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ulk of the reporting for this book has come from interactions with 
people who were associated with the Special Forces. Where certain books or papershave been used, t
hey have been cited accordingly. 

Contents 



Foreword 

Preface 

Acknowledgements 

Introduction 

Section I  – The Para Commando Years (1965-1990) 

Chapter 1:Meghdoot Force 

Chapter 2:From Meghdhoot to 1971 Indo-Pak War and Beyond 

Chapter 3:Conversion and Counter-Terrorism 

Chapter 4:An Idea Whose Time Had Come 

Chapter 5:Op Pawan : The IPKF Experience 

Section II  – The Special Forces Years (1990 and Beyond) 

Chapter 1:Op Rakshak: Counter Insurgency Employment 

Chapter 2:Op Vijay: The Kargil Conflict 

Chapter 3:Op Black Torando: NSG Operations 

Chapter 4:Still Birth Special Forces Regiment and Special Forces Training School 

Chapter 5:Special Forces and Airborne Forces 

Chapter 6:Existing Status - Indian Special Forces 

Section III  – The Future 

Chapter 1:21st Century Challenges and Warfare 2030 

Chapter 2:Foreign Special Forces Employment 

Chapter 3:Why India Needs Special Forces 

Chapter 4:Doctrinal and Conceptual Issues 

Chapter 5:Indian Special Forces – Circa 2030 

Epilogue 

Bibliography 

Index 

Foreword 



 

The nature of war has undergone dramatic changes in the past decade and countriesare striving to ens
ure that their military is combat ready at all times to fight the rightkind of war in respect of their conc
epts, organization, equipment, and training. We arealso similarly engaged in the context of our securi
ty environment. Many of the warstoday are being fought by proxy and the methods employed by bot
h sides are un-
conventional. A lesson from the recent Afghan and Iraq Wars is that ‘victory is achimera; counting o
n today’s enemy to yield in the face of superior force makes aboutas much sense as buying lottery tic
kets to pay the mortgage -
 you have to be reallylucky’. In most of the conflicts today pure military solutions simply do not exist
 andneither can the military kill their way out. 

In the new era of conflict Special Forces have a major role to play, they give theirgovernments a vari
ety of options like controlling the escalation, overt or covertoperations with deniability, reaching the 
adversary’s vulnerable areas and limitingcollateral damage when targeting critical strategic points. S
pecial Forces has been anidea whose time had long come, however it is only in recent past that our m
ilitaryleaders and higher defence authorities have recognized their vast potential. It is not aseasy as in
troducing another weapon in our armoury, it has to be regarded as a Weaponof War and there has bee
n very little written about the concepts, organization andemployment of our Special Forces to fit that 
role. This book titled Indian SpecialForces has come at the right time and there could not be a more a
ppropriate person toauthor than Lt Gen Prakash Katoch. His first-
hand experience of over two years asCommanding Officer of 1 Special Forces Battalion in actual ope
rations and his 
subsequent experience at higher echelons of Special Forces management make him theideal person to
 write this treatise. 

I had the privilege of having all the three original Special Forces battalions, 1 ParaCommando, 9 Para
 Commando and 10 Para Commando as part of the Indian PeaceKeeping Force (IPKF) under my com
mand. They were then designated as ParaCommandos and we had no doctrine on the employment of 
Special Forces; we had tolearn it ‘on the job’. Indeed initially most of the division and brigade comm
anderstended to regard them as an elite infantry additive to their battalions and tended to usethem acc
ordingly as regular infantry for the more difficult and dangerous tasks. It wasdifficult for many com
manders to differentiate the role of Special Forces from that ofpara commandos and we had to put a s
top to that straight away, and ultimately overtwo years of continuous operations the concept of their e
mployment was finely honedand it had a defining impact on the Sri Lanka Campaign. One aspect I le
arnt in thecampaign above all else was that the Special Forces are a strategic weapon to be usedat the 
right time to tilt the battle in your favor. 



This book is a holistic study of the Special Forces tracing their origin from the para-
commandos to their ultimate reincarnation as Special Forces. The chapter on theirfuture role and emp
loyment is highly insightful. I recommend the book for all studentsof conflict studies and analysts wh
o have an interest in India’s security issues. 

-
Lt Gen AS Kalkat, SYSM, PVSM, AVSM, VSM (Retd), Former Overall ForceCommander and GO
C IPKF, and later Army Commander ARTRAC 

Preface 
Special Forces are usually shrouded in half mysteries, their aura and lureoverpowering. India is no di
fferent. In the late Eighties you could see security guardsposted outside shops in Connaught Place, N
ew Delhi with rakish maroon beretssporting ‘Special Forces’ or ‘Commando’ shoulder titles. While s
ome tasks of SpecialForces, commando forces and airborne forces may overlap at times that axiomati
callyis acknowledged globally, there has been some confusion in India in distinguishingbetween thes
e forces; mostly in media but at times even in some military circles. Twodecades back there was new
s of a Special Forces Regiment having been formed in theIndian Army and only a couple of months l
ater disbandment of this fledglingRegiment. The Navy and Air Force established their own Special F
orces in time, asalso some other organizations came up tasked with special missions. That apart,perio
dically, mention of Special Forces keeps coming up in the media, mostly duringconflict situations, su
ccesses in counter insurgency and anti-
infiltration operations orinstances like the spectacular US Special Forces raid that killed Osama-bin-
Laden deepinside Pakistani territory, with questions aired as to capabilities of our own SpecialForces 
to undertake similar missions. In recent past, media has reported one of theimportant recommendatio
ns of the Prime Minister appointed Naresh ChandraCommittee for establishment of a separate Specia
l Forces Command. A very carefulanalysis is needed as to why India needs Special Forces, in what m
easure and whatform especially in an environment of strategic ambiguity in the absence of a national
security strategy, national security objectives undefined and blending of ‘military’ with‘diplomacy’ y
et to be achieved. 
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Introduction  

To date, there is no book that traces the travails of the Special Forces of India albeitbooks have been 
authored earlier aimed at equating Airborne Forces with SpecialForces and in one instance covering t
he history and exploits of one particular SpecialForces unit. This book is attempted as a critique of S
pecial Forces as they haveemerged in India, as related to counterparts in all important armed forces ar
ound theworld, emphasizing the concept as it has developed in our Army and the current nameit has 
come to acquire. It delves into the creation of Special Forces in India; evolution,development through
 the years and why they are called Special Forces. What separatesthem from what was earlier being r
eferred to as Commando Forces, CommandoOperations or Special Missions? Were the operations or 
special missions beingconducted by our Commando Battalions actually beyond the capabilities of the
Infantry Battalions? Did the special missions by Commando Battalions differ insurgical operations, i
n their swiftness, the scale of operations which necessarily wassmall, their reach longer and an equall
y speedy exit? Did the commando elementscontinue to dominate their limited sphere at the tactical le
vels of units and formations? 

