established on the physical 
oceanography of the Canadian coastal 
waters, inaugurated by the Fisheries 
Expedition, and expanded upon by these 
individuals, would be key to understanding 

the performance and limitations of ASDIC (sonar) during the 
Second World War.

The exploration and survey work sponsored by the Naval 
Service of Canada under the auspices of its Hydrographic 
Branch played a significant role in exploring the boundaries 
of a rapidly expanding nation, and in establishing and demon-
strating sovereignty over its high arctic frontier. Not surpris-
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HMCS Armentieres off Esquimalt, British Columbia, 9 December 1940.

“Nevertheless, the RCN 
would find itself rather 
more interested in the 
subject of the thermal 
structure of Canadian 

coastal waters some 30 
years later.”
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ingly, there is little discussion of the activities of the Naval 
Branch in the unclassified annual reports of the Naval Service 
to Parliament during the war – the details were classified. 
Consequently, these reports focussed upon the activities of 
the Hydrographic Branch, and particularly, upon the dramatic 
exploits of Stefansson’s Arctic expedition which excited the 
imagination of the Canadian public. For the Naval Service of 
Canada, the First World War was very much a ‘home game.’

Today, the navies of many nations retain responsibilities 
for maritime survey and hydrographic work similar to those 
responsibilities initially assigned to the Naval Service of Canada 
in 1910. In Canada, it has proven more useful to split the mari-
time sovereignty functions of defence and survey/exploration 
between DND and the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
(DFO). Collaboration between these departments (or their pre-
decessors) has waxed and waned with the nature and intensity 
of the challenges facing the nation. Today, with increasing inter-
national and national interest in the Arctic, the navy, and 
Canada’s science-based institutions, are being increasingly 
called upon to support the nation’s interests and sovereignty 
claims to the region. Not surprisingly, therefore, cooperation 
between the two, and consequently, the role of DND in support-
ing arctic marine science and hydrography is increasing. 

This has been illustrated recently in the support provided 
by DND’s research arm, Defence R&D Canada (DRDC) to the 
combined National Resources Canada (NRCan,),  DFO, 
DRDC project that used autonomous underwater vehicles 
(AUVs) to conduct under ice surveys of the ocean floor north 
of Borden Island in Canada’s western arctic. In two surveys 
conducted in 2010 and 2011 respectively, Project Cornerstone19 
used two Explorer AUVs that travelled over 1000 kilometres 
under the ice while conducting surveys of Canada’s extended 
arctic continental shelf in support of Canada’s claims for 
extended arctic sovereignty under the terms of the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).  

Surveying Canada’s maritime boundaries is still a work in 
progress and it probably will be for a long time to come. The 
conduct of marine science and survey in waters we claim our 
own is very much a statement of national sovereignty. 
Consequently, the interest of DND and the RCN in ocean sci-
ence will also continue in both a lead and supporting role – 
just as it did when the navy was created 100 years ago. 
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Another view of Yamoria in suspension during Project Cornerstone.NRCAN Arctic Explorer Yamoria over the ice.
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NOTES

1.	 Text of the Naval Service Act as Passed in 1910, 
9-10 Edw VII, c. 43 as reprinted in App V to 
G.N.Tucker,  The Naval Service of Canada, Its 
official history, Volume 1: Origins and Early 
Years, (Ottawa, King`s Printer, 1952), pp. 377 – 
385.

2.	 As reported in the introduction to Report of the 
Department of the Naval Service for the Fiscal 
Year ended March 31 1911 – Sessional Paper No 
38, (Ottawa, King’s Printer, 1911). p. 7. The Life 
Saving Service would be added in 1914.

3.	 At least as characterized in T.E. Appleton, Usque 
ad Mare: A History of the Canadian Coast Guard 
and Marine Services, (Department of Transport, 
Ottawa, 1968), p. 80. The 396 tonne Vigilant was 
built by Polson Iron Works Ltd, Toronto, in 1904 
and was armed with four small quick firing guns.

4.	 O.M. Meehan, “The Canadian Hydrographic 
Service: From the time of its inception in 1883 to 
the end of the Second World War”, (W. Glover 
and D. Gray [Eds.]), The Northern Mariner/Le 
Marin du Nord, Vol XIV, No.1 (January 2004), pp 
1 – 158. Lillooet, built in Esquimalt by the British 
Columbia Marine Railway Company in 1908, was 
joined by a near-sister ship, the 522 tonne steamer 
C.G.S Cartier, which arrived at Québec 6 May 
1910, from her builders in Great Britain, two days 
after the birth of the Navy.

5.	 The Wireless Telegraph branch did not have any 
dedicated ships but they did operate some nine 
wireless stations on the West Coast and thirteen 
on the East Coast and noted the existence of ten 
Marine and Fisheries steamers equipped with 
wireless transmitters which were available for 
message relay as required. These stations would 
prove to be a very useful asset in the world war to 
come.

6.	 Extract from The Naval Prayer.
7.	 The wreck of the SS Asia in Georgian Bay 14 

September 1882, with a heavy loss of life, created 
the necessary stimulus. The RN, under Lieutenant 
H.W. Bayfield, RN, had surveyed the deep waters 
of the Great Lakes during the early 19th Century 
but the inshore waters (which were typically con-
sidered unsafe for navigation by sailing vessels) 
had not been adequately considered. Once steam 
vessels started using the more shallow waters, a 
new requirement for charts for inshore waters 
emerged.

8.	 Report of the Department of the Naval Service for 
the Fiscal Year ended March 31 1914 – Sessional 
Paper No 38, (Ottawa, King’s Printer, 1915).

9.	 The nephew of S.W Bartlett who had served with 
the Hudson`s Bay survey. Both Newfoundlanders 
were veterans of arctic navigation, having sup-
ported one of Peary`s expeditions. Appleton,  p. 
258. Karluk is an Aleut word for fish.

10.	 The reaction of the crew to the state of the ship is 
described in some detail in R.J. Diubaldo,  
Stefansson and the Canadian Arctic; (Montreal 
and Kingston, McGill-Queen’s Press, 1999).  

11.	 From Captain Bartlett`s diary as quoted in Report 
of the Department of the Naval Service for the 
Fiscal Year ended March 31 1915 – Sessional 
Paper No 38, (Ottawa, King’s Printer, 1915). 
Herald Island lies just to the east of Wrangel 
Island north of Siberia.

12.	 Of the 17 who made it to Wrangel Island, 14 
lived. Based upon their extended stay on the oth-
erwise-uninhabited island north of allied Russia, 
Stefansson wanted to claim the island for Canada 
– which prudently declined the honour. In 1921, 
he planned another expedition to the island to 
claim it for Britain – which resulted in an interna-
tional incident, and the death of most of the par-
ticipants.

13.	 The progress of the expedition was reported annu-
ally in much more detail than the activities of the 

rest of the Department in most of its reports in the 
1913 – 1919 time frame. A summary report is 
provided in Report of the Department of the Naval 
Service for the Fiscal Year ended March 31 191 
– Sessional Paper No 38, (Ottawa, King’s Printer, 
191). pp.36 – 40 and appendices 

14.	 in Report of the Department of the Naval Service 
for the Fiscal Year ended March 31 1916 – 
Sessional Paper No 38, (Ottawa, King’s Printer, 
1916), p. x

15.	 Department of the Naval Service, “Canadian 
Fisheries Expedition, 1914 – 1915: Investigations 
in the Gulf of St Lawrence and Atlantic Waters of 
Canada, under the direction of Dr Johan Hjort, 
Head of the Expedition, Director of Fisheries for 
Norway,” (Ottawa, J De Labroquerie Taché, 
Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 
1919).

16.	 H.B. Hachey, ``History of the Fisheries Research 
Board of Canada``, (Ottawa, Fisheries Research 
Board of Canada Manuscript Report (Biological) 
No 843, 1965), p. 292

17.	 A. C. Hardy. `Dr Johan Hjort: 1869 – 1948`, 
Obituary Notices of Fellows of the Royal Society, 
Vol. 7, No. 19 (November, 1950), pp. 167-181. 
Hardy notes that Hjort’s “… series of reports on 
those [Canadian] waters were issued in a govern-
ment ‘blue book’ with an absurdly small circula-
tion; it is among the rarest and most prized of 
publications that an oceanographer can possess.”  

18.	 Mark Tunnicliffe, “Ocean Acoustics in World War 
II – Dawn of a New Science in Canada,” in The 
Journal of Ocean Technology, Vol. 5, Special 
Issue 1, pp 1-12. (2010)

19.	 http://www.nrcan.gc.ca/earth-sciences/geogra-
phy-boundary/boundary/continental-shelf/auton-
omous-underwater-vehicles/3879 consulted 13 
March 2012, is a useful Natural Resources 
Canada (NRCan) summary of the project.

Yamoria’s happy crew at project completion.
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Introduction 

D
uring the final three months of the First World 
War, the Allies instigated a series of offensives 
against Germany on the Western Front which 
would be known as the Hundred Days 
Offensive. In this offensive, the Canadian 

Corps served as the spearhead for the British Empire, and 
effectively inflicted a series of decisive defeats upon the 
German Army. “Canada’s Hundred Days,” so-called because 
of Canada’s prominent and substantial role in victory, began 
on 8 August 1918 with the battle of Amiens, and carried 
through to the Battle of Mons on the date of the armistice, 11 
November 1918. Although Canada was ultimately instrumen-
tal in achieving victory, since it defeated parts of 47 German 

divisions and cracked some of the most seemingly impenetra-
ble German positions, the Canadian Corps suffered enormous 
losses. The Corps sustained over 45,000 casualties in a mere 
three months of fighting, which was not only its highest casu-
alty rate of the entire war, but in the subsequent history of the 
Canadian military.1 

Measuring the Success  
of Canada’s Wars: The Hundred 
Days Offensive as a Case Study

by Ryan Goldsworthy

Ryan Goldsworthy is a graduate of both the University of Toronto (Hons 
BA) and Queen’s University (MA). During his graduate education, he 
specialized in Canada’s combative role in the First World War. He has 
worked closely with a senior Royal Ontario Museum curator in the 
museum’s arms and armour collection. Currently, he is working as an 
editor of peer-reviewed articles at Queen’s, and he also serves in the 
position of ‘interpreter and special projects’ at the 48th Highlanders 
Regimental Museum in Toronto.
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Armoured trucks of the Motor Machine Gun Brigade during the advance from Arras, September 1918.
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Traditionally, historians of Canada’s involvement in the 
Hundred Days have erred on the side of presenting the offen-
sive as a highly successful, albeit costly cam-
paign for the Corps. These studies, which have 
highlighted the success of the Hundred Days, 
have most often assessed the offensive from the 
tactical level alone, or the individual battles 
from the perspective of the Canadian Corps. 
However, in comprehensively evaluating the 
success of Canada’s Hundred Days, a three-
tiered evaluation of success in the context of 
1918 and its aftermath is essential. This is 
important because each level of war has its own 
measures of success, and military operations 
must therefore be analyzed for their successful-
ness based upon the parameters established at 
each of these unique levels. These three levels 
include the tactical, or the individual battles 
and engagements; the operational, or the theatre 
campaign plans and major operations; and 
finally the strategic, or the political direction of 
war, the national security and policy directives, 
and the national military strategy.2 These three 

basic definitions of the levels of military 
aims are based upon the model created by 
the modern Canadian Department of 
National Defence (DND), but, similar to 
any model, it is relatively rudimentary, not 
without its flaws, and should rather be used 
as a tool in grasping the concepts. 

Through analyzing the success of the 
offensive by placing these three levels in 
the context of 1918 and its immediate 
aftermath, the most pressing question is 
how can ‘success’ be defined or measured. 
More specifically, who is it that determines 
what constituted successes in the context of 
the Hundred Days? To answer these ques-
tions of success, and to ultimately assess 
the offensive, this article will adapt the 
DND’s ‘levels of war’ model to include the 
measures of success established or implied 
by the key individuals of 1918 who occu-
pied each of these three levels, including: 
Canadian Corps Commander Arthur Currie, 
Field-Marshal Douglas Haig, and Canadian 
Prime Minister Robert Borden. In this 
study, these measures of success, and what 
these individuals were trying to achieve in 
the offensive, will be ‘fleshed out’ and ana-
lyzed. Subsequently, a more accurate evalu-
ation of whether or not Canada’s Hundred 
Days can be considered a full success will 
surface. Ultimately, this article will argue 
that while on the tactical level, and to a 
lesser extent, the operational level, the 
offensive was successful, Canada’s 
Hundred Days was by and large a strategic 
failure. Moreover, this adapted model can 
be applied to any modern Canadian mili-

tary conflict, such as that conducted in Afghanistan or Libya, 
in an attempt to comprehensively analyze its success. 
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Historiography 

Much has been written about Canada’s Hundred Days by 
many highly respected Canadian scholars. Historian 

Bill Rawling offers perhaps the most succinct summary of the 
traditional historiography of the Hundred Days, concluding 
that the battles of the offensive have tended to be looked upon 
favourably by historians, mainly because of the way they 
ended – with victory.3 Similarly, Denis Winter contends that 
the last hundred days of the Great War have always been pre-
sented as a “triumphal march towards an inevitable victory.”4 
In one of the seminal volumes of Canadian military history, 
The Military History of Canada, Desmond Morton assessed 
the offensive as the triumph that the “generals had prayed 
for.”5 Terry Copp also emphasized the tactical successes and 
“spectacular gains” of the Canadian Corps in 1918, espousing 
the popular argument that the Hundred Days determined the 
final outcome of the war.6 The study which perhaps comes 
closest to addressing the three levels of war in Canada’s 
Hundred Days is Shane Schreiber’s Shock Army of the British 
Empire. He argues that Currie may have been thinking beyond 
the tactical level, and concludes that Currie and the Corps 
straddled the “… imaginary and amorphous boundary between 
the tactical and operational level of war.”7

However, the most recent historiography has noted that 
these victories during the Hundred Days were not always 
accompanied by flawless logistics and tactics. In Shock Troops, 
Tim Cook admits that while Canada’s approach during the 
Hundred Days may have constituted the epitome of war fight-
ing, many of the operations conducted during the campaign 
may have been “hurriedly and haphazardly planned.”8 In his 
expanded and even more recent study, The Madman and the 
Butcher, a comparative analysis of Sir Sam Hughes and Sir 
Arthur Currie, Cook effectively brings to light the sentiments 
of some of Currie’s contemporaries who were critical of the 
offensive’s casualties, and the purpose in engaging in combat 
from the second-to-last-day of the war.9  

In connection with the misgivings of Cook, 
and in a divergence from the traditional Hundred 
Days historiographies, British historian Tim 
Travers, in How the War was Won, is critical of 
both the operational and strategic doctrines of 
Haig and the armies under the British 
Expeditionary Force during the offensive.10 
None of these studies, however, whether critical 
of the offensive or not, have comprehensively 
analyzed the success of Canada’s Hundred Days 
through each of the three levels of war, or 
through the measures of success established by 
the key individuals, Arthur Currie, Douglas 
Haig, and Robert Borden. 

Arthur Currie – the Tactical Level 

Although General Currie was always aiming 
to achieve battlefield victory, he gauged 

this success through various aspects – much 
more than the typical measures of ground, guns, 
and prisoners taken. In fact, the Canadian Corps 
never lost a battle in the final two years of the 

Great War, and based upon that statistic alone, the Corps was 
successful at the tactical level. Currie would come to view the 
last months of 1918 as the most significant achievement of the 
Canadian nation and the British war effort.11

However, by early-1918, the Canadian Corps was plagued 
by a state of administrative turmoil and uncertainty. The 
Canadian government wished to impose a 5th Canadian 
Division upon the Corps (under the command of the incompe-
tent Garnet Hughes, son of Sir Sam Hughes), the BEF desired 
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a reorganization of the corps both for “political 
effect”12 and to mirror British organization, and the 
four established Canadian divisions were not fight-
ing together on the front. British command also 
aimed to integrate American battalions into the 
depleted Corps, which Currie predicted would be a 
complete disaster, and would destroy its “strong 
feelings of esprit de corps and comradeship.”13 
Currie, quite naturally, was opposed to any measure 
which was not “in the best interests of Canada’s 
fighting forces.” 14

Ultimately, Currie, with the aid of the Overseas 
Ministry, which afforded him the autonomy and 
support to achieve his goals,15 prevailed against all 
of these proposed changes, and kept the Canadian 
Corps fighting together for the entire offensive, 
which kept both its proven formations and its esprit 
de corps intact. Currie insisted that there was a 
direct correlation between tactical efficiency and 
unit organization, and organizational changes could 
just as easily impede rather than improve battlefield 
success.16 Currie’s view is supported by Desmond 
Morton, who contends that because of the tactics 
and circumstances of 1918, Currie’s insistence 
upon maintaining the structure of the Corps proba-
bly made his formation much more powerful in the 
series of offensive battles which filled the last three 
months of the war.17 The Corps benefited greatly from Currie’s 
efforts to keep it together, fighting together, and working 
together, and he ensured that divisions and brigades learned 
from each others’ successes and failures.18 

Currie was also able to keep the Corps relatively indepen-
dent from British command, and he instilled a sense of a 
national Canadian identity within it, to the point where, 
regardless of whether or not its personnel were British-born, 
the war “turned them into Canadians.”19 Tim Cook rendered 
his verdict upon Currie’s decisions on organization as having 
been “clearly right” and important to achieving success ‘at the 
sharp end.’20 Therefore, Currie’s measures of success, which 
included the maintenance of the formations, identity, and 
strength of the Canadian Corps, were all achieved.