Faced with cross border terrorism since decades, a host of insurgencies and ourenemies’ hell bent to 
wage asymmetric wars on us including through irregular forcesemployed within our own territory, ha
ve we made any effort at all to create necessarydeterrence, if at all? Have we not been at serious disa
dvantage vis-à-
vis China andPakistan with the threat magnifying from a single front at one time to two-
front, andnow two-and-a-
half front? Employment till now of our nascent Special Forces havebeen analyzed including whether 
our Special Forces have actually been employed orused as Special Forces or primarily used in counte
r insurgency operations for which wehave any number of other units available. The book brings out 
whether a rare resourcelike Special Forces should or should not be employed for such missions that c
an beperformed by a host of other groups organized under various entities of thegovernment barring 
exceptions made if there is a hard nut to crack and which requiresspecial techniques and tactics that a
re beyond the capability of regular units. Theinternet tells you India has a plethora of Special Forces i
ncluding within the threeServices that have been created to cater for specific tasks pertaining to their
organizations and within their limited roles. They are also controlled by their ownheads of organizati
ons and departments; some under the Ministry of Defence (MoD),Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) 



or Cabinet Secretariat. Can they really be broughttogether or their elements used as and when require
d by any of these constituents andif so, to what effect especially with their levels of training, equipme
nt, tactics, andcommand and control all differing. Will the various departments let go of theirresource
s easily, given our egos and turf battles or will the vested interests continue tostall and deter such effo
rt. Will combining resources and inter-
operability be feasibleat all and if so, can it extend beyond the three Services? What magnitude of Sp
ecialForces does India require? With our tendency to numerically go on expanding ourSpecial Forces
 numbering those of the USA, where are we in terms of resources andtechnology compared to them? 
Would it be more prudent to have smaller SpecialForces with effective reach within areas of ‘our’ str
ategic interest? Should we notoptimize our Special Forces potential with available technology and in
digenouscontent? What deliberations are required in selection of manpower, equipping,training and 
most importantly command and control? In the case of Army SpecialForces, there has been a tendenc
y to divide the entire Special Forces effort by placingthem under different Commands, whereby they 
virtually became Command troopsconsequently affecting any planning and deployment at strategic le
vel. In the backdropof 21st Century threats, what should be the Special Forces structure in India, their
concept of employment and doctrine? These are the questions this book has attemptedto answer. Wis
h you a happy reading ! 

Section – I  

The Para Commando Years 

(1965-1990) 

1 

Meghdoot Force 

By November 1962, Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru was a broken man, stillrecovering from
 the bitter defeat at the hands of the Chinese a month ago. His ‘forwardpolicy’ had failed, his Defenc
e Minister had resigned and his favourite General, B MKaul was consigned to ignominy. The Intellig
ence Bureau (IB) had failed to gaugeChinese intentions leading to the shock of 1962 and its Director,
 B M Mullick was busytrying to stave off demands to create a separate agency dedicated for gatherin
gexternal intelligence. 

While there aren’t any public records of this period available, the CIA reportedlycontacted Mullick a
nd offered help that would help shore up Indian defences against“communist China”. The CIA was f
alling back on a similar experiment they hadsuccessfully conducted in South Asia over a decade ago, 
when they helped thePakistanis in an effort to shore up their defences against the Soviets. In 1954, th
e CIAhad contacted the General Headquarters in Rawalpindi and convinced Field MarshalAyub Kha
n that a commando unit, capable of “behind-enemy-
lines activities” wouldhelp them if the Soviets were to cross the Hindu Kush and attack Pakistan. For 
Ayub,this was an opportunity to create a force that would be sanctioned against a possibleSoviet inva
sion, but would be more suitable for any future wars against India. 

For the CIA in 1962, then working under President John F Kennedy, this was avaluable opportunity t
o deal with India, which had been consistently pushing the non-
aligned alternative for decades. Trainers from American Special Forces helped createthe nucleus of a 



secret force that would eventually be identified as the Special FrontierForce (SFF) or Establishment 2
2 (pronounced Two-Two) and would recruit exiledTibetans for “behind-enemy-
lines activities” if the Chinese were to launch anotherinvasion of India. In effect, the SFF was the firs
t Special Force of Independent Indiawhich though not talked about officially, has ample coverage in 
both domestic mediaand the internet including ample pictorial coverage. 

The creation of the SFF would be dominated by the Indian intelligence communitydespite using the r
esources of the Indian Army and setting up base in a small hill townof Chakrata on the old road from 
Dehra Dun. It would take a few more years beforethe Indian Army would see the merit in creating a 
dedicated commando unit that couldbe used against their traditional rival, Pakistan. 

The genesis of what is loosely termed as Army Special Forces did not come throughany organisation
al framework or any dedicated thought of the higher defencemanagement in India. It began, strangely
 enough, on the initiative of a man who hadbeen passed over for a promotion to the rank of Lieutenan
t Colonel. This was MajorMegh Singh, an infantry officer from the Brigade of Guards who was busy 
serving as aGrade 2 Staff Officer (Operations) in the Western Army’s Headquarters at Shimla. Them
an heading Western Command was the well-
reputed Lieutenant General HarbakshSingh, a large man whose military acumen was respected by pr
ofessional soldiersacross the country. Singh was heading the largest and the most active Command of
 theIndian Army that stretched from the Thar deserts of Rajasthan as its Southern-
mostoperational boundaries and the frozen mountains in the North in the state of Jammuand Kashmir
. 

Singh was also known as a man who was accessible and loved fresh ideas from therank and file unde
r his command. One fine morning in early 1965, Singh agreed tomeet Megh Singh who had come up 
with an idea to augment operations in the WesternTheatre through commando forces. Megh Singh ha
d served in the Patiala State Forcesbefore being assimilated into the Indian Army’s 3 Guards. The Ar
my Commander notonly agreed to the presentation, he sat through it from beginning to end, as Major
Megh Singh detailed what could be achieved through special operations and theadvantages of raising
 a ‘Commando Battalion.’ 

Megh Singh volunteered to raise the Commando unit if he was given the freedom tochoose his office
rs and men. Fascinated by what was presented to him, the ArmyCommander was quick to see the pot
ential for such a unit as a force multiplier for thetroops under his command. Those were days when d
ecisions for new organisations didnot require any written sanctions within the Army or the bureaucrat
s in South Blockthat housed the Ministry of Defence (MoD) in Delhi. 

Singh agreed to the proposal immediately and told Major Megh Singh to startpreparations. Nearly tw
o years before Major Megh Singh came to his ArmyCommander with the proposal to raise a Comma
ndo unit, the Indian Army had beengoing through a process of recovery and modernisation under Ge
neral J N Chadhuryas the Chief of Army Staff. Obsessed with cleansing the ignominy of the defeat of
 1962,Gen Chaudhury was busy creating a new army that would be modernised and trainedfor moder
n warfare; a decisive shift from a Second World War mind-
set to a moremodern army that could put up a more credible performance in the wars of the future. 

Lt Gen Harbaksh Singh understood the need for change and promised Megh Singhthat if the results 
were successful, he would put in his might behind the creation of aformal and full-
fledged Commando Battalion. Maj Megh Singh, described as an earthyman of simple tastes and gritt
y determination began the task of creating a force thatcould achieve what normal infantry battalions h
ad not even thought of. 



Perhaps Megh Singh was unaware that his initiative was starkly similar to what anotheryoung officer 
had achieved in a similar manner during the Second World War. CaptainDavid Stirling, described by 
his peers as a rather odd officer, was recovering from aparachuting accident in North Africa during th
e Second World War when an ideastruck him. An obsessive man, Stirling realised that taking this ide
a to his immediatesuperiors would not work. He chose to break the chain of command and legend has
 itthat hobbling on crutches he walked into the room of General Niel Ritchie, thenserving as the Depu
ty Commander of the Middle East British forces. 

Stirling was looking for the Commander-in-
Chief General Claude Auchinleck when hemanaged to get into General Ritchie’s room while being c
hased by the guards. Stirlingmanaged to convince General Ritchie who took him to meet General Au
chinleck. Bothconvinced the Commander-in-
Chief to create a Special Forces unit that could go out onlong range desert patrols and hit Field Mars
hal Erwin Rommel’s forces behind theirfront lines. The new unit that Stirling proposed would be giv
en a misleading name toconfuse German intelligence. They called it Special Air Services (SAS), mak
ing it soundlike a unit created to aid logistics. Megh Singh, who was probably unaware of Stirling’sef
fort, ended up creating a model that was first pioneered by the SAS. Their trajectorieswould also be s
tarkly similar in the initial years. 

Surprisingly, the experience that the Indian Army could have gained with the creationof the SFF in 1
963 was never used. Instead, the new Commando unit would start fromscratch and learn its ropes on i
ts own. But the commando unit that Megh Singh wasputting together was unlike any other unit in the
 Indian Army. It did not have a nameor a designation, without the conventional structures that infantr
y units were familiarwith. The officers and men were all volunteers, each one of them personally sele
ctedby Megh Singh. The man was looking for officers and men who were not only betterthan their pe
ers, they were also built to think unconventionally. Key to the success ofthis new unit, Megh Singh fe
lt, was the ability to create a cohesion that was never seenin Indian infantry units before this. They w
ould work around the “small team”concepts, which could be infiltrated behind enemy lines to attack t
heir supply lines andinflict attrition far greater in proportion of the size of the attacking force. For the
 wantof a formal name, the officers and men, inspired by this crazy and unconventionalleader, christe
ned the unit “Meghdoot Force.” 

The bulk of the training in physical fitness, tactics and weapon handling would beconducted in the m
ountains near Udhampur setting gruelling standards that had rarelybeen attempted in the conventiona
l military. The “small-
team” concept was the key asthe unit studied maps and the Pakistani military Order of Battle (ORBA
T) facing theWestern Army Command’s theatre of operations to conduct their raids when the warbeg
an. 

The bulk of the initial manpower came from 3 GUARDS, who were KhemkhaniMuslims. The young
 volunteer officers came from all over; Subhash Joshi, ArvinderSingh, Hoshiar Singh, Sukhi Mann, J
K Sharma, DK Purushe, to name a few. The unitwas organised on a six-
company basis, akin to the Infantry Battalion. 

As the hostilities began in the autumn of 1965, Meghdoot Force was quietly deployedby Lt General 
Harbaksh Singh across the Line of Control (LC) in Jammu and Kashmir.The unit would send out tea
ms to hit the logistics of the Pakistani Army, infiltrating byfirst light and exfiltrating within hours of 
a successful operation. While it did notinfluence the overall war in any significant manner, it establis
hed the success of anidea that Megh Singh had come up with a few months ago. It validated that a sm
allteam of specially trained officers and men could inflict severe damage to the enemy’scapabilities, f



ar greater in proportion than the size of the force or its fire-
power. Thenucleus of a special operation had finally arrived. 

Needless to say, the results were encouraging enough to move to the creation of aformal Commando 
unit. Megh Singh, always the leader who believed in leading fromthe front was awarded the gallantry
 award of Vir Chakra and promoted to the rank of aLieutenant Colonel. The “Meghdoot Force” was r
eorganised into the first CommandoBattalion of the Indian Army and was moved to an exclusive loca
tion after the war thatbecame their home station for many years. Of the six companies of this Comma
ndoBattalion, three companies formed the core when the second Commando Battalionwas raised in t
he deserts in quick succession. Lieutenant Colonel Megh Singh finishedhis command and moved on t
o the Assam Rifles and later to the Border Security Forcebefore retiring. His contribution, restricted t
o a few official papers and records, wouldbe soon forgotten by most people, leaving the man to live a
 quiet life in Jodhpur, in hishome state of Rajasthan, practically forgotten by everyone but the few off
icers andmen who were part of the birth of the Special Forces in the Indian Army. 

2 

From Meghdoot to 1971 Indo-Pak War  and Beyond 

The war was over and an appreciative Western Army Commander, Lt Gen HarbakshSingh kept his p
romise and had Major Megh Singh promoted. The newly promoted LtColonel Megh Singh was asked
 to “formally christian” the Battalion as the NinthBattalion of the Parachute Regiment (Commando). 
As word spread about this newspecial unit, spirited young officers from across the Indian Army rush
ed to volunteerand serve. 

Youngsters like Lieutenant N S Rathore (ex 4 Para) and Lt Tej Pathak, (ex 1 Para) werethe young off
icers who signed up for this new battalion. At that point of time, officersfrom the Parachute Battalion
s were not expected to undergo any special training tojoin the Commando Battalion but Lt Col Megh 
Singh was clear that the juniorleadership had to be better than their counterparts in the conventional a
rmy. He beganto send his NCOs and JCOs in batches to the Infantry School in MHOW, an oldcanton
ment town, MHOW being the acronym for Military Headquarters of Warestablished during World W
ar II. 

Located in the heart of India, in the erstwhile Central Provinces that would becomeMadhya Pradesh i
n independent India, MHOW was a cantonment left behind by theBritish. It was here that Lt Col Meg
h Singh started sending his men for special trainingin sniper firing and other support weapons. These 
were the only special skills availableunder formal army training institutes to the fledgling unit and th
e CompanyCommanders, known as Group Commanders in those days, had to devise theirindividual t
raining methods. 

Some groups would be out at night in and around Gwalior, where the unit was beingraised, doing spe
ed marches and mock raids at night. The emphasis was on physicalfitness, navigation, and learning a
ny skill that they had read about in foreign journalsand magazines that managed to find their way into
 the Officer’s Mess. 

Lt Col Megh Singh got a new Second-in-
Command in Major Bhawani Singh, an officerwho belonged to the royalty of Rajasthan and was kee
n to take the expertisedeveloping in the unit to a separate unit that would specialise in operations in t



hedesert albeit rumour has it that the relationship between Lt Col Megh Singh and hisSecond in Com
mand was not on the best of terms. 

In July 1967, a decision was finally taken by Army Headqurers to establish twobattalions with differe
nt theatre level special skills. The original unit, Raised by Lt ColMegh Singh would head off to Udha
mpur to specialise in conducting operations in themountains, while the others would head off to a loc
ation in Rajasthan and specialise incommando raids in the deserts. 

On a blazing afternoon on the Gwalior airfield, six companies of the unit were asked tostand in file fo
rmation and then split up into two units of three companies each. Theoriginal unit, already christened
 as 9 Para (Commando) would now have a sisterbattalion in 10 Para (Commando) under Lt Col N S 
Utthaya. Naturally, Maj BhawaniSingh from Rajasthan would be the Second-in-
Command of the new unit and takeover once Lt Col Utthaya had moved out. Most of the troops from
 Rajasthan and thosebelonging to the Jat community went to 10 Para (Commando) while those from t
heDogra caste stayed back in 9 Para (Commando). Lt Col Utthaya would take his men toNasirabad a
nd start training his men in the ways of the desert before eventuallymoving further West to Jodhpur. 

Lt Col Megh Singh would return to Udhampur, close to the Corps Headquarters, whichwould overse
e most operations in that sector. By December 1971, both units were in aposition to operate against s
pecific tasks if war revisited the Sub Continent. 

Faced with a massive exodus of refugees from East Pakistan, Prime Minister, IndiraGandhi was on d
esperate tour of the West trying to drum up support for India and therefugees fleeing Pakistani repres
sion. In East Pakistan, the leader of the Bengalipolitical party, the Awami League had gained an abso
lute majority and was in aposition to form a government in both East and West Pakistan. This was un
acceptableto the Punjabi-
dominated West Pakistan and a third war with India was just a matterof time. 

By this time 9 Para (Commando) was already well entrenched in the North and wastraining for specif
ic tasks. While Alpha and Bravo Teams were sent off to intendeddeployment areas, Charlie Team wo
uld play a decisive role in one of the firstcommando raids across the line of control. 

Alpha Team was tasked along with an Infantry Battalion and a troop from anArmoured Regiment to 
defend Poonch under command of Major MM Cariappa. AlphaTeam, despite being part of a comman
do unit was tasked for a conventional role, amistake that would be repeated in later wars including wi
th the same unit. One of theyoungest officers in the unit, Lieutenant Hardev Singh Lidder was posted 
inCommando Wing, Belgaum in Karnataka when the war broke out. Lidder immediatelytook leave a
nd pushed off to Jammu and Kashmir to join his unit and joined AlphaTeam in defending Poonch aft
er three days of grueling travel. It is believed that aPakistani commanding officer was captured by the
 commandos during one of thebattles fought in the area. 