The next measure of military success from Currie’s per-
spective was the maintenance and aggrandizement of reputa-
tions. Although he was consistently focused upon perfecting 
the fighting capabilities of the Corps in 1918, he was also 
“highly cognizant” of how he and his men would be remem-
bered in the annals of history, preparing for both the war on 
the ground, and the ensuing war of reputations.21 In terms of 
espousing the success of the Canadian Corps, Currie believed 
that it was the pre-eminent fighting force on the Western Front 
and he would not shy away from promoting this belief to any-
one who would listen.22 These proclamations from Currie only 
strengthened the increasingly held opinion on the Western 
Front that the Canadian Corps was one of the most profes-
sional, reliable, and hard-hitting formations in France; its vic-
tories spoke for themselves. They became to be perceived as 
the ‘shock troops’ of the British Empire, and were inevitably, 
regardless of fatigue and previous sacrifices rendered, called 
upon to spearhead the Hundred Days. Although Currie 
achieved the heightening of the reputation of the Corps, many 
soldiers lamented the role, willing to trade their reputation for 
a reprieve in the reserve.23 

Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Currie.
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By as early as late-1918, Currie was smarting from his 
belief that the British press and General Headquarters (GHQ) 
had downplayed the success of the Corps in the Hundred 
Days, and that the US propaganda machine was promoting an 
exaggerated account of the American role in the offensive. He 
responded to these issues with the creation of the Canadian 
War Narrative Section (CWNS) in December 1918. This his-
torical section was established to maintain a sense of Canadian 
control on how the Hundred Days would be documented in 
print and presented to the public.24 Tim Cook argues that the 
report of the CWNS was not only an important step in record-
ing and presenting the due credit of the Canadian Corps, but 
also in restoring Currie’s damaged reputation, which had been 
battered by Sam Hughes and his supporters in Parliament, who 
were enthusiastically accusing Currie of wasting Canadian 
lives and dubbing him a ‘butcher,’ and by some of his own 
soldiers, many of whom bought into the repre-
sentation of Currie as a “butcher.”25 

This element of casualty rates relates to 
the third, and arguably the most important 
measure of success for Currie at the tactical 
level – limiting casualties on the field. 
Arguably, Currie’s reputation as a butcher is 
unsubstantiated. His agony over casualty rates, 
his conscious attempts to minimize these num-
bers in battle, and the comparison of Canadian 
Corps casualty rates to the other formations on 
the Western Front indicate that Currie was as 
successful as possible in achieving his aims. 
Currie emotionally recorded that the most 
challenging element of his capacity was sign-
ing “the death warrant for a lot of splendid 
Canadian lives.”26 He was forced to accept the 
trade of the casualties for victory; it was the 
grim reality of war, and it was his role in it. 
This is perhaps best captured through his real-
istic statement: “You cannot meet and defeat 
in battle one-quarter of the German Army 
without suffering casualties.”27

Currie’s application of lessons learned28 
from past offensives in an effort to abate casual-
ties are quite clearly evident in the Corps’ casu-
alty rates compared to other forces on the 
Western Front during the Hundred Days. For 
instance, in comparison with the American 
Expeditionary Force (AEF) during the Hundred 
Days period, the inexperienced Americans suf-
fered an average of 2170 casualties per German 
Division defeated, while the Canadians accrued 
975 per division defeated; the Americans 
advanced 34 miles and captured 16,000 prison-
ers, while the Canadians advanced 86 miles and 
captured 31,537 prisoners.29 Despite the fact that 
the AEF was six times the size of the Canadian 
Corps, Currie outstripped the AEF on every sin-
gle tactical level. These numbers not only speak 
to the Canadian Corps’ greater experience and 
effectiveness on the battlefield compared to the 
Americans, but also to Currie’s efforts and con-
sequent accomplishment to achieve great tactical 

success while minimizing casualties. 

What also characterised the Corps under Currie was a 
determination to use the maximum allotment of material in the 
hope that it would save lives and win objectives.30 During the 
Hundred Days, Currie would refuse to engage without proper 
logistical support, as well as artillery support. At Cambrai, for 
instance, Currie insisted upon delaying combat until he had 
acquired adequate logistical support, undoubtedly sparing 
hundreds or thousands of Canadian lives.31 Bill Rawling, 
although sceptical that heavy artillery saved more lives, argues 
that by at least attempting heavy, strategic bombardments, 
Currie showed that he did not consider massive casualties to 
be a necessary price for victory.32 Shane Schreiber notes more 
forcefully that Currie ensured that during the offensive, the 
Corps “… paid the price of victory in shells, not in life.”33

French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau (fourth from left) in discussion with Field 
Marshal Sir Douglas Haig (fourth from right).
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Canadian infantry advance under fire towards the Drocourt-Quéant Line, a heavily forti-
fied series of German trenches.
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In sum, Arthur Currie’s determinants of success included 
the upholding of the strength, unity, and organization of the 
Canadian Corps, advocating and ensuring the reputations and 
honours bestowed upon the Corps, and limiting casualties 
through planning, learning from mistakes, and through the 
generous expenditure of war material. In each of these tactical 
aspects, Currie was successful.

Douglas Haig – the Operational Level

By August 1918, neither the French nor the Americans 
were ready to commit to a long campaign, due to exhaus-

tion and inexperience respectively, and it fell upon the BEF 
and its ‘colonial’ soldiers to spearhead the offensive. Field-
Marshal Douglas Haig’s self-proclaimed albeit vague opera-
tional measure of success during the offensive was “… the 
defeat of the enemy by the combined Allied Armies [which] 
must always be regarded as the primary object...”34 The Allied 
offensive was launched as a response to the German’s Spring 
Offensive in March, and the Canadian and Australian Corps 
were meant to spearhead an assault by the Fourth Army with 
the objective of easing the pressure on the lateral line at 
Amiens. Historian Ian Brown has argued that Amiens was 
seen as a “complete operational success,” ushering in for the 
first time mobility on the Western Front, where Haig was then 
able to successfully shift the axis of the BEF’s thrust follow-
ing the blow.35 Furthermore, the deep penetration of the 
Hindenburg Line in September precipitated Haig’s hoped for 
withdrawal of the enemy along the whole of the front, and all 
gains of the German Spring Offensive had effectively been 
reclaimed.36 Therefore, based upon the terms of Haig’s desired 
objectives at Amiens and the Hindenburg Line, and upon his 
overall objective in the Hundred Days, the first phases of the 
offensive were an operational success.

During the offensive, Haig and the BEF developed a new 
material-heavy operational offensive doctrine,37 and in October 
1918 alone, the British expended 2,000,000 artillery shells,  
carried out in such a “… coordinated and skilful manner that 

it is not certain that any defensive positions could have with-
stood them.”38 Prior to the offensive, however, the British 
General Staff proposed that the new munitions programs 
would not be ready until June 1919. This, however, was con-
trary to Haig’s operational goal of an autumn 1918 victory and 
his material-heavy operational doctrine, and so, flush with 
success, he ignored the GHQ, stressed the need to continue, 
and ultimately forced the Germans to accept an armistice in 
lockstep with his desired timetable in November.39 Haig was 
successful in putting an end to the war in 1918 and in refusing 
to stall for the new munitions programs. Although at times at 
great expense of life was required, Haig’s operational objec-
tives for the Hundred Days were achieved. 

Where the operational level of the Hundred Days was 
arguably a failure, or at least flawed, was in managing and 
limiting casualty rates. Throughout the war, British command 
was often wasteful in attempting to achieve its objectives. This 
trend was continued into the beginning of the battle of Amiens, 
when, following the spectacular gains of the first day of com-
bat, the hope of a significant breakthrough began rapidly to 
dissolve, and both Haig and Fourth Army Commander Henry 
Rawlinson refused to stop pressing forward. The second day at 
Amiens revealed confusion in the Allied command, which 
exacerbated the losses to the infantry, who were ordered for-
ward with inadequate artillery and armoured support.40  To 
continue operations under such conditions would only result 
in staggering casualties, but battle was sustained for another 
costly two days, followed by several days more of intermittent 
fighting. In fact, the combat at Amiens did not let up until 
Currie and the Australian Corps Commander, John Monash, 
appealed to Haig to stop before their respective corps were 
“pounded to pieces.”41 Haig declared that his eventual stop-
page at Amiens was because of his responsibility to his “gov-

ernment and fellow citizens in handling the 
British forces,”42 making it clear that he 
had at least begun to measure operational 
success with the management of casualties. 

However, because of the Canadian 
Corps’ role as the spearhead, a role which 
Haig had assigned to the Canadians, and 
despite the great efforts made to abate 
casualties by Arthur Currie, the heavy 
losses continued for the relatively small 
100,000-strong Canadian force throughout 
the offensive.43 The Allied command had 
not experienced breakthroughs and move-
ments like this in the entire war, and thus 
elected to continue on with little prepara-
tion, less rest, and sometimes ignorance 
with respect to the human costs incurred 
‘at the sharp end.’ These factors were the 
consequences of Haig’s operational doc-
trine in the offensive, which held that “… 
if we allow the enemy a period of quiet, he 
will recover and the ‘wearing out process’ 

must be [our strategy]” adding that “the enemy’s troops must 
be suffering more than ours...feeling that this is the beginning 
of the end for them.”44 Clearly, Haig was committed to the 
operational goal of a ‘short-term’ defeat of Germany.
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Given the surrender and collapse of Russia in 1917, cou-
pled with the mutinous state of the French Army, there was 
arguably a significant lack of political desire among the Allies 
to continue the war past 1918. Furthermore, if Germany had 
been allowed time to recover, then their ‘ Class of 1920’ 
would have added 450,000 new men by October (plus 70,000 
‘patched-up’ wounded per month), and 100 German divisions 
would be made available following a simple shortening of 
their line to the Meuse. The War Office expected that, by vir-
tue of a combination of these changes to German forces 
on the front, by spring 1919, the Germans would have 
over a million fresh troops ready for action.45 There was 
also a lot of Allied intelligence reports which suggested 
that Germany still posed a formidable resistance and the 
capability for a counter-attack.46 Haig thus assessed cor-
rectly that Germany had to be defeated as quickly as 
possible, or another period of attrition could possibly 
commence. In a certain sense, Haig was arguably saving 
lives in the long-term by bringing an end to the war in 
the short-term. 

From Haig’s perspective, Canadian casualties in the 
offensive were less of a political liability to him than 
British casualties. As Schreiber bluntly contends, 
Canadian casualties did not represent the same political 
threat to Haig’s continued career as commander of the 
BEF, because Haig answered to British voters through 
David Lloyd-George, and not to Canadian voters through 
Robert Borden, and he concludes that “… in the stark 
terms of political capital, Canadian lives were, for Haig, 
cheaper than British lives.”47 However, the importance of 
the Canadian Corps to Haig is not to be understated. 
Haig was unofficially warned by the British War Cabinet 
that if he did not achieve success with manageable 
losses on the Hindenburg Line,  his position as com-
mander-in-chief would be in jeopardy.48 The reality was 
that with each British casualty, domestic political pres-
sure mounted in Britain for Haig’s removal. Haig relied 
heavily upon the Canadian Corps in the final push for 

victory, not simply because Canadian casual-
ties were politically less ‘costly’ for him, but 
because the Corps was arguably the only 
combat formation on the Western Front capa-
ble of consistently delivering battlefield vic-
tory. Thus, although Haig used the Corps as 
the spearhead to achieve his operational 
objectives, often at great expense, he valued 
them as a resource “not to be squandered.”49 

As a cursory notice, the Hundred Days 
was arguably proven to have been a success 
through the reality of the ultimate continu-
ance of Haig’s military career. Simply, the 
ultimate lack of action by Haig’s superiors 
against him indicates that the operations in 
the final hundred days of the war (both by the 
measure of casualty rates and in battlefield 
victories) were being viewed by Haig’s supe-
riors as successful. Through these ends, both 
in preserving his military career while facing 
substantial warnings, and in the unleashing 

of his shock troops to seize victory and ultimately end the war, 
Haig’s command was a success. Ultimately, while at the oper-
ational level the Hundred Days was a costly and arguably an 
unsustainable affair in the longer-term, Haig and the BEF 
were able to achieve, and ultimately sustain, their operational 
objectives by bringing the war to an end in 1918 through 
relentless pursuit and material-heavy doctrine, by preventing 
the creation of another attritional stalemate, and by arguably 
saving lives in the long-term.

Canadian troops, viewed by German POWs, advancing towards Cambrai, September 1918.
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Sir Robert Borden, Prime Minister of Canada.

L
ib

ra
ry

 a
n

d
 A

rc
h

iv
e

s
 C

a
n

a
d

a
, 

S
ir

 W
il

li
a

m
 O

rp
e

n
 C

o
ll

e
c

ti
o

n
, 

a
c

c
. 

N
o

. 
1

9
9

1-
7

6
-1



Vol. 13, No. 2, Spring 2013  •  Canadian Military Journal	 53

MI
L

IT
A

RY


 H
IS

T
O

RY


Robert Borden – the Strategic Level

Political historian John English has perhaps best captured 
the controversial legacy of Sir Robert Borden, telling us 

that: “[Borden was] author of disunity yet creator of indepen-
dence, an expression of Canadian commitment but the deliv-
erer of the young to the slaughter.”50 

First, where Borden can be credited as having been suc-
cessful in the offensive was in his attempts to advocate for 
Canada’s place in international affairs, its role in the British 
Empire, and also, in fostering a sense of Canadian nationhood. 
Ultimately, through his efforts in advocating a place for 
Canada in the peace negotiations at Versailles and at the 
League of Nations, Borden ensured that Canada’s sacrifices 
during the Hundred Days would not go unnoticed or unre-
warded in the postwar world. It was Canada’s great military 
contributions in the war, arguably the most significant of 
which occurred in the final hundred days (what David Lloyd 
George called “enormous sacrifices”51), which gave Borden 
the credence and justification in lobbying for Canada’s auton-
omy and more independent role in the postwar period. In this, 
Frederic Soward, a soldier in the Canadian Corps and eventual 
historian, wrote with conviction:  “It was Canadian blood 
which purchased the title deeds to Canadian autonomy in for-
eign affairs.”52 With respect to Borden’s role, former Prime 
Minister Brian Mulroney wrote that Borden was the “father of 
Canadian sovereignty,”53 and Desmond Morton and Jack 
Granatstein have even contended that the First World War, for 
Canada, was a successful war of independence.54 By all these 
accounts, Borden was successful.

During the Great War, unlike Britain, Canada actually had 
nationally defined war aims. Borden established Canada’s 
these aims relatively early in the war, aims which were rooted 
in legal moralism and aimed to punish the German “military 
aristocracy.” By 1918, shortly before the Hundred Days 
Offensive, Borden had elevated his aims in the context of the 
other Allies, contending that Britain was “… disinterested in 
reaching a decision to its duty,” while Canada was ready to 
fight, “… [to] the last cause as we understand it, for every 
reasonable safeguard against German aggression and for peace 
of the world.”55 In a very similar vein, during the summer of 
1918, Borden resolutely proclaimed, “… the [war] must be 
settled now and Germany must learn her lesson once and for 
all.”56 Although Germany was defeated in 1918, and to this 
end Borden succeeded, it would be the character of Borden’s 
war aims and policies that dictated the extremely high sacri-
fice which would be paid by the Canadians in Flanders.

Despite the fact that Borden believed the war could con-
tinue for another costly two years,57 his position to “fight it out 
to the end,” regardless of the costs, never wavered. 
Simultaneously, Borden does not appear to have consulted 
with either Haig or Supreme Allied Commander Ferdinand 
Foch on their strategies for the offensive, which adhered to the 
“relentless pursuit” doctrine. In fact, Borden only learned of 
the offensive once the Canadian Corps was already engaged in 
combat at Amiens.58 Borden would therefore base the national 
strategies of war on his incorrect assumptions on the remain-
ing duration and commitment to the war. Robert Craig Brown, 

perhaps the most detailed biographer of Borden, has suggested 
that Borden was perhaps “too earnest” and “too committed” to 
winning the war to see, as other Allied leaders had, the long-
term consequences for Canada in the total defeat of Germany.59 

In early September 1918, in one of his speeches, Borden 
stated: “The duty of a Prime Minister is to centre his effort 
upon that which chiefly concerns the welfare of his country.”60 
Therefore, it is clear that the accountability to and responsibil-
ity for Canadian lives overseas was one of Borden’s primary 
concerns. However, despite Borden’s warning to  Lloyd 
George not to repeat the costs of Passchendaele,61 Canadian 
casualty rates only worsened during the Hundred Days, and 
yet Borden never exerted any serious political pressure upon 
either the Overseas Ministry or the commanders on the front 
to curtail these numbers (unlike the British War Cabinet’s 
warnings to Haig). 

Furthermore, the total size of the Canadian force, and 
also the method by which it was kept up to strength, was ulti-
mately the responsibility of Borden and his colleagues; Borden 
continued to order enlistments and conscripts to the front in 
1918 regardless of the weight of the casualties.62 Contextually, 
although conscription had been introduced approximately a 
year before the Hundred Days began, all those conscripted did 
not reach the front until at least when the offensive had begun, 
and thus, all the ‘conscript casualties’ occurred entirely during 
the offensive. Borden’s conscription policy, as argued by Jack 
Granatstein, was instrumental in supplying men to the ‘sharp 
end’ during the Hundred Days, and in allowing the Corps to 
function with great effectiveness and efficiency.63  Indeed, in 
this way, conscription was tactically and operationally a suc-

Canadians advancing through the rubble of Cambrai, October 1918.
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cess. However, the more men were forced into service, the 
more they were placed into harm’s way, and the more the 
national war efforts became divided, particularly between 
French and English Canada. Even outside French Canada, as 
the casualties mounted during the conscription period of the 
war, the previously marginalized pacifist and anti-war move-
ments in Canada began to find wider acceptance and substan-
tial growth in the number of participants.64 

If the blame for casualty rates rests somewhere, the bur-
den rests largely at the highest level of policy – policy which 
was ultimately responsible for how many individuals would be 
sent overseas. In sum, although the nature of the tactical and 
operational doctrines during the Hundred Days may have 
engendered higher casualties, Currie, and, to a lesser extent 
Haig, had at least exerted efforts to reduce those casualties, 
while Borden, despite his concerns over the enormous amount 
of Canadian losses and his accountability to the welfare of the 
Canadian people, did not impose 
enough pressure or use any leverage to 
try and abate them.  

Finally, the most rudimentary 
measure of success for a Prime 
Minister, and something that one is 
consistently attempting to achieve, is 
election or re-election. Robert Craig 
Brown has noted that by 1917, Borden 
was anxious to avoid any action which 
would excite party controversy.65 
Borden’s loyalty to his party was also 
explicitly evident during the offensive 
itself, where he recalled several politi-
cal concerns in his memoirs which 
consumed his mind during the period.66 
Although Borden retired from politics 
in 1920, because of “overstrain and ill-
ness,”67 the Canadian federal election 
of 1921, (the first following the Great 
War), was ultimately a disaster for the 

Conservatives.68 The cyclical ebb and flow of party politics is 
almost inevitable, but the fortunes of the Conservative party 
were invariably afflicted by the repercussions of their wartime 
decisions in the immediate postwar period. Several historians 
have suggested that the historic defeat in the 1921 election can 
be attributed, not only to the divisive conscription crisis, but 
also to the huge losses (monetarily and in casualties) sustained 
in the final months of war; losses which were still fresh in the 

Canadian consciousness, and a factor in the 
nation’s slumping economy in 1921.69 
Thus, in terms of preserving the strength of 
the Conservative Party and promoting a re-
election for his successor, Borden failed in 
these aims. 

Ultimately, the strategic level of 
Canada’s Hundred Days was not a com-
plete failure. Robert Borden successfully 
advocated a more independent place for 
Canada in the world, and a more substan-
tial role in its foreign affairs. He accom-
plished his goal of the defeat of Germany 
through victory in the First World War, and 
he was able to supply and support the 
Canadian Corps with fresh recruits during 
its most dire hour. However, his aggressive 
and overly-committed war policies led to a 
massive increase in Canadian casualties 
during the Hundred Days, and these casu-
alties were met with no strategic effort or 

pressure to curtail them – unlike the efforts of Currie, and, to 
a lesser extent, Haig. Although conscription was tactically and 
operationally advantageous, conscription increased the likeli-
hood of casualties and contributed to the shattering of national 
unity, and it hardened anti-war movements both inside and 
outside Quebec. Finally, the Conservative Party was virtually 
decimated in the immediate postwar period. By these stan-
dards, from Borden’s perspective, the strategic level of 
Canada’s Hundred Days, was largely a failure. 