Bravo Team was tasked by an Infantry Division to raid multiple ferries in enemy areaand hold them t
ill the war was over. Their plan was to inflict attrition on the enemy inthe same manner the Meghdoot
 Force had done in 1965. Led by Captain N S Rathoreand his second in Command, Lieutenant Tej Pa
thak, the team was initially tasked toraid these multiple ferries on the same night. Captain Rathore we
nt up to theDivisional Commander to request a change, worried that a failure to achieve the taskwoul
d give his unit a bad name. The Divisional Commander saw merit in CaptainRathore’s argument that 
each ferry had to be tackled separately, one after the otherand he readily agreed to the change. The C
orps Commander, Lt Gen Sartaj Singh,known as a man who would not budge after a decision was tak
en was kept in the darkabout the change. 



With sketchy intelligence support and warnings not to fire at the enemy withoutprovocation Capt. Ra
thore launched his team after 0000 hours. Capt Rathore had ateam of 150 men and five officers. Navi
gating through the elephant grass the teamsuddenly came across Pakistani troops positioned near the 
ferries. At first theymistook the Indian commandos as reinforcements from Sialkot and immediatelya
nnounced that the “Kafirs had attacked.” Capt Rathore could have capitalized on theconfusion but ins
tead chose to fire at the Pakistanis who immediately returned fire andran away. 

A squadron of Indian tanks had been kept in readiness if the commandos ran into anyPakistani armou
r but for some inexplicable reason they had begun withdrawing assoon as war was declared. Capt Rat
hore and his team arrived at the target ferry andafter a brief firefight captured it. He would repeat the 
same feat a few hours later at thesecond ferry and hold both of them till the end of the war. 

Further North Charlie Team was preparing for a major raid across the Poonch Riverinto a Pakistani a
rtillery unit that was harassing Indian positions. 

Mandhol was a sleepy village across the Line of Control in the Mendhar sector. SixChinese 122 mm 
guns had been placed there and were proving to be a major problemfor the Indian positions. Originall
y an Infantry Battalion was tasked to launch anattack on Duruchian but the plan was dropped at the la
st minute. However, CharlieTeam would continue with its plan to take on the guns at Mandhol. 

Like the other teams, Charlie Team had its share of young and energetic officers like LtRoshan Lal a
nd Lt Ashok Taskar, and led by Major O P Malhotra, a veteran of the1965 war. Accompanied by Cap
t D Tyagi, an artillery officer, Charlie Team infiltratedinto Pakistan Occupied Kashmir at 000 hours. 
After entering the village they found itdeserted with an old man left behind as a care-
taker. The guns had been dug intopositions around the village and would fire daily at Indian positions
 leading to majorattrition to the defences in and around Poonch Sector. 

Charlie Team crept up to the guards and launched their assault at 0200 hours, andswiftly went about 
blowing up the guns. By 0300 hours the Team had accomplished itstask and with a few casualties be
gan the long trek back home. The Mandhol raid was aunique action that Indian troops had not undert
aken before. It came closest to theclassical commando tactics of raiding a position of great importanc
e to the enemy andcausing attrition that would provide gains indirectly proportional to the size of ther
aiding party. For a young unit, the success at Mandhol would become a legend thatwould establish 9 
Para (Commando) in coming years. 

Down south, Lt Col Bhawani Singh was busy preparing 10 Para (Commando) for a raidacross the int
ernational border driving through the deserts in Pakistan oppositeBarmer. His plan was to raid the he
adquarters of the Pakistani rangers in Chachro, atown in Sind, Pakistan, nearly 80 km from the intern
ational border. Riding specially-
outfitted jeeps resembling Capt David Stirling’s SAS patrols during the Second WorldWar, a teams f
rom 10 Para (Commando) led by the Bhawani Singh would ride intotown and take out the Rangers H
eadquarters. Infiltrating in the early hours ofDecember 6, Lt Col Bhawani Singh and his raiders drove
 to Chachro and attacked theHeadquarters taking the Pakistani troops completely by surprise. A simil
ar dash acrossthe international border almost proved to be a major problem when nervous Indianinfa
ntry units opened fire on the returning raiders, mistaking them to be Pakistanitroops. 

While 9 and 10 Para (Commando) had established themselves as “special units” in war,they were stil
l commando units, unlike their counterparts in the West who had movedon. The British SAS, already 
an established Special Forces’ unit, had played a decisiverole in the counter insurgency operations in 
erstwhile Malaya and had also beenemployed by the UK Foreign Office in the Middle East. SAS offi



cers and men wouldplay a major role in Yemen, Oman and a string of other Arab countries in a strate
gicrole to win goodwill for Great Britain’s strategic interests. Modern forms of terrorismhad also beg
un to pose numerous challenges for Special Forces units across the worldand a few years later would 
see the Israeli Sayeret Matkal fly over 2000 km acrossAfrica to rescue their citizens from Entebee, th
e capital of the African nation ofUganda. 

For the Indian commandos, the decade would be one of relative peace with most ofthem spending ti
me in training. Till 1978, the two units would continue to prepare forfuture wars till Army Headquart
er decided to convert another battalion to a commandounit. The war in 1971 had seen both the units d
istinguish themselves. However, ArmyHeadquarters felt that a third commando battalion was needed 
to serve as a strategicreserve that would serve directly under it in times of war or conflict. Little did a
nyoneknow that with insurgency slowly emerging in the state of Punjab, the commandoswould soon 
have to be ready for a new kind of conflict. The next major interventionfor the commando units was s
till a few years away and Army Headquarters got downto the task of converting an existing Parachute
 Battalion into a modern commandounit. For the task they chose the oldest battalion of the Indian Ar
my (raised in 1761), aunit that had changed numerous designation over decades and from a later avat
ar asFirst Battalion of the Punjab Regiment that had been converted into the First Battalionof the Par
achute Regiment. 1 Para had distinguished itself in both the wars and one ofits officers, the legendary
 Ranjit Singh Dayal, a young army Major in 1965 who led histeam into battle to capture the Haji Pir 
Pass, himself winning the Mahavir Chakra forgallantry. For the men and officer of 1Para, it was time
 to convert once again and chartnew territory. 

3 

Conversion and Counter-Terrorism  

During the Army Commander’s Conference of March 1977, a decision was taken toraise a unit that 
would resemble the British SAS. The idea was to create a true SpecialForces unit, unlike the existing 
Para-
Commando units that already existed withspecialisation in conducting operations in the mountains, pl
ains and deserts. 

To achieve this, Army HQ decided to take 9 Para (Commando) and convert it into an“Experimental 
Commando Wing” that could conduct tasks similar to the SAS andconcurrently convert another Para
chute Battalion to a Commando Battalion foroperations in mountains. The SAS had evolved into a si
ngle battalion with multipleskills. Called the 22 SAS, the unit was based out of Hereford from where 
the squadrons(equivalent to the Indian infantry company) would be rotated to accomplish differenttas
ks. They would be employed in a strategic role or in a counter-
terrorism role,depending on the requirement. A directive was issued in 1978 to raise an Experimental
Commando Wing and undertake trials with this organisation. 

However, Lt Gen Inder Singh Gill (recipient of a Military Cross) as the Colonel of theParachute Regi
ment held a different view. Few outside the military knew that Lt GenGill was one of the few officers
 who had been part of several commando raids and“behind-enemy-
lines” activities during the Second World War and had evensuccessfully escaped from a prisoners of 
war camp though shot in the neck. Born to aSikh father and a Scottish mother, Lt Gen Gill had serve
d in the British Army as anundercover operative in Nazi-
occupied Greece. He was part of Operation Harling asecret plan executed by Allied Headquarters to 
help create resistance movements inthe occupied territories and lead them in guerilla raids. They wou



ld go around blowingup bridges and enemy supply lines to cripple them from within while the conve
ntionalwar raged on hundreds of miles away. Lt Gen Gill, a former Commanding Officer of 1Para ha
d a sound argument. 

Lt Gen Gill argued that if 9 Para (Commando) was to be converted then it would leavethe Indian arm
y with fewer options to employ commando units in the event of a war inimmediate future and another
 Parachute Battalion under conversion would also not beavailable in such contingency. Instead he pro
posed that the oldest Parachute Battalionbe converted into an Experimental Commando Wing on the 
lines of the SAS with aWar Establishment (WE) profile that was similar to the British Special Forces.
 Theconversion commenced in 1979 and a trial report was submitted in May 1982. 

But the conversion did not come without its attendant problems. Once again, theexperience gained in 
raising the SFF and 9 and 10 Para (Commando) was set aside, orprobably forgotten by a military hier
archy that would not think beyond tactical levelemployment during conventional wars. Rather than ra
ising fresh Special Forces units,existing conventional infantry and parachute units kept on getting co
nverted to SpecialForces role over the decades. After, the three Commando Battalions, more than ade
cade later another conventional unit was converted into a Special Forces role, andthereafter repeated 
again and again. The standards of selection, probation andmanpower policies continued to be stuck b
etween pragmatism and tradition. Someofficers chose to leave the battalion. Those who chose to stay 
back had to strangelyundergo a split probation; both at the Commando unit they were to join as well 
as atthe Parachute Regimental Centre in the southern city of Bangalore, 

Part of the problem was a cultural construct that was steeped in the army’s coloniallegacy. Having be
en created by a colonial power, the Indian Army continued to followthe legacy of the British in its tra
ditions. For an army that swore by traditions, it was achallenge to move away from age-
old concepts of class and caste-
composition ofbattalions, command and control structures and conventions that had remained validfo
r decades. To suddenly move away from that and embrace modern concepts of warlike developing a 
special operations capability while retaining its traditions was achallenge. That, probably, led to a ga
p between the original thought to achieve acapability similar to the SAS, and what was achieved in th
e conversion of 1 Para into anExperimental Commando Wing. 

To understand this, the evolution of the SAS into a modern and feared Special Forcesunit offers an in
teresting context. The British Military respected its traditions as muchas any other army. But the Sec
ond World War, thrust upon them with the might ofGerman blitzkrieg and the battle for Britain force
d it to look for unconventionalsolutions when faced with a numerically and technologically superior f
orce. Born in theblitzkrieg of North Africa, the SAS offered a similar unconventional solution taking 
onto Erwin Rommel’s Panzer divisions. What Captain David Stirling offered was elegantin its simpli
city and daring in concept. He wanted to create an unconventional forcethat would slip in behind ene
my lines and cause tremendous damage to the fuel, oiland lubricant supply lines of the Panzer divisio
ns. His commandos never confrontedor attacked the powerful tanks. Instead, he found their vulnerabi
lity in their logisticsupplies and knocked them out during numerous Long Range Desert Patrols (LR
DPs). 

In fact, Captain Stirlling’s efforts were aided by another unconventional British officerwho had helpe
d the Jewish underground create a similar unconventional narrative inPalestine. His name was Brigad
ier Orde Wingate, a man who was obsessed with theBible, could speak Hebrew fluently and made fri
ends easily. 



While Captain Stirling’s commandos raided the supply lines of the Germans in NorthAfrica, Brigadie
r Wingate was setting off for India with plans to put his unconventionalideas into motion on a grande
r scale. His plan was to create a force that would workclosely with the Royal Air Force and infiltrate 
behind the Japanese defences and causethem incalculable harm. After training extensively in Gwalior
, the troops, nowchristened as Chindits or Wingate’s Raiders were infiltrated into Japanese held Bur
ma(Myanmar). Promoted to a Major General, Wingate had to fight numerous battles withhis hierarch
y to convince them about the efficacy of the Chindit operations. Whiledeclassified interrogation repo
rts of the Japanese Divisional Commanders is nowcomprehensive proof of the success of the Chindit 
operations, a chicanery by one ofMajor General Wingate’s enemies left a distorted view of the Chind
it operations forgenerations of Indian army officers passing out of the Indian Military Academy (IM
A). 

Every Gentleman Cadet at the Indian Military Academy (IMA) amongst the variousbooks recommen
ded, gets to read Field Marshal William Slim’s account of the war inSouth Asia recorded in his mem
oirs Defeat Into Victory. The book maintains anunflattering account of the Chindit operations and has
 been assumed to be fact forgenerations of officers since then. But the declassification of the interrog
ation reportsof the Japanese Divisional Commanders has now conclusively proved that the Chinditss
ucceeded. A further investigation has revealed that Field Marshal Slim was sendinghis chapters to an
other officer who had served under him during the War. The manwas Major General Richard Kirby, 
who would also author the official history of theBritish Army’s operations in South East Asia during 
the Second World War. What wasnot known to many at that time was the Major General Kirby was o
ne of the bitterestcritics of Major General Wingate. 

For months Major General Wingate had fought a bitter battle with Kirby for holding uphis supplies a
nd operational requirements. Major General Wingate was known as aman who could not suffer fools 
and had many bruising sessions with Kirby. AfterMajor General Wingate’s untimely death in an air c
rash, it was left to Kirby to changethe historical perspectives on the real success of the Chindits. That
 legacy wouldcontinue to play a role as the Indian Army continued to hold on to the legacies of theBr
itish. Ironically, the SAS, disbanded after the Second World War, would find a newrole to justify its 
existence in counter-
insurgency operations in Malaya, to be led by aformer Chindit officer. It was the perfect example of 
Captain David Stirling and MajorOrde Wingate’s legacies coming together to give a new lease of life
 to what is perhapsone of the finest Special Forces units in the world today. 

It was in this context that Army Headquarters started the conversion of 1 Para withoutlooking at eithe
r equipping them differently or even tasking them in unconventionalroles. Luckily, the conversion wa
s done under a dynamic Commanding Officer, ColAvtar Cheema who had scaled Mount Everest as a 
young Captain, which happened tobe his very first attempt in scaling any mountain peak. The Second
-in-
Command in LtCol Sukhi Mann was an equally dynamic officer. But the conversion was done carryi
ngthe same 7.62 mm Self Loading Rifles and the unpredictable Sterling sub-
machineguns that were the successors of the Second World War “sten-
guns”. While specialweapons and equipment came much later, for many years the army hierarchy wa
slocked in mundane debates like whether to permit personnel of these special units tooperate in civil 
attire at all. 

The unit converted to the new role with greater emphasis on physical fitness and smallteam actions. 
However, the orthodox hierarchy failed to let it graduate to what theoriginal vision had been; to emul
ate the SAS. Interestingly, an American SpecialForces officer, Major Charles Beckwith, who had ser



ved with the SAS returned home tocreate a unit on similar lines. His experiment succeeded and gave 
birth to OperationalDetachment Delta, popularly known as Delta Force. 

Col Avtar Cheema was fully aware that no amount of training could compensate foractual combat ex
perience. So, he invited General KV Krishan Rao, then Chief of ArmyStaff to witness an exercise of 
the newly converted unit and even strapped the Chiefright next to an open aircraft exit door thousand
s of feet above ground level whilecommandos with full combat loads parachuted and sky dived for e
xercise tasks. Thiswas an experience not witnessed earlier by any Service Chief . Once on ground, A
vtarCheema told Gen Krishna Rao that he would like to send assault teams of his unit byrotation for 
counter insurgency in the North East, to which the Chief readily agreed.Consequently, assault teams f
rom Para (Commando) battalions located in peacestations started going for counter-
insurgency operations to the North East; Nagaland,Manipur and Mizoram and acquitted themselves 
well. 