Sir Robert Borden and Sir Arthur Currie take the salute at an end-of-war parade.
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The Return to Mons, by Inglis Sheldon Williams
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Conclusions

While Canada experienced a virtual ‘baptism by fire’ dur-
ing the Great War, and subsequently earned a much 

more autonomous and independent place in the postwar world, 
the sacrifices made by the young nation were steep – none 
steeper than in the final three months of 
the war. The Hundred Days Offensive 
ultimately resulted in the successful con-
clusion of the war, and the Canadian 
Corps, as the spearhead, was arguably the 
largest single contributor to the successes 
of the offensive. Success in war, how-
ever, according to the standards of the 
military and of politics, must be gauged 
through three levels: tactical, operational, 
and strategic. Battles and campaigns are 
rarely completely successful, and while 
many military engagements may find 
success at one or more of the three levels 
of war, they may also simultaneously fail 
in others. 

Significantly, however, the method-
ology of the three levels is imperfect, and 
amongst the three, there is a reasonable 
amount of blurring and appropriation of 
issues and interests of the same concern, 
and also a degree of imprecision in neatly 
categorizing each level within its own 
boundaries. Historian Richard Swain has 

even noted that the labels of 
“strategic, operational and 
tactical levels in war are 
merely artificial intellectual 
constructs created by aca-
demics to fashion neat 
boundaries that actual practi-
tioners of war cannot be con-
cerned with and may not per-
ceive.”70 However, the meth-
odology of using levels, 
despite its shortcomings, 
serves as an apt tool in com-
prehensively assessing the 
success or failure of war. 

Analyzing the compre-
hensive success of Canadian 
Forces operations has only 
become increasingly relevant 
in the 21st Century, particu-
larly with consideration to 
the recently completed mis-
sions in Afghanistan and in 
Libya. In fact, in November 
2011, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper declared that 
the Canadian military mis-
sion in Libya was a “great 
military success.”71 The 

major question which remains after the Prime Minister’s com-
ments is: what is the definition of and the criterion for a “great 
military success?”  Applying the “levels of war” model used in 
this article to modern Canadian conflicts would require a 
simple interchange of the relevant key individuals of the era 
and the measures of success established by these  individuals. 

Canadians Passing in Front of the Arc de Triomphe, Paris, during the great victory parade. Painting by 
Lieutenant Alfred Bastien.
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Lieutenant-General (ret’d) Charlie Bouchard with Governor General David Johnston after 
General Bouchard was appointed an Officer of the Order of Canada, 28 September 2012.
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Canadian conflicts with the same model applied here to the 
Hundred Days, with consideration to key individuals at each 
level, a much fuller and accurate evaluation of whether or not 
success has been achieved may surface. 

I would also like to offer an acknowledgement to RMC/
Queen’s scholar and professor Allan English, who has given 
me great support and guidance during the process of writing 
this article.

Ryan Goldsworthy
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Introduction

W
hen Britain declared war on Germany on 4 
August 1914, patriotic feeling ran high in 
Canadian cities, but rural Canada was less 
demonstrative. In the summer of 1914, 
farmers were busy with their harvests. But 

they were no less concerned with the conflict: it was their 
fields that would supply the soldiers overseas with food. 

Canada was a dominion of the British Empire, and its 
colonial status meant that it was automatically involved in 
Britain’s conflict. Canada became an active participant in the 
imperial war effort, working not only to meet Britain’s mili-
tary needs, but also to provide economic and food support. 
Before 1914, Canada was already an exporter of food to the 
British market.1 Indeed, agriculture was the primary link 
between the Dominion and its mother country in peacetime. 

The ‘gifts’ that Canada and each of its provinces made to 
Britain at the beginning of the war illustrate this: for example, 
one million sacks of flour were sent by the federal govern-
ment, and another 500,000 sacks by Ontario, while Quebec 
contributed four million pounds of cheese.2

As the Allies’ hopes for a short war faded after September 
1914, the agricultural sector was mobilized, along with the 
rest of the economy.3 Britain had to exploit the resources of its 
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colonies and dominions for its own benefit. Because of its 
geographical location, Canada, as well as the rest of North 
America, assumed a leading role in the effort to supply Britain, 
which was under pressure at the time from German submarine 
warfare. Given the situation, the Canadian government’s poli-
cies of higher-than-usual food production from 1915 to 1918 
encouraged farmers to continue to supply the domestic mar-
ket, while also producing more goods to meet the demand 
from overseas. 

The British authorities wanted Canada to send both sol-
diers and food, and newspapers in rural Canada echoed the 
message that it was farmers’ duty to produce bigger crops so 
that Canada would be able to meet Britain’s needs. In October 
1914, the newspaper L’Éclaireur, from the Beauce agricultural 
region south of Québec City, reprinted an excerpt from the 
Westminster Gazette in which the authorities in London made 
their expectations clear: “We are proud of the troops Canada is 
sending us, but we also expect wheat, which next year will be 
even more necessary for our national security [translation].”4 
But from a rural point of view, the farmers’ 
relationship to the war effort was not so 
simple. The problem was that it was difficult 
to know which duty was more pressing: stay 
in Canada and work the land to produce 
food, or, as recruiters were urging Canadian 
men to do, join the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force and fight in Europe?

Discussion

From the beginning of the war in August 1914, the rural 
newspapers had been saying that farmers had the specific 

duty to support and nourish the soldiers. This contrasted with 
the urban press, which called for everyone to mobilize to sup-
port the Empire at the front.5 But people in farming communi-
ties, which had been losing residents through migration to the 
cities since the late-19th Century, took a dim view of the idea 
of serving at the front. On 13  August 1914, in response to a 
rumour circulating in the Beauce region that all the men would 
be sent off to the war, L’Éclaireur reassured its readers, saying 
that recruitment in Canada would be on a voluntary basis, and 
that the farmers’ duty was to work the land.6 The federal 
Minister of Agriculture reassured farmers with his first 
Canada-wide food production campaign, “Patriotism and 
Production,” in 1915. The campaign urged farmers to increase 
wheat production in Canada at any price to feed Britain, mak-
ing them indispensable in the fields. But not everyone accepted 
that definition of the role of Canada’s farmers—especially the 

military authorities, who had to (also at any 
price) find men to fill their battalions. 
Throughout the war, despite the federal 
Minister of Agriculture’s annual food pro-
duction policies, military recruiters were 
covering the length and breadth of the 
Canadian countryside. That pressure intensi-
fied as the federal government kept increas-
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“Regional and cultural 
differences aside, 

Canadian farmers on 
the whole were not 

disposed to enlist…”
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ing the numbers of fighting men it sought to recruit for the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force. After the first 30,000 volun-
teers in the summer of 1914, Prime Minister Robert Borden 
set further objectives on 29 October 1915 (250,000 men), and 
in January 1916, 500,000 men.7 Given the difficulty officers 
were having in filling their ranks from urban 
centres alone, more pressure was exerted on 
rural communities from 1915 onward.  

Regional and cultural differences aside, 
Canadian farmers on the whole were not 
disposed to enlist: In 1916, they made up 
only 8.5 percent of volunteers.8 In total, 
from 1914 to 1918, out of the 600,000 men 
that constituted the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force, only 100,000 were farmers.9 The 
Montreal newspaper La Presse published a 
brochure, “Nos volontaires sous les armes” 
[Our volunteers in arms], that responded to 
accusations made by the urban Ontario press 
that Quebec was not doing its duty. La 
Presse pointed out that, unlike the Ontario 
population, the French-Canadian population 
in Quebec was mostly made up of farmers. 
But, like the farmers in Ontario or 
Saskatchewan, those in Quebec preferred to 
continue working the land and profit from 
the war while doing their ‘duty.’10 

If a farmer enlisted, there would be 
serious consequences with respect to the 

operation of his farm. On the other hand, city dwellers could 
easily be replaced at the factory or the store, often by women. 
If a young farmer wanted to enlist, he had to rent out his 
farm or entrust it to the care of a neighbour. That could have 
repercussions, as was revealed in a letter written by a 
Saskatchewan soldier who returned home from the front in 
the summer of 1918: 

This place has been uncultivated since 1914; on 
joining the Army, August 1914, I obtained a promise 
from a neighbour to rent it during my absence, on 
the usual terms. He, however, failed to do so, with-
out notifying me, then overseas, of this failure on his 
part; and on my return I find the place very consid-
erably grown up with weeds.11 

There were also expenses involved in running a farm, and 
the farmers had to produce crops in order to pay their bills. To 
do that, they needed to stay at home. In the first Contingent of 
the Canadian Expeditionary Force in 1914, those who enlisted 
in large numbers were unemployed men from the cities, for 
whom going to war was a way to escape their situation, and 
British immigrants, who still felt a close connection with their 
mother country.12 

Even with the federal “Patriotism and Production” cam-
paign in full swing, the harvests of 1915 did not stop recruit-
ers from visiting the countryside, as described in an article in 
the Saskatoon Phoenix about the raising of the 65th Battalion. 
The officer acknowledged the difficulty of recruiting at that 
time of year when everyone was working in the fields—half 
his battalion was on leave for the harvest13—but recruiting had 
to continue.14 Even The Globe, writing about the 1915 harvest 
in Ontario, recognized the negative effect that recruitment 
could have, given the labour shortage it caused.15 
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Sir Robert Borden, 1918. Painting by Harrington Mann.
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addressing Canadian troops,
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Recruiting officers, who were focused upon filling the 
battalions, complained that farmers were not interested in sup-
porting Canada’s army. An officer in Simcoe County, Ontario, 
reported that he “… was surprised when at home the other day 
to learn that recruiting had practically come to an end in 
Barrie, and that no young men were offering for active ser-
vice. (...) Are the young men afraid of hardship or of being 
shot? (...) Wake up boys!”16 The situation was the same in 
rural Saskatchewan, where recruiters were trying to find men 
for the 53rd Battalion.17 In the autumn of 1915, the Minister of 
Militia announced that from then on recruitment in rural areas 
would be carried out locally, not by the units trying to fill 
positions. That decision gave rise to the “rural battalions.”18 
Recruiting officers travelled through the Quebec and Ontario 
countryside by train in order to reach even the most remote 
farms.19 Among the rural units raised were the 178th Battalion, 
recruited in Quebec’s Eastern Townships, and the 153rd 
Battalion, most of whose members were recruited in Guelph, 
Ontario, in 1916.20 However, local recruiting did not produce 
the desired results, so on 15 August 1916, the federal govern-
ment appointed recruiting directors in each military district. 
The intent was to put a better structure in place for recruit-
ment, given the steady decline in the number of volunteers,21 
from 32,705 in March 1916, to just 8675 in July of that year.22 
In addition, from 1916 onward, pressure from patriotic asso-
ciations intensified. But as the government continued to 

increase its recruiting targets for the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force, voices were raised in the financial sector, notably that 
of the president of Canadian Pacific, Lord Shaughnessy, who 
urged that the available agricultural workers be kept in 
Canada.23 According to The Globe, the impact of recruitment 
upon the farm labour supply began to be felt in 1916. In rural 
areas, each new recruit meant one less person to help with the 
harvests, and that affected the quantity and quality of the 
crops produced.24 

The farmers’ associations were pressuring the federal 
government to take that problem into consideration in its 
recruiting policy in order to ensure the success of the food 
production campaigns. For example, in February 1916, at the 
end of their second annual convention in Toronto, the United 
Farmers of Ontario passed a resolution, which they then pub-
lished in rural Ontario newspapers. It emphasized the impor-
tance of farmers remaining in their fields to support the British 
war effort, and pointed out that recruitment was undermining 
that support.25 In the West, at the annual convention of the 
Saskatchewan Grain Growers’ Association in February 1916, 
association president J.H. Maharg gave a speech stating that 
the Empire needed food, and that it was the farmers’ duty to 
produce it. Therefore, their place was in the fields. Maharg did 
not question the need for recruitment but, like the Ontario 
farmers,26 he urged that sources of recruitment other than the 
rural population be found, in particular by mobilizing workers 
from industries that were deemed non-essential.27

In July 1915, the Beauce newspaper L’Éclaireur asserted 
that Canada had sent enough men to fight overseas, and that it 
was time to concentrate on supporting the war effort from 
Canada, with the same importance being placed upon agricul-
tural production as upon munitions.28 The paper’s position was 
very similar to that of the English-Canadian farmers, and it 
echoed that of the French-Canadian nationalists, especially 
Henri Bourassa. Bourassa believed that, rather than draining 
itself of its life blood, Quebec could make an ample contribu-
tion to the war effort through its industries and agriculture. As 
early as September 1914, he warned the Canadian government 
of the dangers of sending farm labourers overseas.29 In 
December 1914, Bourassa created controversy when he 
expressed that point of view in a speech in Toronto. At a time 
when that city’s attention was focused upon recruitment, he 
argued that food production should take priority. His North 
American view of the contribution to the war in Europe was 
consistent with that of the farmers: 

[O]n 17 December 1914, in the midst of an unrelent-
ing uproar that lasted for an hour, Mr Bourassa read 
these words: “Just a few weeks ago, one of the most 
prominent newspapers in London, the Westminster 
Gazette, was obliged to remind us that we can better 
serve the mother country and the Empire by produc-
ing wheat than by raising soldiers,” and a group of 
soldiers brandishing the Union Jack rushed the plat-
form, forcibly interrupting the meeting.30 [translation]

That approach was not well received in 1914, but it became 
unavoidable as the war continued. In Canada, as long as the 
agricultural war effort and efforts to recruit new units were car-
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ried out simultaneously, there was an inconsistency.  How could 
the federal government allow both campaigns to be pursued at 
the same time without establishing which should take priority? 
The problem would intensify and later culminate in the con-
scription crisis. Some farmers simply did not understand the 
positions taken by their federal and provincial governments, 
which were asking them to increase their production while 
simultaneously exhorting them to enlist. 

The farmers justified their position 
with regard to recruiting by pointing to the 
federal government’s policies, which 
instructed them to increase food production 
to support the Empire. They argued that 
those who stayed in Canada had a specific 
duty to fulfil in order to support the war 
effort. Indeed, the farmers could point to 
government publications from 1915–1916—
especially the Agricultural War Book pro-
duced by the Ministry of Agriculture, which 
set objectives for them to reach—as support 
for their decision to stay in Canada. After 
all, the federal agricultural production cam-
paigns depicted food as a weapon to be 
used in defeating the enemy. In 
Saskatchewan, during the 1916 federal food 
production campaign, “Production and 
Thrift,” the Saskatoon Phoenix related an 
incident in which farmers flatly refused to 
enlist, citing the Minister of Agriculture’s 
expectations of them.31

In the cities, that attitude was interpreted as proof that 
farmers were putting their own personal interests first while 
others were making sacrifices.32   R. Matthew Bray notes that 
in Ontario, the urban centres, which were the primary source 
of recruits, expected rural areas to do their fair share.33 The 
Globe was a very early critic of the farmers’ reluctance to join 
the army.34 In an article that appeared on 22 January 1915, the 
paper even called upon rural men to show more patriotism 
toward the Empire by donning a uniform: “Is rural Ontario 
losing its Imperial spirit? (…) Will the rural regiments allow 
the city regiments to put them to shame?”35 Viewed from the 
cities, the apparent quiet of the countryside made it seem a 
world apart, disconnected from the fighting overseas. City 
dwellers may have resented what appeared to be farmers’ 
lesser involvement with the Canadian Expeditionary Force. 
The two perspectives were very different because people in 
the cities, who were being subjected to pressure from recruit-
ers every day,36 did not (or did not want to) understand the 
importance of food production, which was constantly being 
hammered home in the rural newspapers.

Rural people did not appreciate such accusations. On 
22  August 1916, the Canadian Military Gazette published a 
letter from a farmer’s wife. She took issue with an article 
which had created the impression that farmers were disin-
clined to enlist because they preferred to profit from the war. 
In her opinion, accusing farmers of being profiteers belittled 
the genuine patriotism shown by farmers in the war effort, 
women’s work in the fields to compensate for the labour short-
age, and the ‘vital’ needs of Great Britain, for which it was the 
farmers’ duty to meet.37 Rural Ontarians may have been less 
demonstrative in their patriotism, but they were no less loyal 
to the Empire. From the rural point of view, the duty of farm-
ers was to produce food, and that of the cities was to provide 
men to send to the front.38 The mutual incomprehension 
between the farmers and the military authorities became even 
more pronounced when conscription became an issue.
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Sir Sam Hughes, Minister of Militia in the Borden government, 1911-1916.

Henri Bourassa in July 1917.
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The history of conscription in Canada 
has been depicted largely in terms of ethnic 
conflict, with an emphasis upon the opposi-
tion to the measure by French Canadians in 
Quebec. But it has also been characterized 
in terms of the position taken by rural 
Canada.39 The Canadian government 
imposed conscription in response to inter-
national political events and the military 
situation on the Western Front. In 1917, the 
Allies were hard pressed, what with intense 
submarine warfare, the fall of the Eastern 
Front with Russia’s surrender, the bloody 
defeat of the French–British offensive in 
the spring of 1917, heavy Canadian losses 
suffered during the taking of Vimy Ridge, 
and the Germans’ determination to push 
through the Western Front before the mas-
sive arrival of American soldiers, which 
was expected after the United States entered 
the war in April.

Meanwhile, the number of new Canadian recruits had 
been declining since as far back as 1915, and it was no longer 
sufficient to replace the soldiers being lost at the front. For 
example, in April 1917, after the Battle of Vimy Ridge, in 
spite of the loss of an estimated 13,477 men [fatal and non-
fatal casualties ~ Ed.], there were only 5530 new volunteers.40 
In 1917, the Canadian Expeditionary Force suffered the loss 
of an estimated 129,890 men, but only 64,139 new soldiers 
were recruited.41 

On 18  May 1917, four days after his return from the 
Imperial War Conference” in London, Robert Borden 
announced to Parliament that he intended to impose conscrip-
tion to support the Canadian troops.42 The conscription bill 
was introduced on 11 June, and it gave rise to a long period of 
debate. Rural Canada’s opposition to conscription, which went 
beyond a mere cultural opposition between French Canadians 

and English Canadians, made the debates on the issue more 
complex than Borden could have imagined.43 The farmers 
believed that conscription would aggravate the problem caused 
by the pressure recruiting officers were putting on rural areas 
by depriving the countryside of the strong men needed for 
farm labour. Those concerns were expressed in the House of 
Commons by the farmers’ representatives during the period of 
debates on the bill. On the second reading, Liberal Opposition 
Leader Wilfrid Laurier, who had strong support in the Prairies 
at the time, moved that a referendum be held, as had been 

done in Australia, but his motion was 
defeated. The Act was passed on third 
reading on 24  July 1917, and it came into 
effect on 29 August 1917.44 

The Ottawa Citizen accused the fed-
eral government of ignoring the need to 
conserve strength in Canada, if it was use-
ful for industry or agriculture.45 On the 
other hand, the urban press, which was 
close to the government, recognized the 
importance of conscription in view of the 
military situation, and it expressed confi-
dence in the government’s ability to distin-
guish between people who would be useful 
at home, and those who would be useful at 
the front.46 The fiercest opponents of con-
scription were farmers and industrial work-
ers, the groups that were reluctant to enlist. 
The issue had provoked demonstrations, 
often violent ones, by industrial labourers 
in urban and industrial centres, especially 
in Quebec and Ontario.47 Farmers’ resis-

tance was generally less visible and less spectacular, but the 
rural newspapers expressed the same concerns. In farming 
communities, the main argument put forward against conscrip-
tion was that it would interfere with farmers’ ability to plant, 
cultivate and harvest their crops. To justify their opposition to 
conscription, the farmers maintained that it was not only in 
their own interest, but also consistent with the national and 
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French Canadian officers of the first French Canadian battalion to be formed under conscrip-
tion, nearly all of whom went to the 22nd Battalion, the ‘Vandoos.’
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supranational interest, for them to stay home and feed the 
troops of Great Britain and its allies. In response to those con-
cerns, it was decided that the law would not go into effect in 
farming communities until mid-October, so that the farmers 
could finish harvesting their crops from the 
summer of 1917. Thus, the major impact of 
the legislation would be on the planting and 
harvests of 1918. 

In order to show that it was not disre-
garding the importance of food production, 
the Canadian government, rather than 
exempt all farmers from conscription, 
decided that individual cases would be reviewed by exemption 
tribunals. Only the tribunals would decide on an exemption, 
based upon whether or not the farmer in question was recog-
nized as being essential for carrying out the work on his 
land.48 In 1917, 1387 local exemption tribunals were estab-
lished. Each had two members: one designated by a 
Parliamentary selection committee, and the other by a judge 
from the county or district. Their decisions could be appealed 
to one of 195  appellate tribunals, which consisted of a judge 
appointed by the province’s Chief Justice. Appellate tribunal 
decisions could be appealed one last time to the Central 
Appeal Tribunal, whose decision was final.49 

The local exemption tribunals had to make their decisions 
based upon the conditions in their jurisdiction. They could 
decide to keep an individual in Canada if he was deemed 

indispensable to the local economy, and, by extension, the 
national economy.50 Not only farmers, but also industrial and 
commercial workers could apply for exemptions.51 According 
to the federal authorities, in February 1918, the majority of 

exemptions were granted to farmers, while 
the majority of the appeals were from indi-
viduals who claimed that they could help 
with food production.52 According to the 
official figures, in 1918, out of the total of 
161,981 farmers who applied for exemp-
tions, only 20,449 were refused.53 In 1917, 
out of a total of 404,395 men eligible for 
conscription under the Military Service Act, 

380,510 requested exemptions, leaving only 24,000 conscripts 
available.54 In all, by the end of 1917, 380,510 requests for 
exemptions had been made and 278,779 had been granted by 
the tribunals.55 

However, some of the tribunals’ decisions were called 
into question. On the Prairies, farmers complained that some 
tribunals were refusing exemptions, even though the con-
scripts could not be spared from their farms.56 Moreover, John 
Herd Thompson noted that English Canadians on the Prairies 
were irritated by the inflexibility of the tribunals’ process for 
granting or refusing exemptions. It seemed to Westerners that 
the tribunals were not as harsh in French-Canadian districts, or 
in Quebec.57 

Farmers who did not obtain an exemption had to leave 
everything behind. On 6  January 1918, Saskatachewan’s 
Minister of Agriculture wrote to the Minister of Militia to tell 
him that in his province, enforcement of the Military Service 
Act meant that many young farmers who were conscripted had 
to auction off their equipment and livestock. Taking an alarm-
ist tone in order to emphasize the harmful effects of conscrip-
tion on food production, the Minister of Agriculture warned 
that many fields would not be cultivated. However, the 
Minister of Militia merely replied that it was up to the exemp-
tion tribunals to judge each case.58  

On 13 October 1917, once the harvest was in, despite the 
disruption caused by the process of submitting applications to 
the exemption tribunals, the Class 1 concripts (childless single 
men and widowers aged 20 to 34) were ordered to report to 
the military authorities no later than 10  November. The 
Minister of Militia asked for 25,000 conscripts initially, then 
another 10,000 per month.59 It was not until 3  January 1918, 
after the federal election of 17  December 1917, that the first 
20,000 conscripts were ordered to report to the armouries. 
Some refused to report, forcing the federal government to 
track them down. 

The farmers were becoming more and more discontented 
about not receiving a mass exemption. They had had great 
expectations of the tribunals, believing that they would recog-
nize the role played by farmers in the war effort. Faced with 
these growing recriminations and the threat of lower produc-
tion in 1918, as well as the federal election of December 
1917, and the Allies’ increasing difficulty in ensuring their 
food supply, the Canadian government had to take a position. 
On 12 October 1917, Robert Borden formed a Union govern-
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Monseigneur Paul Bruchèsi, Archbishop of Montréal.

“The local exemption 
tribunals had to make 
their decisions based 
upon the conditions in 

their jurisdiction.”
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ment to emphasize the unity of the parties and the country in 
the pursuit of the war, particularly with respect to conscrip-
tion. During the federal election campaign of November–
December 1917, the federal government softened its position 
with regard to farmers. The federal Minister of Agriculture 
assured them that the government had no intention of taking 
men who had skills required for agricultural work out of the 
fields,60 and on 24 November, General Mewburn, Minister of 
Militia, made a promise that calmed farmers. In a speech to 
rural voters in Dundas, Ontario, he announced that an exemp-
tion would be granted to all farmers’ sons 
and experienced farm labourers so that 
they would be available for planting and 
harvest in 1918. He also promised to 
review any judgements refusing these 
people exemptions.61

In rural areas, his announcement was 
dubbed “the Mewburn promise.” From 
that moment on, the chairman of the 
Military Service Council instructed the 
exemption tribunals to take agricultural 
workers’ situation into consideration.62 
On 2 December 1917, the promise became 
law in the form of a decree that granted 
exemptions to young farmers and agricul-
tural labourers.63 The federal Minister of 
Agriculture dispatched representatives 
from his ministry into rural ridings to 
help agricultural workers file appeals and 
obtain exemptions.64 For example, a 
young Ontario farmer, W.H. Rowntree, 
obtained his exemption from the appellate 
tribunal on 8 December 1917. That judge-
ment became a precedent: it recognized 
that Rowntree had to stay on the farm 

because he was the only person avail-
able to help his elderly father and 
younger brother cultivate 150 acres near 
Weston.65 The judgment, delivered by 
Lyman P. Duff, a justice of the Supreme 
Court, was published in newspapers 
across Canada66 under the authority of 
the Office of the Director of Public 
Information, the official Canadian pro-
paganda organization set up in 1917. 
The publication of that judgment during 
the federal election was a communica-
tion strategy designed to show the 
Union government’s concern for the 
farmers. It was a way of calming their 
discontent so that the rural vote would 
not go to Wilfrid Laurier’s Liberals, 
who were campaigning against con-
scription. The Quebec vote may have 
been a lost cause for the Union govern-
ment, but it had to make sure it won the 
rural English-Canadian vote, especially 
in Ontario and the Prairies, which gen-
erally supported the Liberals.

Exemptions enabled farmers to plan more calmly for the 
planting and harvest of 1918, knowing that their sons and 
hired men would be there to work side-by-side with them. In 
Ontario, the exemptions granted encouraged the farmers to 
increase their seeded acreage in the spring of 1918 to meet 
Britain’s needs.67 And in Quebec in February 1918, Le Saint-
Laurent referred to the exemptions when urging farmers to 
produce more.68 Unfortunately, military developments in 1918 
that were unfavourable for the Allies, beginning with the 
Germans’ Spring Offensive, changed the situation drastically.
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Anti-conscription parade in Victoria Square, Montréal, Quebec.

L
ib

ra
ry

 a
n

d
 A

rc
h

iv
e

s
 C

a
n

a
d

a
 P

A
-0

0
0

2
9

8

Two Vandoos in the trenches, July 1916.



Vol. 13, No. 2, Spring 2013  •  Canadian Military Journal	 65

MI
L

IT
A

RY


 H
IS

T
O

RY


On 21  March 1918, the Germans broke through the 
French–British lines. In Europe, Canada’s Minister of Overseas 
Military Forces, A.E. Kemp, was worried about the dwindling 
numbers of reinforcements coming from Canada. On 27 March 
1918, he sent the Minister of Militia a dispatch stating that he 
needed 15,000 reinforcements for the infantry and 200 for the 
cavalry, and that the men must leave England for the front by 
the end of April. But as the Military Service Act had not pro-
duced the required numbers of recruits, the Minister of Militia 
replied on 8 April, after the bloody riots in Quebec City, that 
the best he could do was to send 4900 conscripts overseas in 
April or early-May.69 

In response, Robert Borden decided to act. On 19  April 
1918, he raised the issue in the House of Commons by pre-
senting a ‘draft’ decree that highlighted the urgency of the 
situation on the Western Front, and provided for the lifting of 
the exemptions. The Prime Minister felt that he was justified 
in modifying the Military Service Act by decree before even 
discussing it in the House, because the normal legislative pro-
cess would cause delays that would be unacceptable, given the 
military situation. He simply asked the members of Parliament 
to pass a motion recognizing the decree. Wilfrid Laurier rose 
to declare that the manœuvre was undemocratic and violated 
the rules of Parliamentary procedure.70

The government was pursuing two contradictory goals, to 
recruit more men and to increase food production, and it was 
becoming more and more difficult for Canada to persevere 
with its war effort on two fronts at once. Manpower was 
stretched to the limit, and the farmers did not understand the 
government’s priorities. As he had in 1917, Wilfrid Laurier 
pointed out the government’s apparent inconsistency.71 
Throughout the war, the Canadian government was never truly 
able to manage the issue of farm labour in light of its objective 
of providing men for the Canadian Expeditionary Force.72 The 
lack of conscription for active 
Canadian labourers had its effect 
for the entire duration of the First 
World War, unlike the Second 
World War, where the lessons 
learned were incorporated into the 
National Resources Mobilization 
Act of 1940. Liberals representing 
farming provinces introduced two 
proposed amendments that would 
have preserved the exemptions, but 
they were defeated in the House.73 
On 20  April 1918, the exemptions 
granted in 1917 were lifted. Young 
farmers (ages 20 to 22) had been 
granted 72,825 exemptions; now 
41,852 of them were lifted.74 The 
impact was soon felt: in June 1918, 
10,290 conscripts shipped out to 
Britain, then another 11,158 in 
July, and 13,977 in August. But the 
price was high.75 The farmers 
regarded the lifting of the exemp-
tions as a breach of the Union gov-
ernment’s election promise.76

In the East, the United Farmers of Ontario organized a 
march on Ottawa in May 1918. Quebec’s Minister of 
Agriculture, J.-E. Caron, asked to be part of the delegation.77 
On 14 May, members of the United Farmers of Ontario, repre-
senting Ontario, and the Comptoir coopératif de Montréal, 
representing Quebec,78 assembled to meet with Robert Borden 
in Ottawa. The delegation was made up of 5000 farmers (3000 
from Ontario and 2000 from Quebec). Despite the cultural ten-
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Sir Wilfrid Laurier, Prime Minister of Canada, 1896-1911.
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sions of previous years over French schools in 
Ontario and over enlistment, the farmers from 
both provinces spoke with a single voice, warn-
ing the government about the effect the lifting 
of the exemptions would have on the 1918 har-
vests. For most of the farmers who participated, 
it was the first time they had openly questioned 
a federal government policy that they consid-
ered contrary to their interests.79

The farmers met with Prime Minister 
Robert Borden, the federal Minister of 
Agriculture, the Minister of Militia, and the 
President of the Privy Council and the Vice-
Chairman of the War Committee. In his mem-
oirs, Robert Borden noted that the atmosphere 
of the meeting was extremely aggressive.80 
Four people, including J.-E. Caron, spoke on 
behalf of the farmers. The first was Manning 
Doherty from Malton, Ontario, who read the 
petition on which the farmers had gathered sig-
natures at the Russell Theatre. He emphasized 
that the farmers were not in any way rebelling, 
but that they wanted to inform the government 
of the consequences of lifting the exemptions 
for food production and to make it known that 
they were disappointed that the promise to 
exempt them had been broken; they had lost 
confidence in the government. They had been 
able to increase their seeded acreage before the 
exemptions were lifted, but now they were fac-
ing a labour shortage that would cause Canadian 
food production to drop by at least 25 percent81 
To demonstrate their contribution to the war 
effort, the petition highlighted the paradox that 
the farmers had been encouraged to produce as 
much as possible from 1915 to 1917, but 
because of conscription, they were being pre-
vented from doing so in 1918.82

After the farmers aired their grievances, Robert Borden 
told them that the lifting of the exemptions had already been 
voted on, and that they would have to obey the law.83 He 
reminded them that, for the time being, Canada’s first duty 
was to send reinforcements to support the men at the front.84 
The famers saw his position as disrespectful to them, in that 
Borden did not acknowledge the efforts they had made in pre-
vious years.85 Le Soleil reported that, after their meeting with 
the Prime Minister, the farmers left angry and dissatisfied.86 

Even though the government was not swayed, the march 
on Ottawa had some effect. On 25 May 1918, exemptions were 
granted to enable rural conscripts still stationed in Canada to 
help with the planting and harvests of 1918.87 At harvest time, 
the Minister of Militia published an insert in rural newspapers 
to inform farmers that they could obtain leave for the 1918 
harvest. He emphasized, however, that sending conscripts over-
seas was the higher priority.88 Thus, it can be seen that the 
military authorities were not completely indifferent to the issue 
of food, and that Canadian politicians were well aware of the 
impact of conscription upon the harvests.89

Conclusion

The farmers did not carry out their threat to reduce the 
acreage cultivated in 1918. In fact, 42 million acres of 

Canadian land were cultivated in 1917, and that rose to 51 
million acres in 1918. Despite their criticisms, Quebec and 
Ontario farmers met the objectives that had been set by the 
federal and provincial authorities: to increase the amount of 
cultivated land in Quebec by 600,000 acres, and in Ontario, by 
1,000,000 acres. But despite the increase in cultivated land 
that had been achieved before the exemptions were lifted, the 
main consequence of conscription was that the harvests of 
1918 were disastrous. Canada’s production of wheat, which at 
the time was defined as a ‘munition’ to support the Allies, 
dropped from 233,742,850 bushels in 1917, to only 
189,075,350 bushels in 1918.90 Moreover, the loss of trust in 
the relationship between the government and the farmers of 
Canada would have an impact during the post-war period. 
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Soldiers of the Soil. The Canada Food Board issued this poster in a national appeal for 
farm labour. It asked boys aged 15 to 19 to volunteer their summers as “Soldiers of the 
Soil” on farms desperately short of labour. 22,385 ‘soldiers’ would serve, replacing farm 
hands who had enlisted for military service.
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“Canada leads the world in developing simulation 
technology, and we export this technology through-
out the world,” Lieutenant-General Yvan Blondin, 
Commander of the RCAF, said recently.

“I plan to take advantage of this – to review our 
requirements and determine where and how we can 
use simulation. In fact, I want the RCAF to be a 
leader in this among international air forces.

“I believe we can achieve better training through 
simulation and achieve operational savings. In doing 
so, we can extend the life of our aircraft, and, at the 
same time, reduce our carbon footprint. This is good 
for the RCAF operationally, and will also be good 
for Canada fiscally.”

A
lthough using simulators to train pilots has 
been with us since before the Second World 
War, rapid advances in computer technology 
have led us to a point where the virtual world 
of a simulator is incredibly realistic – almost 

indistinguishable from reality, in fact – and gives pilots the 
sensations and challenges of flying a real aircraft. With simu-
lation, we can control different variables, such as weather, 
terrain, and threats, and conduct training that can actually be 
more rigorous and varied than flying the actual platform.  As a 
result, much of our training can – and should – be conducted 
on simulators.  

As we look toward the future, and as technology contin-
ues to improve, we know that the amount and quality of train-
ing we will be able to conduct in simulators and in virtual 
realities will continue to grow. This has significant implica-
tions for training on all our platforms, but especially for the 
very expensive training of fighter pilots. We anticipate that a 
large percentage of the initial training for the RCAF’s future 
fighter, the replacement for the CF-188 Hornet, could be car-
ried out using simulators. 

The Royal Canadian Air Force intends, therefore, to ‘lead 
from the front’ in the use of state-of-the-art simulation tech-
nology and concepts in order to best prepare its fighter pilots 
for combat and support operations. 

Canada’s 2012 Demonstration Hornet soars over the Strait of Georgia and Vancouver Island’s coastline, 4 May 2012.

Canada’s Future Fighter: a 
Training Concept of Operations

by Dave Wheeler
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This new training concept of operations for fighter pilots 
will have the additional advantage of reducing expenses for 
fuel and sustainment, thereby reducing the carbon footprint of 
the aircraft, which is in line with the RCAF’s environmental 
policy.

Operational Roles of Canada’s Future Fighter

Operating Environment. The environment in which our 
future fighter force will be employed will 
cover a wide variety of missions, often in 
very complex scenarios.  The Canadian 
Forces will, therefore, require its future 
fighter aircraft to be able to operate world-
wide in all weather conditions, employ a 
wide range of air-to-air (A/A) and air-to-
surface (A/S) missions, and be interoper-
able with coalition partners.

Our fighter operations will continue 
to include overland and coastal operations 
throughout Canada (including the Arctic), as well as over the 
landmass and coastal areas of other countries during deployed 
operations. 

Defending Canada and North America.  Maintaining 
Canadian sovereignty involves ensuring Canadian law is 
respected and enforced within its area of jurisdiction. 

There are increasing challenges to our sovereignty from 
those who wish to exploit our nation’s immense size and 
resources through illegal activities.  Securing Canada’s bor-
ders against such actions is paramount and involves the sur-

veillance and control of vast amounts of air-
space and surface waters.  This includes cov-
ering the entry corridors on the east and west 
coasts, as well as Canada’s internal airspace, 
including the airspace across the entire 
Canadian Arctic.  

The defence of North America and its 
airspace is also critical, and it is carried out 
through the North American Aerospace 
Defense (NORAD) agreement.  The benefits 
of this relationship continue to contribute to 
our national interest and to international 
peace and stability.

Contributing to International Security. 
Canada’s values and interests are global in 
nature, and to that end, the Canadian Forces 
will continue to contribute to international 
security. Canada will play an active military 
role in the United Nations (UN), the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE), and coalition forces as 
deemed appropriate by the Government of 
Canada.

Force Generation

The training concept of operations for pilots of our future 
fighter will be significantly different from the manner in 

which we currently train CF-188 Hornet pilots.

At present, all Canadian Forces officers selected for the 
pilot occupation begin their training with Primary Flying 
Training, conducted at Portage La Prairie, Manitoba, which 

introduces them to military flying and 
procedures. 

The next phase is Basic Flying 
Training, conducted at 15 Wing Moose 
Jaw, Saskatchewan, under the auspices of 
the NATO Flying Training in Canada 
(NFTC) program.  This phase contains the 
bulk of flying training and, upon comple-
tion, pilot candidates are selected for one 
of three training paths: helicopters, multi-
engine aircraft or fighters. 

The third phase is Advanced Flying Training, after which 
pilot trainees receive their pilot wings. For fighter pilots, this 
phase involves training on the CT-156 Harvard II under the 
NFTC program. 

These three phases are not expected to change signifi-
cantly under the new training concept.