Post the conversion-cum-
raising of the Experimental Commando Wing, the twoerstwhile Para Commando Battalions also con
verted to the same War Establishment(WE) with three assault teams each as their teeth. 

But the first major action where the commandos would be called upon to operate indense built up are
a was brewing in Punjab where Sikh militants were beginning toassert themselves. The revered and h
oly Golden Temple had become their base,stocked with weapons and turned into a fortress of some s
orts. After negotiationsbetween the government and the militant leadership failed, then Prime Ministe
r,Indira Gandhi ordered the Indian Army to flush them out. 

Perhaps, the military hierarchy’s lack of familiarity with special operations added to thecomplexity o
f the proposed operation aside from practically nil intelligence on theholed up militants. Operation Bl
ue Star, as the operation came to be called, was acomplex operation, with several disparate elements 
being brought in to deal withdifferent aspects of a complex puzzle. A unit minus of Para Commandos
 became onesuch element that was brought in to deal with only one aspect of the problem and notatta
ck it as a whole. This led to a situation where every unit brought in for flushing outthe militants it see
ms, was on different missions. 

The Para Commandos were moved with only few hours warning and reached the areajust 48 hours pr
ior to the operation. For the commandos, brought in hastily toaugment the action, the intelligence sup
port was abysmally lacking. Carrying theirantiquated weapons, the commandos began making prepar
ations for their role thatwould be recorded as Operation Metal by the unit. Even as the commandos w
eremaking their plans, a team from the Special Group that worked under the CabinetSecretariat, part 
of the SFF, arrived with a different plan. 

Special operations succeed when Special Forces are given the task, leaving the methodshow to achie
ve the task to the specialists. Unfortunately, here they were directed thatthey could enter the complex
 only through the regular entry, covered by heavily armedmilitants, denied the use of armoured perso
nnel carriers and forbidden from evenusing their 84 mm rocket launcherss. The request to use explosi
ves to breach andmake their own entry points was declined firmly. The commandos didn’t even get a
chance to rehearse their attack. To top this, the night chosen for the operation was afull moon night w
hich would reflect the moonlight in the marble flooring denying themeven minimal cover of darkness
. 

The Commandos had to enter from the public entry point to the Holy Temple that waswell covered b
y the militants. Forced into an impossible situation, the commandoswent into action with nothing but 



guts and their antiquated firepower. They virtuallywalked into a designated killing zone. The Comma
nding Officer later briefed the mediathat they were sent in “with their hands tied behind their backs”. 
As the operationcontinued, the commandos continued to take in fire before they could breach thetarg
et. 

Operation Blue Star and/or Operation Metal was conducted without anyunderstanding of special ope
rations. There were no hostages so that did not put thearmy leadership under any kind of pressure to l
aunch commando troops in frontalassault in such fashion. They could have planned the whole action 
as a specialoperation and left it to the commandos drawing from all the three existing battalions.How
ever that was not to happen and the military commanders tried to execute acomplex mission that faile
d to make a significant impact until heavy casualties beganto rise. 

The operation was flawed from the very beginning and the employment of thecommandos was ill-
conceived. Overall, the military relied only on brute force, fightingon exactly opposite to the age old 
teachings documented in the army manual on‘Fighting in Built Up Areas’ and suffering avoidable ca
sualties. This would continue tohaunt the commandos in the wars they would fight in the future as se
nior militarycommanders with little or no understanding of special operations continued to throwthe
m into impossible situations. Worse, they would be employed as conventionalinfantry units despite th
e fact that they had been converted to operate on levels otherthan the conventional. 

While Operation Blue Star was an unmitigated disaster for the commandos theircounterparts in other
 parts of the country were busy with missions of their own. NewDelhi had begun receiving reports of 
Pakistan encouraging treks and expeditions toglaciated regions north of NJ 9842, the last point on a c
ontentious map that had beenhastily drawn in the aftermath of the Partition. The Cease Fire Line bet
ween the Indianand Pakistani troops drawn during the 1949 Karachi Agreement (after the conflict in1
947-
48) and later even during the 1972 Shimla Agreement had never looked at thisstrategic frozen area (e
specially the Saltoro Range) and the area had remained quietbut for occasional Pakistani claims that t
he land belonged to them. A chance Indianpatrol saw Pakistani troops camped on the Western slopes 
of the Saltoro range,preparing to climb up (Gen Musharraf later acknowledged in his autobiography “
In theLine of Fire” that Pakistan was planning to establish an infantry battalion on theSaltoro Range).
 Worried by these signs and signals emanating from the West, theIndian Army was tasked with establ
ishing a presence on the Saltoro Ridge bylaunching Operation Meghdoot. Three units were chosen to
 lead the initial helicopterborne assault. 

A year after Operation Blue Star, the mountain commando unit was called in to checkout some violat
ions on the Line of Control as a part of Operation Meghdoot. Thefarthest Indian Army post on the L
C, known as ‘Gulab’ Post was a stretch from Turtuknear Kargil. After ‘Gulab’ Post, the LC ran to NJ
 9842 that and from there the SaltoroRange lay northwards. However intelligence reports of Pakistani
 violations had comein area that lay between Turtuk and Gulab Post in October 1985. 

A team from the mountain commandos was launched to scout around the area knownas the Laoching
 Nala that almost stretched to around 15 kilometres. A surveillanceobservation post was set up by the
 para-
commandos and some sporadic firing wasexchanged with the Pakistanis. Nearly 48 hours later a four
-
man patrol was launchedto scout the area from another spur in the mountains. Unfortunately, three of
 thecommandos were killed when the Pakistanis retaliated with heavy fire and only theofficer leading
 the patrol managed to return. This would lead to several questionsabout the efficacy of the operation 



but the fact was that the commandos wereundertaking reconnaissance when the numerically superior 
Pakistanis troopsinfiltrating in the area chanced upon them. 

Between 1971 and 1984, it had been a relatively quiet time for the Indian commandosbarring the acti
ons in the Golden Temple and general area of Siachen. In the aftermathof the tragic assassination of t
he Prime Minister Mrs Indira Gandhi, the mountaincommandos and the Special Group had been rush
ed to New Delhi to provide securityfor the new Prime Minister. Barring these sporadic incidents, it w
as a relatively quiettime for the commandos other than counter insurgency operations in the North Ea
stfrom early 1980s. 

The conversion of a conventional Parachute battalion into a commando role haddelivered mixed resul
ts since their originally intended roles akin to the SAS wereforgotten post conversion. Their future w
as uncertain and no major road map hadbeen set out for them. Once again they would be left to impro
vise on their own, whileArmy Headquarters continued to function on a day to day basis, putting out fi
res whencalled upon to do so. 

Things would have gone on like this but for a chance trip to the United Kingdom by ayoung Lieutena
nt Colonel from the Gorkhas who held a fascination for the SpecialForces. His visit to the UK would 
prove to be decisive moment for the future of thepara-commandos. 

4 

An Idea Whose Time Had Come 
Every cause needs a champion. If the Indian Special Forces needed one, they found itin Lieutenant C
olonel Rustom K Nanavatty, an officer who had been commissionedinto the Gorkha Regiment. Lt Co
l Nanavatty had been selected to go to the UnitedKingdom for a little-
known posting that had survived from the pre-independence days. 