After Advanced Flying Training, fighter pilots begin their 
Phase IV Hawk Transition at 15 Wing, and their Fighter 
Lead-In Training (FLIT) at 4 Wing Cold Lake, Alberta. 
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The CF-188 cockpit display at the Carleton University simulation laboratory.

“There are increasing 
challenges to our sover-
eignty from those who 

wish to exploit our 
nation’s immense size 
and resources through 

illegal activities.”



70	 Canadian Military Journal  •  Vol. 13, No. 2, Spring 2013

Views and opinions

FLIT is followed by training at an Operational Training 
Unit (OTU), also at 4 Wing, where pilots fly the CF-188 
Hornet. Finally, fighter pilots undertake their Combat Ready 
Training, at their main operating base (MOB), either 3 Wing 
Bagotville, Quebec, or 4 Wing. 

The new concept could eliminate the need for OTUs, 
which require a full complement of aircraft, pilots, maintain-
ers, support personnel, and infrastructure to run. 

Newly-winged fighter pilots would, in the future, go 
through three phases of training: 

•	 An Enhanced Fighter Lead-In Training (FLIT) Phase.

•	 A simulation-intensive Conversion Phase conducted at a 
Virtual Training Unit (VTU).

•	 An extended Combat Ready (CR) Phase.  

This new three-phased concept would result in an effective 
and efficient manner of producing new pilots for the fighter 
force. As well, it would make additional fighter aircraft avail-
able to the Commander of 1 Canadian Air Division for force 
employment, and it would reduce expensive training costs.

Enhanced Fighter Lead-In Training (FLIT) Phase.  A 
large portion of the tactical training currently taught at an OTU 
could be devolved to the less expensive Enhanced FLIT Phase, 
while some aspects would remain in the Conversion Phase.  

The Enhanced FLIT Phase, envisioned to be conducted at 
4 Wing, would require a new aircraft to replace the CT-155 
Hawk advanced tactical jet, as part of the follow-on training 
contract that will eventually succeed the NFTC program. 

This aircraft would ideally have an integrated but unclas-
sified cockpit in the style of the future fighter, complete with 

a simulated avionics capability. The Hawk replacement would 
closely replicate the ergonomics of the future fighter (although 
not its performance) and would include simulated radar, data-
link, weapons system, an electronic warfare suite, and more. 
The new training aircraft would need to be a two-seat variant, 
permitting an instructor to act as a backseat safety pilot during 
the critical initial combat training missions. 

To ensure consistency of tactics, techniques, and proce-
dures (TTPs), pilots flying the FLIT aircraft may well use the 
same tactical manuals that they would use on the future fighter. 

Editor's Note: To provide a measure of the cockpit sophis-
tication required for the Hawk replacement, the cockpit 
displays of representative next acquisition fighter aircraft 
are presented on following pages, in no particular order.

While it is anticipated that the Enhanced FLIT would be 
longer than the current FLIT Phase under the NFTC program, 
it would not necessarily result in an increase in flights because 
of a greater emphasis being placed upon the use of simulation. 
Along with ensuring a better selection of future fighter pilots, 
the concept would also allow pilots to begin their conversion 
training to the future fighter with more flying experience, a 
good grasp of aircraft functionality, and situational awareness 
with the TTPs.  

The core fighter pilot skills that could be devolved to the 
Enhanced FLIT syllabus include:

Air-to-air (A/A):

•	 Basic fighter manoeuvres (BFM).

•	 Air combat manoeuvres (ACM).

•	 Air intercept (AI).  
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•	 Radar theory and radar intercepts.

•	 Beyond visual range (BVR) weapons tactics.

Air-to-ground (A/G):

•	 Low-level awareness training (LLAT).

•	 Air-to-ground academic weapons (AW) delivery.

•	 Air interdiction (AI).

•	 Close air support (CAS) (up to two aircraft).

•	 Air-to-ground tactical employment.

•	 Suppression/destruction of enemy air defence (SEAD/
DEAD).

Other pilot training conducted at the FLIT would include:

•	 Visual flight rules (VFR) skills.

•	 Instrument flight rules (IFR) skills.

•	 Night flying.

•	 Formation flying (up to four aircraft).

•	 Reconnaissance.

•	 NORAD procedures. 

Conversion Phase.  The Conversion Phase would take 
full advantage of the experience that pilots would gain during 
the Enhanced FLIT Phase.  This phase would focus heavily 
upon simulation, using the actual future fighter only for con-

firmation sorties and additional training where required.  The 
simulation training could be conducted through the concept of 
virtual training within a Virtual Training Unit (VTU).

Simulator training would be based upon the training plan 
and qualification standard approved by the Fighter Standards 
and Evaluation Team, and it is envisioned that the simulator-
to-flying ratio for the Conversion Phase would heavily favour 
the simulator.  The objectives of focusing upon simulation 
would be to maximize the operational availability of the future 
fighter for force employment, while reducing training costs 
and optimizing training effectiveness. 

The flying portion of the Conversion Phase would be con-
ducted by a combination of qualified fighter force instructor 
pilots who are members of the VTU, the wing standards sec-
tion, or tactical fighter squadrons. No fighter aircraft would be 
permanently assigned to the VTU; the relatively small amount 
of time spent flying the future fighter would take place using 
aircraft assigned to the tactical fighter squadrons. 

Combat Ready Phase. The Combat Ready Phase would 
ideally begin once the new fighter pilot has completed the 
Conversion Phase and has been assigned to a tactical fighter 
squadron. 

The bulk of flying training in the future fighter would be 
flown in this phase, which would be conducted at tactical 
fighter squadrons by tactical fighter squadron-qualified 
instructor pilots and wing standards pilots. Simulator support 
would be provided by the VTU facilities, although there would 
be a higher flying ratio in the Combat Ready Phase than in the 
Conversion Phase. 

As in the current system, the new fighter pilot would 
become a combat-ready wingman after completing the Combat 
Ready Phase.
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Centre of Excellence. It is anticipated that a Centre of 
Excellence would be created to support force generation, and 
to prepare the fighter force for force 
employment requirements.  The Centre 
would be the home of the Fighter 
Standards and Evaluation Team, the 
VTU, and the Fighter Operational Test 
and Evaluation Flight.  It would support 
all fighter force courses, including the 
Conversion Phase, the Combat Ready 
Phase, and post-graduate level courses, 
such as the Fighter Weapons Instructor 
Course, and instructor pilot training.  

While the development and command and control of 
these courses would be held within the Centre of Excellence 

at 4 Wing, there would be a 
detachment at 3 Wing that 
would carry out a number 
of the same functions as the 
Centre.  

Continuation Training.  
Cont inuat ion t ra in ing 
would be conducted within 
the tactical fighter squad-
rons, either at the MOBs, 
or during deployed training 
exercises.  The continua-
tion training program 
would be detailed in the 
Fighter Pilot Training 
Directive, with the contents 
and standards being main-
tained by the Fighter 
Standards and Evaluation 

Team and controlled by the Fighter Community Advisor 
Group.  The program would be a blend of ground, simula-

tion, and aircraft training to ensure a 
safe and effective fighter force that is 
capable of carrying out all prescribed 
tasks at or above the standard. 

It is anticipated that simulation will 
play a key role, and will represent a sig-
nificant percentage of training hours 
during the continuation training phase. 
Fighter pilots may indeed spend up to 50 

percent of their continuation training time in a simulation 
seat, maintaining their qualifications, and filling some experi-
ence gaps that could only be addressed in very specific sce-
narios. Even during deployed operations, we can already 

“It is anticipated that simu-
lation will play a key role, 

and will represent a signifi-
cant percentage of training 
hours during the continua-

tion training phase.”
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envisage the potential of reaching optimal readiness levels by 
using a deployable mission rehearsal trainer, which would 
have multiple advantages from the perspectives of mission 
success, safety, and resource management.

‘YFR on Demand.’  Concretely, relying more upon simu-
lation will mean that the RCAF fighter force would very 
likely consume considerably less flying hours to achieve the 
desired level of fleet and individual readiness. This reduced 
yearly flying rate (YFR) would correspond in similar propor-
tions to reduced requirements for routine maintenance and 
o the r  sus ta inment 
dimensions. It must be 
stressed, however, that 
the ability to surge train-
ing and operational 
activity is paramount to 
the successful comple-
tion of fighter aircraft 
missions – as demon-
strated recently during 
Opera t ion  Uni fied 
Protector, conducted in 
response to the crisis in 
Libya. That surge capa-
bility would require 
immediate access to fly-
ing hours, which implies 
that sufficient ‘on 
demand’ maintenance 
a n d  s u s t a i n m e n t 
resources must be avail-
able at all times. The 
concept of ‘YFR on 
Demand’ is similar to 
the ‘just in time’ pro-
duction and delivery 

strategies that gave modern industry the efficiency, agility, 
and increased productivity it needed to meet demanding and 
fluctuating market expectations. The fighter community could 
reap similar advantages from a much more flexible and effi-
cient use of precious flying hours.

Training through Transition.  The transition from the 
CF-188 to our future fighter should be conducted in the most 
efficient and effective manner possible, while remaining 
‘resource neutral,’ and ensuring an appropriate combat ready 
capability. 

The Way of the Future. In conclusion, there is little doubt 
that increased simulation is the way of the future for fighter 
training as well, as for training on other aircraft. The CC-130J 
Hercules community has already embraced simulation training 
with the opening of the Air Mobility Training Centre at 8 
Wing, Trenton, Ontario, in September 2012. The 17,000-square 
metre centre houses cutting-edge equipment, such a J-model 
Hercules flight simulator and fuselage trainer that are being 
used to train aircrew and technicians.

Canada is a world leader in simulation, and the Royal 
Canadian Air Force will put this world-class capability to 
work to train the pilots of our future fighter. Simply put, train-
ing that combines flying aircraft and simulators will be more 
effective, safer, less expensive, and better for the environment. 
It is a ‘win-win deal’ for everyone. 

Brigadier-General Dave Wheeler, CD, is a former CF-188 Hornet fighter 
pilot. Among other postings, he has served as Commander of 4 Wing 
Cold Lake, Alberta, and Deputy Director of the Air Operations Control 
Centre at ISAF HQ in Kabul, Afghanistan. He is currently Director of Air 
Staff Coordination for the Commander of the RCAF in Ottawa, Ontario.
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I
n 2008, the Director General of Land Reserves vali-
dated the Chief of Defence Staff’s functions of the 
Reserves as: (1) augment the Regular Force on 
Canadian Forces (CF) operations; (2) expand the CF 
in response to natural and man-made emergencies and 

crises; and (3) form the permanent connection between the CF 
and Canadian society.1 Having been issued these directions, 
Reserve commanders and planners were tasked with creating a 
training strategy that effectively achieves all three of these 
objectives while continuing to support operations and activi-
ties within their respective areas and brigades, all while stay-
ing within an ever contracting annual budget. A Sisyphean 
task to say the least, made further daunting by the high turn-
over and limited availability inherent to the majority of its 
members. These Reserve functions serve well in illustrating a 
noteworthy disconnect between the Regular Force and the 
Reserves within the Canadian Army, and the lack of under-
standing of what actual attributes reservists have to offer the 
CF and Canadian society.

The Canadian Army’s less-than-complete understanding 
regarding its Reserve component is best illustrated by the first 
core function noted, that is, augmenting the Regular Force on 

CF operations. As any Reserve unit CO will assert, only a lit-
tle less than ten percent of his or her unit has ever deployed. 
This can be misleading when Army Reserve units are seen on 
parade, and many of those present sport campaign and tour 
medals. These images ignore the high turnover within the 
Reserves, where the average reservist career extends to only 
four years of part-time service. Further reinforcing the myth is 
the fact that those who do deploy also tend to be those with a 
higher level of commitment to the organization, and who thus 
not only stay longer, but parade more often, and therefore 
‘show up’ in media photos. The invisible majority of Army 
reservists simply parade one night a week and one weekend a 
month while attending summer courses, and taking their 
release upon completing school and entering the civilian work 
force. To tie the primary function of the Reserves to a task that 
is performed by only one-in-ten of its members is akin to 
renaming all the Combat Engineer Regiments ‘Dive 
Regiments,’ because each 350-person unit has a dive troop of 
35: it misses the point. 

Further, the Army’s first priority for the Reserves can be 
construed as being, at least in part, redundant. This is due to 
the conservative approach the Army has taken in training 
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reservists for deployments. At its longest, pre-deployment 
training for reservists lasted nearly 18 months prior to deploy-
ment. Upon volunteering to serve on an overseas mission, 
reservists are given Class C contracts and integrated into 
Regular Force Army units to accompany their new colleagues 
in every facet of training, from individual battle tasks, up to 
battle group level collective training. Given this practice, what 
role do the Reserve units really play in training their members 
to deploy if said training provides no benefit to members who 
volunteer to deploy overseas? 

As for the second and third stated functions of the 
Reserves, these remain ‘spot on’ in theory, but misunderstood 
and poorly applied in practice. These outcomes are a corol-
lary effect of the de-streaming of the Army that has suc-
ceeded in conditioning the leadership of the Reserves to 
ignore its members’ greatest strengths: (1) intimate knowl-
edge of regional terrain; (2) capacity for long-term strategic 
planning; (3) potential for retention of corporate knowledge; 
and (4) potential for strong links with, not simply the commu-
nity, but professional organizations and businesses. It is these 
strengths that truly define the Army Reserve, and which 
should serve to frame its functions within the context of the 
CF, as opposed to the current paradigm of templating watered-
down Regular Force functions and capacities on an organiza-
tion ill-designed to achieve them. As such, the second and 
third functions of the Reserves remain valid,2 but must be 
redefined in a manner that is best tailored to what strengths 
can be brought to bear by reservists that their Regular Force 
counterparts are unable to provide. 

A salient example of the first strength previously noted 
would be disaster assistance in an urban environment. What 
knowledge will a Royal Canadian Regiment corporal from 

Woodstock, Ontario have of the Notre-Dame-de-Grace bor-
ough of Montréal? This lack of expertise by the Regular Force 
member would be compounded in the context of a natural 
disaster, such as an ice storm, where fallen power lines and 
trees would make navigating the ‘urban jungle’ of Montréal’s 
numerous boroughs nearly impossible without intimate local 
knowledge. This applies to language as well. Many boroughs 
in urban centres are home to a mosaic of immigrants, whose 
command of English or French may be very limited. The 
diverse ethnic make-up of reservists, compared to their 

Regular Force counterparts,3 
makes them ideally suited to 
leading operations in these 
areas, and to tailor humani-
tarian assistance to the eth-
nic majority of the region 
being assisted. 

It should also be noted 
that the Army falls short 
with respect to properly lev-
eraging the innumerable 
complementary skills of its 
Reserve members associated 
with their civilian jobs. 
These vary greatly, from 
heavy-equipment operators, 
to doctors, engineers, project 
managers, and architects. It 
seems odd that no method 
has been put in place to be 
more aware of what ‘civil-
ian’ skills these members 
could bring to bear, should 
they be required.4 Instead, 
reservists are saddled with 
unrealistic military course 

requirements that make it impossible to marry military and 
civilian professional success.5 Jointly, these factors serve to 
discourage many reservists, and lead frequently to their release 
from the organization. One wonders whether some of Canada’s 
most notable former reservists, such as General Andrew 
McNaughton – a McGill student, researcher, and future Chief 
of the General Staff of the Canadian Army – would have been 
able to sustain such a heavy commitment of course time lead-
ing up to the First World War. How well would the Canadian 
Corps have fared at Vimy Ridge without his counter-battery 
oscillograph technology6 had he left the Militia as a result of 
not being able to spare enormous amounts of time to be 
trained within a Regular Force paradigm?

The solution to these challenges requires Reserve bri-
gades to take a three-pronged approach to training their mem-
bers to be employed in the context of assistance in natural or 
man-made disasters. The first priority must be at the unit 
level, where Commanding Officers and Regimental Sergeant 
Majors must integrate themselves into their local communi-
ties and establish firm and deep ties with local governments.7 
This task has been best exemplified by Reserve units in 
smaller communities, such as 9 Field Engineer Squadron in 
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Rouyn-Noranda, Quebec. In small communities such as this, 
units are intimately connected to the community; the experi-
ences of these units should be leveraged among the urban 
units where establishing these links has been less successful. 
The second priority must be at the brigade level, where liai-
son has to be made with other disaster management bodies at 
the municipal, provincial, and federal levels, so as to facili-
tate interoperability when an emergency occurs. The aim at 
this level should be to pre-empt the ‘forming’ and ‘storming’ 
stages of group development,8 so as to optimize operations in 
the event of a real emergency. The final priority for training 
to achieve the two CDS priorities for the Reserves must be 
in-situ training. More often than not, brigade level training is 
conducted within military training areas – worse than that, in 
training areas outside the region of the brigade. This type of 
training provides challenging but ultimately impractical expe-
rience to planners, logisticians, and operators within the 
training body. The planners and logisticians hone their skills 
in coordinating large rail and road movements over long dis-
tances, while operators conduct training in artificial FIBUA 
mock-ups, or in more traditional forested training areas. At 
best, this training has only peripheral application to the chal-
lenges of conducting humanitarian operations in built-up 
urban zones, such as Montréal or Toronto. In these contexts, 
the difficulty of road moves, for example, is not managing the 
size and spacing of vehicle convoys, but in establishing and 
maintaining short-distance routes through congested urban 
landscapes made worse by debris and hazardous obstacles, 
such as downed power lines and trees. Further, through this 
training, operators do not develop and hone their knowledge 
of local terrain, which has been established as a unique and 
key capacity that reservists bring to the operations space. So 
when it comes to the current training model for reservists, 
what is really being achieved?

In order to achieve meaningful training that will have 
direct application to what tasks will actually be done, the 
‘where’ is as important as the ‘what.’ Reservists have to train, 

not just how they will operate, but 
where as well. This manner of 
training will be complex to plan, 
as it will require coordination 
with municipal bodies to tempo-
rarily close roads and publish 
notices that military personnel 
will be operating in an area over a 
given duration. This is as much a 
coordination challenge as it is 
logistical, and, given that munici-
pal staffs are experts in circula-
tion planning and public affairs as 
a result of regular municipal dis-
ruptions, such as road work and 
snow removal, they would be 
ideal to mentor and assist military 
staff in coordinating such train-
ing.9 At its core, military training 
must become, not only interest-
ing, but relevant to reservists. 
Currently, Army Reserve brigades 

engage in a circular pattern of work-up training that ends up 
right where it began. It does not take long for reservists to 
become disenchanted with the training and no longer feel like 
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they are achieving professional growth. Moreover, this type of 
training fails to underscore the unique skills that reservists 
bring to operations. Reservists must not only be given a clear 
mission, but must train in a manner that supports said mission. 
This is currently not the paradigm in several Army Reserve 
brigades, and it must change to prevent further attrition of 
members as a result of loss of interest.

In so far as changing the amount of training required by 
reservists, the Army has achieved some recent success. The 
Primary Leadership Qualification course has been adjusted to 
incorporate both distance learning and unit-based learning 
components. In addition, the course residency has been cut 
into two three-week modules, as opposed to the former six-
week module (Module 6), which was not feasible for many 
members who worked full-time. The reality, however, is that 
more will have to be done in order to streamline training, most 
notably for officers, if the Army is to successfully and more 
rapidly train its Reserve members before they simply leave the 
system, due to an overabundance of course requirements. 