The Indian Army Liaison Officer (IALO) in the School of Infantry, Warminster, UKwas a little know
n position that had great value for mid-
level career soldiers. It offeredthem a chance to visit and interact with the British Armed Forces at a 
professionallevel and draw lessons that could be used to benefit the Indian Army back home. Thepost
 actually provided a window to get an insight into modern armies of the West. Formost Indian Army 
officers it was chance to take a break from the humdrum of dailysoldiering and stay in the UK for a y
ear or two and visit the rest of Europe on a tightbudget, in line with his parting military briefing to “g
o have a ball”. But unlike mostothers, Lt Col Nanvatty was busy trying to get a better understanding 
of how the SASworked and operated. 

As the IALO, Lt Col Nanvatty was allowed to access any material up to the level of‘Confidential” cl
assification and visit any training establishment or formation barringtwo formations. The restriction o
n the first formation was the hardest for him toovercome: he was not allowed to visit the SAS Headq
uarters at Hereford. The BritishGovernment also barred him from visiting any area in Northern Irelan
d since it wasstill reeling from terrorism. A foreign armed forces officer being sent home as acasualty
 would be deeply embarrassing, the British authorities informed him. 

However, after receiving several requests from a persistent Lt Col Nanavatty, theyallowed him to visi
t the HQ of the Director, SAS (HQ DSAS) at the Duke of York HQ,Chelsea on a special invitation. 
He had been warned by the hosts that the visit wouldbe cursory at best and the interaction would be li



mited for security reasons. OnFebruary 22, 1985, Lt Col Nanavatty finally arrived at the HQ DSAS t
o discuss severalissues that included: 

The role of the Directorate, 

Selection and training of the personnel, 

The career structure of the officers and soldiers, 

Command and control and 

Assistance to foreign governments. 

Through the day Lt Col Nanvatty was given two presentations and several informaldiscussions. A fil
m classified as ‘Secret” on the role, selection and the variousindividual skills that they possessed was
 shown to him. This was followed by a filmdemonstrating four of the seven methods of countering a 
hostage situation that theSAS practiced in those days. 

Impressed with what he had seen Lt Col Nanvatty wrote back a detailed five-
pagereport to Army Headquarters along with an assurance from the SAS that they would be“delighte
d” to host an Indian Army Brigadier since the British Ministry of Defence hadcleared it. 

Lt Col Nanavtty’s report and his enthusiasm would spark off a churning in New Delhithat was finally
 beginning to appreciate that there was more to Special Forces than thecommandos who were availab
le in the three Para Commando Battalions. MajorGeneral Bipin C Joshi, who would later take over as
 the Chief of Army Staff was postedas the Additional Director General of the Perspective Planning D
irectorate. Gen Joshisaw merit in the ideas that Lt Col Nanvatty was propounding and after taking ov
er thepowerful Military Operations Directorate as DGMO, Lt Gen Joshi agreed that it wastime to do 
a reappraisal of the Para Commandos and prepare a road map that wouldhelp them emerge as Special
 Forces. 

After convincing Army HQ, Lt Gen Joshi picked up Brigadier N Bahri, an officer whohad been com
missioned into the Brigade of Guards, just like Lt Col Megh Singh, whohad formed the Meghdoot Fo
rce. Brig Bahri was considered as a very balanced,educated and professional soldier. He had an open 
mind, questioned everything andsuffered from no biases. These proved to be an advantage for the thr
ee-
mancommittee that had been set up to conduct a seminal study and propose areorganisation of the Pa
ra Commandos. Naturally, Army HQ picked up Lt ColNanavatty and another veteran Para Command
os, Lt Col Sukhi Mann as the othermembers of the committee. 

The Committee was given four terms of reference: 

Organisation 

Employment 

Manpower 

Equipment 

They were not asked to look at the force levels since the three existing para-
commandobattalions were considered adequate to deal with all exigencies. The Committee beganwor



k immediately and prepared a comprehensive report that sought to reorient thePara Commandos into 
true Special Forces. 

The Committee suggested that to achieve this road map, the existing Para Commandoshad to be sepa
rated from the Parachute Regiment and be reorganised into a separateSpecial Forces Regiment. This 
was to ensure that the military hierarchy recognised thetwo significantly different roles played by the
se components forcibly yoked togetherfor decades. 

When the first Para (Commando) battalion was raised, they chose to house it in theParachute Regime
nt mainly to facilitate delivery of commandos to their objectives. Butfundamentally the Para Comma
ndos (or Special Forces) are different from theirbrethren in the Parachute units. While it is without do
ubt that the Paratrooper isjustifiably considered among elite troops, he is actually not very different fr
om theconventional infantryman albeit with airborne capability. After being delivered to theobjective
 by airborne means, he assumes the role of an infantryman and is relievedwith the ground troops who
 are several hours behind. The paratroopers are expected toplay various roles as pioneers or to captur
e some strategic objectives and hold it till therelieving infantry arrives. But they are not Special Force
s and their roles have nosimilarities. But the controversy continued to rage on even despite the Perspe
ctivePlanning Directorate, Army Headquarters penning down in 1999, “By their verynomenclature, t
he Parachute (Special Forces) Battalions are unique. Therefore, there isa need to de-
link and distinguish them from other similar organisations. While someof the tasks that they may perf
orm may be similar to those of regular Infantry /Parachute Battalions, the similarity ends here. Unle
ss this uniqueness is accepted andenforced in all aspects of organisation, equipment, training and ad
ministration ofthese units, they may not achieve their potential”. 

This was a fact recognised by the Brig Bahri Committee which proposed that a separateSpecial Force
s Regiment be raised with its three battalions on lines of the SASRegiment. 

The Committee also felt that the current structure of the Para Commando units beingdedicated to Ar
my Commands was not the best way to progress. In the UK, the SASwas a centralised formation with
 a Brigadier from the SAS serving as a Director of theRegiment with direct access to the Prime Minis
ter’s Office. This offered severaladvantages to the military hierarchy as well as the Special Forces. T
he military had anexpert who could offer sound advice to the political leadership about the capabilitie
sand employment of the Special Forces in situations that demanded their intervention.It also gave the
 military leadership the opportunity to seek sound professional opinionduring exigencies, giving the 
military hierarchy to work with the political leadership atvarious levels. 

To achieve better command and control, the Committee suggested that a separate cellbe created in th
e Military Operations Directorate that would report directly to the ViceChief of Army Staff through t
he Director General of Military Operations. While theindividual Special Forces’ Battalions would co
ntinue to be deployed in the variousArmy Commands and report to the formation commander for ad
ministration anddiscipline issues, operationally they would have a more centralised command andcon
trol system. This helped them achieve a similar kind of centralised approach thatthe UK and the Unit
ed States of America had already adopted. In fact, the UnitedStates had gone a step further and create
d a Congressional mandated structure, knownas the Nunn-Cohen Amendment to the Goldwater-
Nichols Reorganisation of thePentagon Act creating a separate Special Operations Command (SOCO
M). 

The Committee felt that since the centralised approach of the other militaries hadalready proved to be
 a success there was no need to reinvent the wheel. Centredaround this basic recommendation were th
e other recommendations for manpowerselection, training, equipping and tasking. 



An elaborate structure was recommended that there was a need to: 

Modify the tenure system 

Create an All India class composition 

Bring in trained soldiers from all Arms and Services 

Ensure no Extra Regimental Employment (ERE) 

Improve the incentives for the men selected into the Special Forces 

The Committee also detailed separate policies for officers and men to ensure that asystem was create
d where the best volunteers could be screened and inducted into thebattalions. Every volunteer was n
ow expected to undergo a probation that would lastfor almost a year along with continuous training i
n acquiring special commando skills.The tour of duty for volunteers from units other than the Parach
ute Regiment would befor four years. 

For the potential officers, the Committee suggested that a special briefing be heldregularly so that the
y could be interviewed, advised on how to prepare for the gruelingmonths of selection tests and also 
get special advice on how to plan their careers aftera stint with the Special Forces. The Committee fel
t that these officers could eithercontinue in the Special Forces or go and proliferate their specialised s
kills that wouldbenefit the other Arms and Services. Interestingly, the Committee recommended thata
dditional career weightage should be given to all the officers and men who had servedwith the Specia
l Forces. A similar schedule was worked out for training of the officersand men. 