Fundamentally, the paradigm of how the Army Reserves 
are viewed by the Regular Force Army and the public-at-large 

must shift tremendously if the organization is to remain rele-
vant through the 21st Century. In opposition to Jack English’s 
assertion,10 the days of mass mobilization for war are long 
gone, or, at best, highly unlikely to reoccur.11 Further, the 
notion of piecemeal support of the Regular Force is no longer 
valid, as it simply represents a capability of the Reserves – not 
a core function. Simply put, if reservists are to continue to be 
considered as ‘twice the citizen,’ both Regular and Reserve 
components have to work harder and in closer partnership to 
understand the Militia for what it is, and, more importantly, 
what it has the potential to become.  

Major Daniel A. Doran, CD, MA, PMP, a combat engineer, holds a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Civil Engineering from the Royal Military College 
of Canada, a Master’s Degree in Human Security and Peace Building 
from Royal Roads University and is currently working part-time to com-
plete his MBA at the John Molson School of Business. He has served as 
Deputy Task Force Engineer in Afghanistan during ROTO 01 of Op 
Athena, and has deployed as a United Nations Military Observer to 
Sudan. He is currently a reservist and Officer Commanding of 4 Field 
Squadron at 34 Combat Engineer Regiment, Westmount, Quebec. In 
civilian life, he is an Associate Director for the Project Management 
Unit (University Services) at McGill University.
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Introduction

T
he requirements for Non-Commissioned Member 
(NCM) education are very different than they 
were ten years ago. The combination of techno-
logical advancements, changing global culture, 
ubiquitous social computing, and environmental 

and economic factors have combined to transform and compli-
cate military operations.  The support of Whole of Government 
(WoG) and multinational operations within this dynamic and 
ever-changing security environment is now commonplace.
NCMs, as a result, must be innovative, mentally agile, and 
capable of multi-layered critical thinking.1 

Evolving technologies place increasing responsibilities 
upon NCMs, and they demand personnel with commensurate 
levels of intellectual capacities.  Additionally, the recruit of 
the future will come from a technologically-connected and 
culturally-diverse Canadian society, with an expectation of a 
high level of digital sophistication within the military learning 
and working environment.2 

If we are to be considered a modern learning organization, 
the NCM Corps must commit to providing a continuous career-
long learning environment for NCMs, to enable and encourage 
them to improve upon education and upon professional compe-
tencies in order to meet the challenges of an ever-changing 
security environment. These requirements and changes to the 

education of the NCM Corps must be captured both in doctrine 
and in general specifications to build an enduring reference 
point upon which future generations can build.3 

NCMs will increasingly expect a learning environment to 
be inclusive of their needs, and educational backgrounds 
where they participate as the learner, content provider, and 
peer mentors, working in collaborative groups, and focused 
upon knowledge attainment and understanding. To make this 
successful, the NCM Professional Development (PD) system 
will need to be responsive to the expectations of this digitally-
connected generation in order to provide an education system 
that takes advantage of new digital literacies to instil core CF 
military values and ethos, while offering flexible academic 
and career opportunities.

It is important that we retain the essential traditional roles 
of NCMs, while augmenting professional development with 
sound educational opportunities.  These educational opportu-
nities should be guided by the core and supporting knowledge 
contained within the Duty with Honour manual and a career-
long educational vision that prepares NCMs to successfully 
operate at the three levels of leadership.4 Ultimately, the mod-
ern NCM educational system must provide opportunities for 
NCMs to take lateral career paths, based upon knowledge, and 
not upon occupations, while linking career-driven learning to 
deliberate succession planning to develop, employ, and sustain 
future key and senior appointments for NCMs.5 
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The Canadian Forces (CF) has an inclusive view of the 
membership in the Profession of Arms. This inclusiveness was 
first articulated in the release of Duty with Honour in 2003, 
and further refined in the 2009 edition of the manual, therin 
stating: “All regular force and primary reserve members of the 
Canadian Forces, of all ranks, are members of the profession 
of arms.”6  It was from this foundational concept that the 
Armed Forces Council approved and commissioned NCM 
Corps 2020. It was to provide the strategic guidance for the 
professional development of non-commissioned members for 
the next 20 years.7

NCM Corps 2020 was published in 2002, nearly a decade 
ago, as a strategic document that defines and provides guid-
ance to PD requirements (moral, ethical, educational, and 
leadership qualities) for NCMs into the 21st Century.  It 
speaks to the requirement for NCM mental agility, critical 
thinking, and understanding of the common body of knowl-
edge related to the profession of arms.8 It prescribes moving 
forward on the basis of a strong, complementary, and mutu-
ally-supporting officer/NCM team concept that meets the 
challenges of the contemporary operating environments. 
While great strides in NCM professional development were 
made from this document, the academic development identi-
fied in the document remains largely unfulfilled. 

Both Duty with Honour and NCM Corps 2020 have been 
re-focused upon NCM development through the lens of the 

recent publication Beyond Transformation, the Chief Warrant 
Officer Strategic Employment Model. This strategic guidance 
document provides the NCM Corps and stakeholders with the 
intent to develop a progressive model which strengthens future 
command/senior leadership teams by ensuring that NCMs, 
and, in particular, Chief Warrant Officers (CWOs) have sound 
intellectual preparation for immediate and meaningful contri-
butions, both institutionally and operationally.9

The NCM who will become the CF CWO in 2040 is in 
the NCM Corps now, and we have an obligation to prepare 
that cadre of NCMs for challenges of leadership positions in 
roles that we do not yet understand. Just as the role and scope 
of duties of the CF CWO is different from that of 20 years 
ago, it will be significantly different 20 years from now. Our 
recruits will come from a technologically-connected and cul-
turally-diverse Canadian society, and they will increasingly 
demand a learning environment where they are a partner in the 
learning construct, working in collaborative groups, and 
focused upon understanding, rather than a competitive grading 
system. New members of the CF will view access to the social 
web as a fundamental personal right. They will congregate 
towards careers that allow them to remain connected with their 
social peer groups, and we must be able to provide an educa-
tion system that takes advantage of this digital literacy to instil 
the core CF military ideology while offering flexible academic 
and career opportunities. 

To meet these challenges, the training and education sys-
tem, and the culture that underpins the elements of what we 
believe a professional NCM constitutes needs to change. For 
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the purposes of this short article, the education requirements 
for NCMs refer to the common knowledge and expertise found 
in Duty with Honour, and they do not encompass training for 
occupational or environmental duties. It is in these knowledge 
areas that cognitive development for NCMs must happen if we 
are to meet the challenges of the 21st Century.10 It also must 
be mentioned that the present training system is not broken, 
but, like the NCM Corps 2020 vision, it has reached the apex 
of where it can take the NCM Corps into the future, and must 
evolve to remain relevant.

The Way Ahead 

It is from this vantage point that we can now look at what 
needs to change to accommodate the NCM education of the 

future. There is no ‘just in time’ education. It must be ambi-
ent, accessible, and progressive, building upon layers of expe-
rience and educational opportunities and funded with a long-
term vision. We need to shed cultural biases of how education 
is viewed between the officer and NCM Corps. An educated 
NCM Corps is a force multiplier to the officer/NCM relation-
ship, and it is a crucial element in the NCM Corps strategic 
development and acceptance of the responsibilities that come 
with membership to the profession of arms. 

It is becoming increasingly apparent that the full spec-
trum of activities within the NCM Corps cannot be reduced to 
a series of tasks within the NCM General Specifications, and 
arranged in a linear model for training and education. While 
the tasks may measure a job, the job is only a small portion of 
the career of a NCM, and it does not reflect the education and 
knowledge that is required to be truly successful. The effects 
of education are not always measurable, but they are always 
risk mitigating, determining how we deal with new situations, 
and how we understand the commander’s intent. We need to 
provide opportunities for NCMs to learn things that cannot be 
reduced to a task statement.

While most of the jobs we now fill did not exist 20 years 
ago, and many of the jobs for NCMs in the future have yet to 
be defined, we need a flexible adaptive and open education 
system to prepare us for the undetermined future. The present 
training and education system of the NCM is firmly rooted 
within the 20th Century, designed around conformity, compli-
ance, and rote memory, which is unsuited for the challenges of 
society in the future.11

Traditionally, the required expertise and knowledge 
needed to sustain the NCM 
professional development sys-
tem was internally sourced and 
delivered from experts within 
the military profession, who 
then disseminated that knowl-
edge downward to maintain a 
clear sense of identity.12 
Technology, social learning, 
and the ubiquity of mobile net-
works have made the wall of 
the school house transparent, 
and we are no longer the gate-
keepers of our information. 
While disruptive to our train-
ing system policies, this pres-
ents us with an opportunity to 
open up our education and to 
actively partner with progres-
sive civilian academic institu-
tions to capitalize upon their 
learning networks and curricu-
lum. This provides the NCM 
Corps with a low-cost, low-

maintenance path to professional and personal self-develop-
ment opportunities that benefit the Canadian Forces. 

This is an opportunity to seriously look at what we teach 
as a NCM Corps, and what can be accessed through other 
institutions. We should teach the areas wherein we are the 
experts, and what is core to our ideology, but for some of the 
educational requirements of an NCM, the experts reside out-
side our organization, and those are the resources we should 
exploit to provide the learning path.

Conclusion

The classroom is no longer the refuge of learning. Most of 
what we need to know to have a successful career is best 

learned at the point of need. Our present learning networks 
and management systems are not capable of delivering the 
information content we need when we need it. We need a 
learning network that is resilient, open, scalable, and ‘operat-
ing system neutral.’ The Internet provides us with this net-
work. We need to access it for our learning and collaboration 
now, free of unrealistic and ‘one size fits all’ security restric-
tions. The Internet is a cost effective and robust solution to 
network needs, a knowledge network for learning and educa-
tion, and we need to make it available to all CF members 
immediately.13
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oriented’ view is related to a holistic orientation, 
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library/pdf/ERM1010.pdf.
Donald Tapscott contends that universities are 
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is, inexorably, becoming the dominant infrastruc-
ture for knowledge, both as a container and as a 
global platform for knowledge exchange between 
people, and as a new generation of students 
requires a very different model of higher educa-
tion. The transformation of the university is not 
just a good idea. It is an imperative, and evidence 
is mounting that the consequences of further 
delay may be dire.
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The ‘wicked’  problem for defence and security 
is the challenge of developing a social strategy 
consistent with an open society that enables an 
internal space for richer, more agile ‘cloud-
labour,’ and ‘talent-commons,’ providing ‘just-
in-time’ group-forming and peer collaboration 
within and between organizations. A social 
strategy that can extent the military network 
would increase the capability to search a larger 
solution space, enable knowledge to flow, and 
increase human and social capital and trust. 
These critical factors set the conditions for cur-
rent and future operational agility.

NOTES

The NCM Corps is one of the greatest untapped resources 
the CF possesses for sourcing solutions. We must enable col-
laborative networks that source the vast knowledge and skills 
of the NCM Corps and contribute to the collective knowledge 
of the Canadian Forces.14 By partnering with academic institu-
tions to provide education opportunities that compliment CF 

needs through CDA-
selected programs that 
recognize the challenges 
associated with military 
service, we reduce costs, 
broaden our knowledge 
horizons, and become a 
career of choice for 
Canadians. By enriching 
the breadth and depth of 
education opportunities 
for NCM self-improve-
ment, and, while fostering 
a culture that appreciates 
and rewards individual 
intellectual growth, the CF 
will mobilize its greatest 
asset for operational suc-
cess, its people.  
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O
ne of the distressing consequences of the cur-
rent political, bureaucratic, military, media, 
academic, and public preoccupation with the 
swampy vagaries of Canadian defence pro-
curement—both the process as a whole and 

specific procurement initiatives (most notably, but not exclu-
sively, a new fighter aircraft)—has, arguably, been some loss 
of collective focus on debating and defining Canada’s defence 
policy priorities in the post-Afghanistan era. What are the 
Forces to do in the coming years? What defence priorities will 
command the broadest possible political and public support?  
What are the prospects for the profession of arms in Canada? 
How much are Canadians prepared to pay for their security 
insurance premium? Where does Canadian defence policy go 
in particularly tough economic times, and in an unpredictable 
geo-strategic environment in which the flagship Canadian 
military activity of the past decade, the operation in 
Afghanistan, encountered increasingly tepid levels of public 
support in its later years? 

This is not to suggest that Canada’s contemporary armed 
forces confront a crisis of confidence or crisis of relevance 
identical to those experienced in the late-1960s and early 
-1970s during the period of East-West détente, or, to lesser 
degree, during the early post-Cold War period. The relatively 
relaxed Canadian approach to security and defence that char-

acterized the détente era, for example, is neither prudent nor 
politically tenable in the post-9/11 era. That said, there are 
similarities between the Canadian defence policy-making 
environment of 2013 and that of the détente era. In the latter, 
the Trudeau government was less than enamoured with 
Canada’s commitments to NATO or to United Nations peace-
keeping. In 2013, Canada’s diminishing links with NATO have 
been further eroded by withdrawal from AWACS and AGS, 
and buffeted by differences over NATO’s potential role in the 
Arctic. Canada’s participation in United Nations peacekeeping 
operations has reached a very low ebb. With two traditional 
pillars of Canadian foreign and defence policy either under-
mined or unpopular, the Trudeau government (and some mili-
tary denizens of Ottawa) sought to re-balance Canada’s 
defence priorities and bolster the perceived relevance of the 
armed forces by embracing an expanded range of quasi-mili-
tary (i.e., surveillance and control, internal security) and non-
military (i.e., disaster relief, search and rescue) commitments. 
Might Ottawa be tempted to play the same card today? 

Born into an era of détente, the Trudeau government 
argued that a more benign geo-strategic environment permit-
ted massive reductions in Canadian defence spending, man-
power, and equipment—particularly that related to NATO 
commitments. UN peacekeeping was also de-emphasized in 
Trudeau’s 1971 white paper. NORAD essentially ‘broke even,’ 
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What are the Forces to do?
by Martin Shadwick

A Canadian Forces CC-177 Globemaster III aircraft is refuelled in the moonlight at the airport in Bamako, Mali, 25 January 2013.
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but seemingly, the only ‘winner’ in 
the new defence policy was “… the 
surveillance of our own territory 
and coastlines, i.e. the protection of 
our sovereignty,” a priority that 
included aid of the civil power 
(particularly topical because of the 
October crisis of 1970), and a 
growing array of quasi-military and 
non-military responsibilities. 
“Although maintained primarily for 
purposes of sovereignty and secu-
rity,” noted the white paper, “the 
Department of National Defence 
provides an important reservoir of 
skills and capabilities which in the 
past has been drawn upon, and 
which in the future can be increas-
ingly drawn upon, to contribute to 
the social and economic develop-
ment of Canada.” Overseas, the 
military “can also give further sup-
port to foreign policy objectives 
through increased assistance in 
economic aid programs. National 
Defence has capabilities to assist in 
such fields as engineering and construction, logistics policies, 
trades and technical training, advisory services, project analy-
sis and air transport.”

The white paper positively dripped with references to 
non-military and quasi-military tasks, including Arctic surveil-
lance, northern development, ice reconnaissance, surveillance 
of mineral exploration and exploitation projects, coastal and 
fisheries protection (thereby rescuing the previously doomed 
Tracker fleet), disaster relief at home and abroad, search and 
rescue (SAR), internal security, and, more broadly, “the pro-
tection of our sovereignty” against challenges which were 
“mainly non-military in character.” Ottawa also indicated, in 
other statements, that the proposed Long-Range Patrol 
Aircraft, the intended successor to the Argus anti-submarine 
warfare (ASW) aircraft, might emerge with a comparatively 
modest ASW suite, but a broad spectrum of civilian-oriented 
remote sensing equipment. Having thus ‘uncorked the non-
military and quasi-military bottle,’ Ottawa was soon receiving 
pitches for a DND-operated fleet of Canadair CL-215 water-
bombers, provincial highway construction (military engineers 
were already labouring on civilian bridge and airfield con-
struction in the North), and, from the academic and scientific 
communities, the creation of a military-operated logistical and 
support hub for civilian scientific research in the Arctic. 
Professor T.C. Willett of Queen’s University added a plethora 
of potential projects, including participation in the “planning, 
reconnaissance, and initial development of new community 
and town projects, particularly in the north and other as yet 
undeveloped parts of the country,” provision “of all air ser-
vices for non-commercial public purposes” including “police 
work, ambulance, [and] rescue;” and the “provision and man-
ning of social development teams to work with the native 
peoples all over Canada.” 

The white paper did not prescribe a constabulary mili-
tary—indeed, it declared an intention “to maintain within 
feasible limits a general purpose combat capability”—but its 
apparent zeal for non-military and quasi-military roles helped 
to fuel concerns that Canada’s armed forces were headed for 
constabulary status. This, in turn, prompted a debate over the 
nature of Canadian military professionalism. Colin S. Gray, 
writing in a 1973 Wellesley Paper, opined that a “military tra-
ditionalist sees the domestic orientation of [the white paper] as 
a temporary fad, dangerous to the national security, and/or as 
the possible harbinger of the ultimate demise of the military 
profession.” A modernist shares the traditionalist’s assumption 
that Canada needs armed forces, but “perceives that the armed 
forces must not merely be more obviously relevant to Canada’s 
needs than they have been in the recent past, but—still more 
important perhaps—they must be seen to be more relevant.” 
“Our modernist,” notes Gray, “has sought and found an 
impressive array of new or re-emphasized roles,” thereby dem-
onstrating “how inventive a bureaucracy can be when it feels 
challenged to come up with something that is politically palat-
able.” Gray also noted, correctly, that “the armed forces would 
seem to be realizing, slowly, that there are really not that many 
tasks they can undertake in their efforts to assist the civil 
authorities without poaching on the preserves of civilian agen-
cies” (or, one might add for contemporary consumption, the 
private sector). DND also came to realize that over-selling 
quasi-military and non-military roles could erode the case for 
a credible military capacity. Help, however, was at hand.

In 1975, the Trudeau government’s Defence Structure 
Review restored NATO to its pre-eminent position in Canadian 
defence policy and rescued the Canadian Forces from both the 
financial wilderness and the risk of “constabularization.” The 
product of a less benign strategic environment and entreaties 
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from allies, the DSR heralded a major increase in defence 
spending, and a massive rebuilding of Canada’s military capa-
bilities. Some of this funding trickled into the quasi-military 
and non-military sphere (i.e., additional SAR helicopters), but 
it was telling that the LRPA—the Aurora—emerged as the 
world’s foremost ASW aircraft and never did receive its civil-
ian remote sensing suite. Similarly, DND’s interest in the 
Arctic quickly waned. 

Other than the normal platitudes about the need for inter-
departmental cooperation and the relevance of the armed 
forces to such tasks as disaster relief, the white papers or 
major policy statements of 1987, 1994, 2005, and 2008 have, 
for the most part, devoted comparatively modest attention to 
non-military and quasi-military tasks. There have, however, 
been some interesting twists and turns. The Mulroney govern-
ment’s 1987 white paper, for example, differed from its 1971 
predecessor in viewing sovereignty  protection through a 
holistic military, quasi-military and non-military lens. A mani-
festation of this approach was the plan to re-engine and update 
the Tracker, but the project was cancelled in the budget of 
April 1989 and the air force’s coastal patrol mandate summar-
ily transferred to the private sector. The decision was attrib-
uted to financial pressures and the “non-military” role of the 
Tracker—others pointed to the political ideology behind alter-
native service delivery, industry lobbying and the need to 
remove a key rationale for the retention of CFB Summerside—
but the net result was the loss of almost all of the air force’s 
fisheries patrol mandate. Barely 15 months later, the govern-
ment again reversed course by announcing that the air force 
would re-enter the coastal patrol business, initially with a trio 
of recycled Challengers. The volte face, which left the private 

sector as the major provider, was consistent with the govern-
ment’s slim 1992 statement on defence, a document rich in 
references to non-military and quasi-military tasks. Did this 
document reflect a sincere belief in the importance of new, 
post-Cold War paradigms of security, or did it reflect a bureau-
cratic and military survival strategy at a time when the post-
Cold War future of the Canadian Forces was particularly 
uncertain? 

The Chretien white paper of 1994 stoutly defended the 
need for a “multi-purpose, combat-capable” defence establish-
ment, and rejected a constabulary model based upon non-mil-
itary and quasi-military roles: “Over the past 80 years, more 
than 100,000 Canadians have died, fighting alongside our 
allies for common values. For us now to leave combat roles to 
others would mean abandoning this commitment to help 
defend commonly accepted principles of state behaviour. In 
short, by opting for a constabulary force—that is, one not 
designed to make a genuine contribution in combat—we 
would be sending a very clear message about the depth of our 
commitment to our allies and our values, one that would 
betray our history and diminish our future.” Such a ringing (if 
underfunded?) declaration was absent from Martin’s 
International Policy Statement of 2005, but its post-9/11 atten-
tion to homeland defence appeared to offer some potential, if 
ill-defined, synergies between assorted military, quasi-military 
and non-military tasks. On the international stage, the same 
could potentially be said of its treatment of the three-block 
war doctrine. The Harper government’s Canada First Defence 
Strategy of 2008 was similarly sparse in its discussion of non-
military and quasi-military tasks, but several—including disas-
ter relief—appeared on its list of the six “core missions” of the 
Canadian Forces.

Five years after the release of its Canada First Defence 
Strategy, might the Harper government ponder increased atten-
tion to non-military and quasi-military tasks? The answer is 
potentially complex. In the early Trudeau years, non-military 
and quasi-military tasks represented a lifeline of relevance at a 
time when NATO’s perceived utility had been reduced by 
détente and peacekeeping’s cachet had been eroded by Egypt’s 
expulsion of the United Nations Emergency Force in 1967. 
Today’s decision-making environment is different. Indeed, the 
Canadian Forces have been astonishingly busy—across the 
full spectrum of military, quasi-military and non-military 
operations, both at home and abroad—since the end of the 
Cold War. Canadians may not always agree with the tasks and 
missions assigned to their armed forces, but no one can argue 
that military personnel have been simply sitting around since 
the demise of the Soviet Union. That said, public support for 
latter-day Afghanistans is, to say the least, muted, the pros-
pects for future peacekeeping,  peace-enforcement, human 
security, and Responsibility to Protect missions remains 
unpredictable (as does, in some cases, Canada’s acceptability 
as a contributor), and NATO’s utility as a makeweight on the 
list of Canadian defence commitments remains suspect. It is 
also salient to note that public opinion polling continues to 
show very high levels of support for such non-military and 
quasi-military tasks as Arctic and coastal surveillance, disaster 
relief, and search and rescue.
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Therein rest some problems. The Harper government has 
made much of its interest—a highly commendable interest—in 
Arctic sovereignty and security, but its plans for an expanded 
military presence in the north have been alarmingly descoped 
and repeatedly delayed. Previous governments, meanwhile, 
have made it difficult to move forward with an enhanced mili-
tary role in such flagship areas as fisheries protection and 
search and rescue. The Mulroney government privatized the 
vast bulk of the air force’s fisheries surveillance role (the trio 
of recycled Challengers did not last long) and the Chretien 
government privatized the maintenance of the Cormorant 
search and rescue helicopters. Ousting private contractors, 
even when there are compelling reasons of broader national 
interest, is not for the faint of heart (and may, in any event, 
conflict with the Harper’s government’s political ideologies).
The search and rescue picture will become even messier if 
maintenance of the proposed fixed-wing search and rescue 
aircraft is privatized—and a complete loss to DND if search 
and rescue as a whole is ever privatized. Even capital projects 
that can holistically supplement their core military raison 
d’etre with secondary or tertiary quasi-military and non-mili-
tary capabilities are at risk. The utility of the Joint 
Support Ship for such roles as disaster relief, or as a 
pollution control headquarters ship, continues to 
decline in the face of fiscal constraint.

Should the Harper government opt to revitalize 
the non-military and quasi-military roles of the 
Canadian Forces, it must choose carefully and holisti-
cally, and not undermine the fundamental military 
raison d’etre of the Canadian Forces. Excessive or 
ill-considered non-military and quasi-military respon-
sibilities would threaten the core combat capabilities, 
the military professionalism, and the military ethos of 
the Canadian Forces, promote the undesirable ‘civil-
ianization’ of the military, generate unrealistic public 
expectations, and invite jurisdictional and cost-effec-
tiveness disputes with other government departments, 
as well as the private sector. A purely constabulary 
military establishment is not the type of military 

establishment that Canada requires in an era of disturb-
ing geo-strategic uncertainty.

That said, non-military and quasi-military tasks, if 
selected with care, and with a holistic, finely-honed 
grasp of the broader national interest, can enhance 
military professionalism, and contribute, directly, or at 
least indirectly, to the preservation of the core combat 
capabilities of the Canadian Forces. To those who 
would reduce, jettison, transfer or privatize the non-
military and quasi-military tasks of the Canadian 
Forces—or fail to re-acquire elements of some previ-
ous tasks—one could argue that such measures would: 
(a) be inconsistent with new definitions and paradigms 
of security, sovereignty and service to the state, both 
post-Cold War and post-9/11; (b) erode the nation’s 
already much diminished stock of multi-purpose, com-
bat-relevant assets, capabilities, and expertise; (c) 
forego potentially attractive, and cost-effective, syner-
gies between the military, quasi-military, and non-

military responsibilities of the Canadian Forces; (d) eliminate 
demanding and challenging tasks that enhance, rather than 
diminish, military professionalism and the military ethos; (e) 
inflict significant damage upon military morale and the mili-
tary’s self-image; (f) contribute, in a grim irony, to the unde-
sirable ‘civilianization’ of the armed forces by fostering new 
and deeper linkages between military and civilian (i.e., con-
tractor) personnel; and (f) contribute to the isolation of the 
Canadian Forces from the Canadian public. 

It is right and proper to ask if a military institution can 
survive if it performs too many non-military and quasi-mili-
tary tasks, but it is equally right and proper to ask if a military 
institution can survive if it eschews—or is forced by alterna-
tive service delivery-addicted and lobbyist-influenced govern-
ments to eschew—such tasks. Too often in Canada have we 
pondered the former while ignoring the latter.

Martin Shadwick teaches Canadian defence policy at York University. He 
is a former editor of Canadian Defence Policy.
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A Royal Canadian Air Force CP-140 Aurora aircraft from 14 Wing Greenwood, Nova 
Scotia, lands at Marine Corps Base Hawaii, Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii, 23 July 2012.

A CH-149 Cormorant on a SAR training mission.
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The Patrol: Seven Days in the 
Life of a Canadian Soldier
by Ryan Flavelle
Toronto: HarperCollins Publishers Ltd. 

251 pages, $29.99 (HC)

ISBN-10: 1443407178

ISBN-13: 978-1443407175

Reviewed by Marshall S. Horne

C
anada’s combat mission in Afghanistan may be 
over, but for an entire generation of Canadian 
soldiers the memories of 
war will never be fully 
expunged. Most will 

probably never share their stories with 
the outside world. They are simply too 
personal for those who have no concept 
of what it is like to carry a C7A2 assault 
rifle across an Afghan grape field. Yet 
some, such as Master Corporal (now 
Sergeant) Ryan Flavelle, a recent gradu-
ate of the University of Calgary’s Master 
of Strategic Studies program with the 
Centre for Military and Strategic 
Studies, will constitute a small minority 
of Afghan combat veterans who will 
share their intimate experience with a 
wider audience. Consequently, memoirs 
like The Patrol: Seven Days in the Life 
of a Canadian Soldier in Afghanistan 
will come to define how the Canadian 
public understands the nature of the 
Afghanistan War, and what it is like to 
be a soldier on patrol.

As a reservist with 746 Communications Squadron, 
Flavelle augmented the seven-month rotation of Second 
Battalion Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) 
in 2008. Attached as the signaler to the officer commanding of 
Bravo Company, he spent the majority of his deployment at 
‘Castle Greyskull,’ better known as Patrol Base Sperwan Ghar 
in the northern region of Kandahar Province. Flavelle lived, 
worked, and patrolled ‘at the sharp end’ of the Afghan con-
flict, far removed from the Tim Hortons, shopping outlets, and 
“mind numbing boredom” of Kandahar Airfield (KAF). 
Although The Patrol frequently details Flavelle’s thoughts of 
home, Afghanistan, and the Canadian military in general, its 
focus depicts a single seven-day combat patrol between 
Sperwan Ghar and Mushan that “served as the focal point” of 
his Afghan experience and how Flavelle came to “see myself 
as a man.”

The Patrol is exceptional for several reasons.  Most obvi-
ously, it is the particular insight it provides into combat 
patrolling in Afghanistan. Simply put, patrolling is the ritual 
and tradition of the infantryman (or woman). Its basics can be 
easily learned - “keep your spacing, cover doors, and take a 
knee” - but Flavelle makes it painfully obvious that patrolling 
is more of a physical and mental challenge than a technical or 

tactical challenge. The unrelenting heat of Afghanistan, the 
weight of a seventy kilogram kit, the unquenchable thirst, and 
the constant threat poised by unknown IEDs characterize just 
a few of these challenges. In many ways, the Taliban combat-
ant exists almost as an afterthought. And yet, central to the 
tradition of patrolling is the soldier’s devotion to endure any 
hardship without complaint. To display any form of reluc-
tance or weakness is to disrupt the ritual and to question your 
capability as a soldier in front of your peers. At one point, 
Flavelle risks succumbing to heat stroke rather than admitting 
weakness by seeking immediate medical assistance. This is 
only one of the several examples of personal endurance that 

Flavelle describes. 

The Patrol is also somewhat unique 
in that it describes the many identity 
conflicts existing within the current 
Canadian military. As a reservist aug-
mentee, Flavelle often feels excluded 
from the close-knit camaraderie of the 
regular force PPCLI. As a signaler, 
Flavelle self identifies as a nerd, more 
at ease in repairing a radio than among 
the “high school locker room” of regu-
lar soldiers. He identifies these soldiers 
as “warriors,” but quickly dismisses - 
perhaps a little too quickly - any such 
notion that he is one of them.  Instead, 
Flavelle simply remains honoured to 
have lived and patrolled among such 
dedicated warriors. 

Another contradiction exists 
between the officer and soldier “WOGs” 
(an undefined derogatory term) of KAF. 
There is an instant disdain for anyone 

that wears a red maple leaf insignia, bloused trousers, or field 
caps, the clear identifiers of soldiers that do not journey “out-
side the wire,” and have thus not shared the burden of the 
army’s patrolling tradition. But perhaps the most interesting 
contradiction is Flavelle’s ‘take’ with respect to the “new” and 
“old” army.  Specifically, he challenges the notion that today’s 
soldiers are somehow part of a softer, kinder, and gentler 
army. Toward the more senior members of the “old” army, 
Flavelle gripes that he is “… tired of hearing about how drunk 
you were back when you were peacekeeping in Cyprus.” 
Although there were certainly dangers to Canada’s long-stand-
ing peacekeeping mission to Cyprus, they are simply incompa-
rable to those of the Afghan war. “Cyprus,” retorts Flavelle, 
“is where we go to vacation.”  The “new” army may appear to 
some as soft, yet the operational hazards it endured in 
Afghanistan were unparalleled since Korea.

Ultimately, the strength of The Patrol is derived from two 
different sources. The first is in the nature of Flavelle’s mem-
oir. In the main, the power of The Patrol is in its depth, not its 
breadth. Instead of broadly recapping his seven-month deploy-
ment and simply providing the cursory details and highlights 
of his war experience, Flavelle focuses upon the single event 
that is unquestionably forever etched into his memory.  Thus, 
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the reader gains a deeper appreciation of patrolling, the life of 
a Canadian soldier, and the war in Afghanistan in general than 
would otherwise have been achieved in a more expansive and 
superficial memoir. The second strength is Flavelle’s honest, 
naked portrayal of the events contained within the patrol. The 
emotions are raw, and there is no attempt to make himself into 
a hero or political motivation to justify the Afghan War. 
Instead there is only an attempt to understand himself and his 
constitution as events unfold around him. 

This memoir is deeply personal, vulnerable, and refresh-
ingly candid. It is highly recommended to anyone interested in 
Canada’s military involvement in Afghanistan, or those that 
ponder the nature and traditions of soldiering.

Marshall S. Horne is a third year PhD Candidate with the Centre for 

Military and Strategic Studies at the University of Calgary.

A Sense of the Sea: 
Our View of the Sea and  
How We Got It
by Brian G. Whitehouse
Halifax: Glen Margaret Publishing, 2012

228 pages, paperback, $22.95

ISBN 978-1-897462-23-2

Reviewed by Dan Hutt

W
hat does the ocean mean to people – to 
individuals and to society as a whole? 
That is the question 
Brian Whitehouse 
answers in his first 

book, A Sense of the Sea. An avid sailor, 
oceanographer, and former Executive 
Director of the influential Alliance for 
Marine Remote Sensing, Dr. Whitehouse 
charts a fascinating course through the 
history, technology, and popular culture 
of the ocean. The journey is a personal 
one, drawing upon Whitehouse’s child-
hood with his British navy father, his 
experiences on ocean weather ships as a 
young university graduate, and his 
deepening understanding of the sea as a 
professional oceanographer. 

A Sense of the Sea consists of two 
parts, The Ocean We Know and The 
Ocean We Perceive. The first part pres-
ents the development of the science of 
oceanography and the methods used to 
observe the ocean. Compared to other 
disciplines, oceanography is a very new science. Our ability 
to understand the dynamics of the ocean is based upon tech-
nologies that matured as recently as the 1990s – Earth obser-
vation satellites, supercomputers, and the Internet.  
Whitehouse explains the importance of being able to model 
and forecast the ocean. Not only is it critical for naval opera-
tions, but the next advance in weather forecasting depends 
upon ocean modelling. That is because the weakest link in 
weather forecasting today is accounting for the influence of 
the ocean upon the atmosphere. 

Of particular interest to readers of the Canadian Military 
Journal is Whitehouse’s contention that the science of physi-

cal oceanography grew out of military research – funded 
mostly by the US Navy, but also by the former Soviet Union, 
France, and a few other countries. The argument that military 
research created modern oceanography is made convincingly 
in A Sense of the Sea. Even the Foreword is written by 
Secretary of the Navy Chair in Oceanography at Scripps 
institution of Oceanography, Dr. Walter Munk. Thus, during 
the Cold War, while the public viewed the ocean as a bio-
logical wonder, thanks largely to Jacques Cousteau’s 
Undersea World TV series, navy-funded marine scientists 
concentrated upon the physics of the ocean. Today, opera-
tional oceanographers provide deployed naval forces with 

forecasts of every conceivable ocean 
quantity including currents, sound 
speed profiles, through-water visibility, 
waves, and even bioluminescence.  

In The Ocean We Perceive, 
Whitehouse examines the ocean 
through the prism of popular culture. 
The underwater scenes in the 1965 
James Bond movie Thunderball gave 
the impression that technology could 
enable people to live easily underwater. 
Yet, the story is inspired by the real-life 
Cold War conflict that played out 
underwater as it did upon land and in 
space.  Whitehouse uses the 2004 
movie The Day After Tomorrow, where 
melting polar ice causes a global cli-
mate crisis, as a vehicle to explain the 
world-wide ocean sensing infrastruc-
ture that is much more extensive than 
the public realizes.

Whitehouse recounts the story of Jacques Yves Cousteau’s 
and Émile Gagnan’s invention of the underwater breathing 
apparatus they called the aqualung (later known as Self 
Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus, or SCUBA). 
SCUBA was a significant development in exposing the public 
to the beauty and mystery of the undersea world, yet ulti-
mately it did not contribute much to our understanding of the 
physical ocean. That role fell to more remote technologies, 
such as drifting autonomous buoys, Earth observation satel-
lites, and sea gliders.

Whitehouse’s early perception of the sea was derived 
from his father, a Royal Navy NCO who emigrated to Canada 
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in 1953 and became an officer in the Royal Canadian Navy. A 
tour of Canada’s last aircraft carrier, HMCS Bonaventure, 
made a great impression upon the author as a boy. One chapter 
of A Sense of the Sea traces the decline of the Royal Canadian 
Navy, from the 1950s through integration of the Canadian 
Forces in 1967, as seen by a young man with a navy dad. 
Frustrated with the navy during the 1970s, the elder 
Whitehouse imparted a key piece of advice to his son: “Don’t 
join the navy.”

Following his father’s advice, Brian Whitehouse satisfied 
his fascination for the ocean by spending three years working 
on ocean weather ships in the North Pacific. This experience 

led to graduate school at Dalhousie University and a career as 
an oceanographer, and it is part of the inspiration for A Sense 
of the Sea.

A highly original book, I found A Sense of the Sea thor-
oughly engaging. It gave me pause to reflect upon and to 
appreciate my own connections with the sea. My next stroll 
along the beach will be a deeper experience because of it.

Dr. Dan Hutt is a defence scientist with Defence R&D Canada – Atlantic 
in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. He is currently Head of the Underwater 
Sensing Section.

Black Ops, Vietnam. The 
Operational History of MACVSOG
by Robert Gillespie  
Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2011 

320 pages, $41.95 (HC)  

Reviewed by Bernd Horn

T
his book was a pleasant surprise. Admittedly, 
when I looked at the dust jacket cover art my 
first reaction was to think, “not yet another ‘kill 
‘em all and let God sort 
them out’” history on spe-

cial operations forces (SOF). However, 
once I cracked the cover, it became 
abundantly clear that the book was a 
very well-researched, well-written his-
tory of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam Special Operations Group 
(MAVSOG).  

The book starts with an overview 
of American involvement in Vietnam 
and special operations prior to the cre-
ation of MACVSOG in 1964. The author 
then takes a chronological approach, 
methodically running through the life of 
the organization from 1964-1972, when 
the formation was dismantled. Each 
year becomes a chapter, and Gillespie 
provides an overview of key events, 
concepts, operations, organization, and 
programs. Furthermore, each year fol-
lows a similar template or construct, so 
it is easy to track evolution and changes within MACVSOG, 
as well as its activities. As such, the book becomes an excel-
lent primer and resource tool. Due to the very nature of this 
approach, the book does not provide the definitive word on all 
aspects of the organization, activities, or events in Vietnam, 
but the author has done an admirable job of balancing quality 
and significance of content with quantity. Although topic 
areas are handled in a relatively succinct manner, he has 
expertly filtered the data, and he provides an incredibly com-
plete and concise summary for each of the years covered, and 

their respective content. He has, in essence, created a marvel-
ous source book.

What is impressive, aside from the tight narrative, is the 
fact that the book balances its succinct fact-based approach, 
rich with detailed statistics and data, with dramatic and excit-
ing vignettes that capture the courage, drama, and heroism of 
the MACVSOG operators themselves. Specifically, he pro-
vides vignettes of winners of the US Congressional Medal of 
Honor, and also vignettes applicable to some specific opera-
tions. This adds a degree of action to an otherwise-historical 

summary.  It also adds context to the 
operations, and their degree of difficulty 
in the context of the greater conflict and 
the geographical location.

The book is also filled with won-
derful little-known facts. It  brings for-
ward the reality that within the realm of 
military affairs, there are very few new 
problems. The book covers the introduc-
tion of computers needed to sift through 
data; the problems associated with 
coalition operations, specifically, work-
ing with and trusting allies; the impor-
tance of air assets and communications; 
and the difficulty of fighting a limited 
war under considerable military and 
political constraints.

Of great interest is the author’s 
coverage of the psychological warfare 
component of MACVSOG and the 
group’s efforts at infiltrating the North, 

and conversely, trying to stymie the avalanche of troops, 
equipment, and supplies flowing into the South by way of the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail. The accounts of agents trying to infiltrate, 
the phantom drops and agents, the counter-intelligence battle, 
and the use of special tactics to stop SOG teams interdicting 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail were fascinating. For example, the 
SOG teams were so successful that the North Vietnamese 
were forced to take dramatic action. They began to employ a 
layered defence of trail watchers, individuals maintaining 
observation on all possible landing zones [LZs] (in fact, by 
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1969, almost every possible LZ in Laos was under observa-
tion), patrols, rear area security units, tracker dogs, and 
hunter–killer units.     

Overall, the writing is crisp, clear, and easy to follow. The 
book is well-researched, and it contains a wealth of endnotes 
that provide both sources and additional information. The 
author is clearly knowledgeable about the subject, and has 
utilized seminal sources, both secondary and primary, includ-
ing previously classified documents.  

Another extremely valuable aspect of the book is its bibli-
ography with commentary, which will help the researcher or 
enthusiast sift through the vast amounts of literature, and focus 
in upon the more pertinent and authoritative sources. The vol-
ume also contains a detailed index and a glossary of abbrevia-
tions and acronyms to help the reader circumnavigate the mili-
tary jargon that is always present in a work of this nature.   

One disappointing element of the book was the images 
provided to augment the text. The author chose to go solely 
with portraits of the MACVSOG commanders. It would have 
been greatly beneficial to include other photographs that cap-
ture the terrain, personnel, and equipment used in order to 
bring some of the text to life.

In the end, this is a very valuable resource dealing with 
American special operations forces used during the Vietnam 
War. It is highly recommended for military professionals and 
enthusiasts, as well as anyone studying the conflict, SOF, or 
counter-insurgency operations.   

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, CD, PhD, is the Chief of Staff Strategic 

Education and Training Programs at the Canadian Defence Academy. He is 

also an Adjunct Professor of History at the Royal Military College of 

Canada and Norwich University.

Give Me Shelter:  
The Failure of Canada’s  
Cold War Civil Defence
by Andrew Burtch 
Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012. 

xiii, 300 pages, $32.95

ISBN: 9780774822411

Reviewed by: Michael J. Thompson 

W
ith the end of the Second World War and 
the dawn of the nuclear age, governments 
faced a new threat that posed new chal-
lenges—the possibility of total, national 
annihilation. In Canada, federal civil 

defence (CD) planners were responsible 
for developing strategies to protect citi-
zens in the event of a nuclear war. 
Andrew Burtch’s Give Me Shelter traces 
the evolution of CD planning during the 
first half of the Cold War, and outlines 
the obstacles planners faced in preparing 
for the worst. Burtch is an historian at 
the Canadian War Museum specializing 
in the post-1945 period, and he is there-
fore well-suited for writing a book on 
this topic. Covering nearly 25 years of 
Cold War Canada, Burtch provides what 
is, for the most part, a chronological 
analysis of CD’s planning evolution.

The author argues that civil defence 
was a “failure,” but the criteria upon 
which he judges “success” is never made 
explicit. He explains failure in this way: 
“Civil Defence Canada…had sought to 
prepare the public for [a nuclear crisis]. 
Yet when it happened, people did not 

know how to protect themselves, nor were they equipped with 
the necessary resources to survive….”  It appears that success 
is defined by CD’s ability to provide the public with the means 
of survival (education, workable plans, and resources) which 
itself was dependent upon citizen contributions. His argues 
that CD planners needed to develop policies for survival, and 
success of these plans rested upon linking civic duty to the 
state, to the need for civilians to participate in fulfilling sur-
vival plans. However, he shows how Canadian citizens did not 
‘buy into’ the concept that the costly and dangerous emer-
gency responses necessary after an attack were responsibilities 
they, as citizens, were expected to bear. 

The main emphasis of the book is upon planning and the 
difficulty involved in developing survival policies within the 

context of a rapidly changing political, 
strategic, and technological Cold War 
environment, and this is wherein the 
greatest success of the book lies. Burtch 
adeptly traces the history and develop-
ment of the CD organization, and the 
major characteristics of the different 
strategies that were devised in response 
to an environment of change. The plans 
fell into three broad categories: The first 
was a strategy active from 1948 to 1954, 
and based upon firefighting and first aid. 
This was followed by one of urban evac-
uation from 1954 to 1959, and finally, 
strategies from 1959 emphasized shelter 
construction. 

Using letters from citizens, CD 
meeting archives, and newspaper articles, 
the author posits how citizens never fully 
accepted the responsibility for nuclear 
civil defence or the concept of the obli-
gation-based model of citizen as 
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defender, willing to give their lives if necessary in helping 
cope with what was perceived as a ‘military’ problem. In addi-
tion to the practical reasons behind public rejection of CD 
plans (financial burden and physical risk) was a psychological 
issue. Canadians were constantly reminded of the dangers of 
nuclear weapons, but in being asked to prepare themselves for 
the worst, they were being asked to confront the possibility of 
Armageddon. This produced a huge amount of anxiety and 
apathy, which undermined CD efforts and formed a great 
obstacle to success. 

However, Burtch does not expand upon how public policy 
success or failure should be assessed in such a context. Should 
CD have done more to change public psychological consider-
ations? How does one define success in a situation where it 
can never be tested? What lessons are there for policy makers 
who have to prepare the country for threat or change? Burtch 
does not extend his thinking in these directions, and therefore 
leaves us with a book, the usefulness of which in terms of the 
practicality of policy is short-changed.

Ultimately, however, Burtch’s book is more than half-
way successful. He shows that citizens did not accept the role 
CD had devised for them, evidenced by a lack of volunteers; 
the fact that people were reluctant to invest in the bomb shel-
ters they were told were necessary; and that they did not 
accept survival training that was highly militarized. He also 
outlines failures on the part of CD itself—evolving policies 
often seemed contradictory, and CD reorganizations, uneven 
municipal programs, and poor communication limited CD 
usefulness during the ‘dress rehearsal’ known as the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. 

Yet, Burtch’s arguments are not without issues. He fails 
from the outset to establish within his analytical framework a 
clear benchmark from which to measure success. It should 

also be noted that without a true test (detonation of an atomic 
bomb on Canadian soil), it is difficult to make judgements 
with respect to success or failure. One has to question if suc-
cess was achievable at all, as the scale and scope of nuclear 
destruction was a threat to which no credible defence could be 
made, and this is a point Burtch himself acknowledges. 
Moreover, all the blame cannot fall on CD planning. Civilian 
apathy, government debates, and financial issues limited 
resources and capabilities, and general fear and panic were 
bound to inhibit rational thinking during a crisis. If the ambi-
tion of the CD planners was to prepare the public, and this is 
certainly a measure of success, then it is hard to point to the 
rejection of such preparation as a failure of CD. 

Despite this, the book and its many themes do indeed 
hold many valuable insights for those studying Cold War 
Canada from a number of perspectives. Weaving together such 
a range of subjects—from politics, to psychology, to gender 
and sociology—is not an easy task, but Give Me Shelter is 
quite successful as a history. Burtch has produced a book on a 
subject of which little is written in the Canadian context, and 
he has managed to take a large amount of information and turn 
it into a highly readable and very efficient historical study. 
Give Me Shelter is well laid out, demonstrates an expert grasp 
of the subject  and of available sources, and is highly readable. 
Burtch has uncovered a truly fascinating, yet complex area of 
Cold War history that merits further study, and his book is 
recommended to anyone interested in Canada’s strategic, 
political, and social Cold War history.

Michael Thompson is a PhD candidate in the Department of History at the 

University of Ottawa, specializing in the history of defence & security 

policy in 20th Century Canada. Related areas of study include military 

procurement, foreign policy, and the history of Canadian science and 

technology policy. 

Playing the Game:  
The British Junior Infantry 
Officer on the Western Front 
1914-1918
by Christopher Moore-Bick
Solihull, UK: Helion & Company Ltd, 2011

328 pages, $40.00

ISBN: 978 1 906033 84 2

Reviewed by Chris Buckham

T
he period 1914-1918 was witness to an unprec-
edented expansion of the army of Great Britain. 
This epic transformation may be viewed, not 
only in terms of numbers, but also speed, 
breadth of employment, and, one may effec-

tively argue, it also represented the first revolution in mili-
tary affairs from a technological perspective. During this 
time, in order to meet the demands of modern warfare, 
Britain was forced to expand its relatively tiny standing army 
through augmentation by the Territorial’s, “Kitcheners New 

Army,” volunteers, and by conscription. Each presented 
unique challenges that impacted and influenced the face of 
the British military as never before. Consistent through all of 
these upheavals were the challenges of fighting a war on a 
scale never before seen or imagined, with technology that 
served, not only to augment the ability of opposing armies to 
fight, but also necessitated specific skill sets previously not 
required (i.e. the operation of machine guns, aircraft, tanks, 
communications, and so on), as well as the development of 
doctrine to support these capabilities. 

Christopher Moore-Bick’s book, Playing the Game, 
addresses these issues from the perspective of the junior offi-
cer (second lieutenant, lieutenant, and captain). When one 
considers the vast array of literature surrounding the First 
World War, a common theme tends to be that of the ‘lost gen-
eration,’ or the ‘inability of the senior officers to deal with the 
challenges of the new realities of war.’ What has not been 
addressed in any detail is the fact that despite all of the horrors 
of the trenches, Britain’s army did not suffer any general col-
lapse in morale or fighting spirit despite being composed in 
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majority measure of non-professionals. That this was so may 
be largely attributed to the skill and motivation of its junior 
officer corps; the leaders who were most closely associated 
with the soldiers on the front lines. What these factors were 
that defined and influenced the development of the generation 
of young men who made up this group is the focus of Moore-
Bick’s book, and why those factors are relevant to the armed 
forces of today. 

Moore-Bick is not interested in the experiences of the 
officers in the actual front line, 
except in so far as they add dimen-
sion to the traits of the officers them-
selves. Instead, he focuses upon the 
environmental elements that shaped 
their personalities (school, society, 
religion, and so on), and their sense 
of duty/obligation. Additionally, he 
draws distinctions between the dif-
ferent phases of the army’s expansion 
(standing professionals, volunteers of 
Kitchener, conscription). Specifically, 
he highlights how each group 
accepted, adapted, and ultimately 
supported (in the sense of undertak-
ing one’s responsibilities) the war 
effort, and how these processes 
changed over the course of the war.

Drawing upon a vast array of pri-
mary source material, including dia-
ries, letters, journals, and memoirs, as 
well as a host of secondary and pres-
ently-unpublished papers, Moore-
Bick is able to paint for the reader a 
surprisingly complete picture of the 
views and thoughts of the junior officers who helped make up 
Britain’s army. Of particular interest is his analysis of the tran-
sition from civilian to soldier of these officers, and how that 
influenced outlook and expectation. This ‘professionalization’ 
process had to take place under the most trying of circum-
stances, and within a very short period of time. That these men 
were able to adapt as quickly as they did is a testament to their 
psychological strength and the environments within which 
they developed. Another area that is addressed in depth is the 
impact of the public school system on the development of the 
psyche of these men. He reveals the role that the structure and 
tenets of the schools, with their emphasis upon loyalty to 

one’s peers and school, manliness in sports, and the responsi-
bilities of a system that resulted in early personal growth and 
development played in their development and maturation. The 
role of the ‘heroic’ figure in British literature is also incorpo-
rated into his analysis. However, what must be emphasized is 
the balance with which Moore-Bick approaches his subject. It 
was clear that as the war progressed, officers enlisted with a 
far different perspective of the war than those who did so in 
1914, and that these enlistees were being drawn from a much 
more varied and non-traditional pool (commissioning from the 

ranks, non-public schools, civilian 
professionals and older generations), 
and yet they still undertook their 
duties in a responsible and forthright 
manner overall. The author’s analysis 
and insight into his subject explains 
why this occurred, and how their 
backgrounds influenced their deci-
sions and development. 

Moore-Bick’s work has drawn 
attention to an aspect of the First 
World War that has seen little evalu-
ation, but the importance and signifi-
cance of which cannot be under-
stated. Armies succeed or fail on the 
strength of their leadership, particu-
larly at the junior officer and senior 
non-commissioned rank levels. The 
lessons to be gleaned from the expe-
riences of the First World War British 
junior officers in rapidly transition-
ing from a peacetime to a wartime 
footing in a very short period of time 
are numerous. While one may make 
the argument that these challenges 

were approximated during the Second World War, I would 
contend that they were far more profound during the First 
World War, due to the technological changes occurring during 
the period, the speed with which the standing army was 
required to expand, and the lack of wartime experience among 
the general population, as was not the case during the precur-
sor expansion period prior to the Second World War. This is 
Moore-Bick’s first publication, and it is an excellent addition 
to the professional member of the armed forces library. I also 
strongly suggest that it should be read by anyone looking to 
expand their insight into the motivators and development of a 
junior leader. 
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T
he Battle of Cholm was one of the first major tests 
of the performance of the German Army under 
adverse conditions. Besieged, by Jason Mark, is the 
definitive work of this event.

Set on the Eastern Front, it covers the period from 
January to June 1942 when the German forces, reeling back 
under the counter-offensive of the Soviets outside Moscow, 
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were forced into a series of ad hoc defensive operations. The 
brutal winter conditions, the collapse of portions of the 
German lines, and the confusion of the barely-controlled 
retreat resulted in a small force of a few thousand troops 
being surrounded in the village of Cholm. The subsequent 
achievements of this group, designated Kampfgruppe Scherer 
after the senior officer present, was to become one of the 
most famous stories of the Eastern Front conflict. Made up of 
a hodge-podge grouping of reserv-
ists, infantrymen, military police, 
service troops, aircrew, and naval 
drivers (in fact, there were remnants 
of over 60 different units trapped in 
Cholm), this force held out through-
out the rest of the winter and into 
the spring against overwhelming 
Soviet forces.

 Jason Mark has presented his 
subject in a chronological fashion, 
drawing upon extensive primary 
source material which provides the 
readers with a unique insight into 
not only the tactical challenges pre-
sented to the Germans, but also the 
psychological stresses that the sol-
diers endured (and the means by 
which they overcame them). 
Generalmajor (Brigadier General) 
Theodor Scherer, the commander of 
281 Sicherungs Division, was 
assigned the responsibility for the 
coordination of the defence of Cholm. Thus, circumstance 
and chance thrust him from command of a second-line secu-
rity division into the centre of the fray, with the fate of thou-
sands of surrounded forces places in his hands. Mark’s pre-
sentation of the material gives the reader a much more per-
sonal perspective of events as the battle for Cholm unfolds. 
One is able to appreciate the challenges faced by the German 
operational commanders as they grapple with limited 
resources and multiple concurrent crises in their efforts to 
stabilize the front from a viewpoint not available to Scherer. 
Thus, his repeated demands for support and resources, and his 
frustration at what he perceives as a lack of comprehension 
by his superiors at his forces’ precarious position is clearly 
defined against the ‘bigger picture’ with which his higher 
headquarters is dealing. Nevertheless, one empathizes with 
Scherer’s position and command as he is provided the mini-
mal amount of logistics support to stay solvent, but not 
enough to create any form of buffer or strategic reserve. As 
one follows the pressure brought to bear by the Soviet forces 
surrounding the Germans, it is clear that their situation was 
dire indeed. Ultimately, through luck, perseverance, outstand-
ing leadership (amongst both the officers and senior NCOs) 
and professionalism (within all of the trapped units) the siege 
was finally lifted after three-and-a-half months.

Mark’s use of primary source material from both the 
German and Soviet combatants provides some fascinating 
insights into the different leadership techniques at play. Of 

particular note is the style used by Scherer, who proves him-
self a leader of no little ability. He displays a very high 
‘Emotional Quotient,’ thereby enabling him to get the best 
from the forces at his disposal. He is thus able to recognize 
and take advantage of the strengths of his officers and NCOs, 
thereby facilitating an incredibly high level of morale. I was 
particularly struck by his ability to see beyond specific trades 
and classifications, and to view all as officers/soldiers first. A 

clear example of this is his recogni-
tion of Oberzahlmeister (First 
Lieutenant equivalent) ‘Panzer’ 
Schmid with the Iron Cross First 
Class. Schmid, a paymaster (logis-
tics) officer, assumed a position as 
an anti-tank crewman when injuries 
left the guns shorthanded. In this 
role, he was instrumental in destroy-
ing a number of Russian tanks. He 
was also given command of the 
north-eastern section of the Cholm 
defences when casualties among 
combat arms officers precluded their 
employment.

Scherer’s emphasis/insistence 
upon recognizing the achievements 
of his soldiers in a timely manner, 
irrespective of classification or trade, 
constituted one of the foundations of 
his leadership success. Additionally, 
the professionalism and individual 
capability of the Germans in terms of 

initiative and morale is also noteworthy. All of this played 
against the efforts of the Soviets, who were no less motivated 
and driven to defeat the Germans.

This siege is also of interest, due to the methods used by 
the Germans for resupply; namely, gliders and parachute 
drops. Unfortunately, the conclusions drawn from their suc-
cess would later lead to an over-reliance upon the effective-
ness of these means, with grave consequences for future oper-
ations (i.e., Stalingrad). Adding to the narrative are numerous 
photographs taken during the siege by the Germans. The stark 
black-and-white images serve to reinforce the desperation of 
both  the defenders and attackers, as well as the challenges 
faced by the Luftwaffe in effecting timely resupply. Rounding 
off the situational awareness provided to the reader are numer-
ous maps that highlight and provide context to the narrative. 
Jason Mark has produced in Besieged a book of outstanding 
quality and depth, and one that is a must for the historian and 
professional leader of today. 
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