The Committee had already recommended a structure to impart this special training. ASpecial Forces
 Training Wing was to be created, to be headed by a Lieutenant Colonel.This establishment would en
sure the imparting of special skills like sniper training,surveillance, combat free-
fall training and other Special Forces skills. Thisestablishment would also become the repository of t
he collective wisdom of the SpecialForces units to create an institutionalised memory that would ben
efit the organisationin the future. 

The Committee also felt that certain concrete steps needed to be taken to create a trueSpecial Forces 
capability. This would be structured under a two-
tier system. The firsttier would be the Para Commando units for the conduct of theatre specific tactic
aloperations. To achieve this it was proposed that: 

Redefine role, missions and capabilities of Para Commando Battalions. 

Review existing structure. 

Convert only one assault troop per unit into a military combat free fall troop. 

Concentrate all underwater diving skills into an independent amphibious team. 

Expand Para Commando Cell at Army Headquarters with operations and intelligencefunctions to rem
ain with the Military Operations Directorate. Assistance and technicalcontrol was to be exercised by 
a Colonel designated as Director Commando Cell. 

Institute a Para Commando Training Wing. 



Raise one more unit/sub unit to meet the operational requirement of variouscommands. 

Ensure 9 and 10 Para Commando are brought on par with 1 Para Commando whereorganisation, wea
pons and equipment and employment are concerned. 

Formulate revised individual training policies. 

Allot available resources to Headquarters Commands for the conduct of theatre relatedtactical militar
y special operations tasks based on operational requirements. 

In the second tier, the committee felt that a Special Group be created for the conduct ofa national leve
l and Army Headquarters related strategic military special operations.Army Headquarters would exer
cise command and control of these units through aSpecial Forces Headquarters. This would need sev
eral steps to be undertaken, whichwere: 

Define the role, missions and capabilities of this Special Group 

Takeover the current responsibilities from the SFF 

Establish a Special Forces Headquarter 

Establish a Special Forces Training Wing 

Ensure that there was proper interface between the Para Commandos and the SpecialGroup. The Para
-Commandos would also ensure a regular feed to the Special Group. 

On paper, the recommendations of the Committee were a revolutionary step for aninstitution that had
 thrived on tradition and convention. If the military hierarchy couldbe convinced to accept these reco
mmendations, then the second phase of these“reforms” could begin right away. These were exciting t
imes for the men in the ParaCommando units. They were aware of the Committee working on a majo
r revamp andthey were looking forward to the implementation of the recommendations at theearliest. 

But by the end of 1988, when the Committee began to wound up its work, trouble wasbrewing in Sri 
Lanka. The indigenous Tamils in the island-
country were busyregrouping themselves into a guerilla force to take on the Sinahala majoritygovern
ment. With the Tamil dominated northern regions of Sri Lanka cut off, thesituation was threatening t
o become a major concern for the international community.New Delhi was concerned and an accord 
signed between India and Sri Lanka led to thecreation of an Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) over
night. 

Once again, the Indian Army was being called to serve India’s national interests in amajor conflict. F
ew in the military knew what the political or strategic objectives wereaside from conduct of elections
. But for those in the fledgling Special Forcescommunity, this was an opportunity to validate their sill
s in battle. All the three ParaCommando units would be inducted into the island through 1987-
1988 and witnesssome of the bloodiest counter insurgency battles in the history of the Indian armedf
orces. For the Indian Special Forces community Sri Lanka would be a decisivefootnote in their evolu
tion. The tactics and the skills they would be forced to learnwould come to their aid in the battles the
y would fight in the future. For many of them,Sri Lanka would soon become an essential rite of passa
ge. It would also present anopportunity for the three Para Commando units to become Special Forces 
units. 
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Op ‘Pawan’ - The IPKF  Experience 
It was October 1987 when the call came to the Mountain Para Commando unit post-
lunch telling them that they had to leave at first light for a place called Palaly in SriLanka. None of th
em had ever heard of the place and it took a few minutes of intensesearching on the map to figure out
 where they were headed. Ironically, even a fewyears later when then Naval Chief, Admiral Vishnu B
hagwat sent a paper to theMinistry of Defence (MoD) for integration of the Special Forces of the thre
e Services,the Army’s Military Operations Directorate view was that they did not visualise trans-
border employment of the their Special Forces ! 

Ever since the operations near the Saltoro Range West of Siachen Glacier area in1984-
1985, things had been quiet for the mountain Para Commandos. In fact a fewhours before the call ca
me, a few of the officers and men were all set to leave forMumbai the next day. A polo match was be
ing organised and a Para Commando teamwas supposed to make sky diving jumps as a special show 
at the Mahalaxmi grounds inMumbai. For the participating men this was an excellent opportunity to 
get out theboondocks of Udhampur and see the city of Mumbai and be treated as VIPs for a fewdays. 

But the call changed all that and the battalion went into frenetic activity as the assaultteams began to 
pull their gear together. All the officers were rolled into the sand modelbriefing room and the Comma
nding Officer briefed them with the sketchy details thathad been passed on to him from Army HQ. T
he next day at 0600 hours, the first of theAntonov 32s landed to pick up the men and fly via Nagpur a
nd Chennai before landingat the Sri Lankan military airbase at Palaly in the evening. 

A year before the call, the unit had been practicing grueling exercises designed by ColTej Pathak, its 
new Commanding Officer. Col Pathak was a veteran of the firstcommando raid across the Line of Co
ntrol in the Poonch sector during the 1971 war.He had been an integral part of the battalion and was s
teeped in the Special Forcestradition. He had a fair inkling that the unit needed to change its orientati
on if it had tosurvive future wars and he put together a punishing schedule for his commandos.There 
would be night marches and camps in high altitude areas where they would beexpected to maintain st
rict time lines. Col Pathak knew that it was important to shapethe unit from a mere Commando unit i
nto a true Special Forces unit. Having spenttime reading through literature on the SAS and the US Sp
ecial Forces, he began toformulate training methods that were unique. He would start working on the 
firingskills of his men and also their ability to navigate. The idea was to create small teamswith excel
lent and varied skills that could be used when inserted behind enemy linesfor special operations. 

Slippages would be looked down upon and there was a growing anger within the unit atthe tough met
hods being used to train them. But a few weeks into Sri Lanka most ofthe officers and men began to r
ealise that Col Pathak’s tactics, though brutal andunforgiving, would prove to be of immense value in
 the killing fields of Sri Lanka.When the conflict in Sri Lanka would start, the hard training would be 
responsible forhoning raw material that was ripe to be moulded into a good Special Forces operator. 

Most of the Para Commando teams went in with their antiquated weapons – the 7.62mm Self-
Loading Rifle (SLR) and the unreliable carbine. When they came in contactwith the LTTE (Liberatio
n Tigers of Tamil Elam) guerrillas, they were confronted withthe efficacy of the AK-
47 assault rifle, the preferred weapon of choice of the enemy andfor that matter most terrorists and in
surgents around the world even today. In fact, asoperations began to roll out, any captured AK-
47 was considered as the best prize theycould win. The captured AK-



47s became a huge favourites and since the rifle used thesame 7.62 mm ammunition in the SLRs, the
y decided to hang onto the capturedweapons. The weapons carried by the Para Commandos are an es
sential adjunct tounderstanding the kind of challenges that they faced while conducting operations in 
SriLanka. A desperate Defence, Research & Development Organisation (DRDO) unable todeploy the
 under development INSAS rifle (the development and fielding of whichtook an incredible 15 years),
 rushed in a fully automatic version of the 7.62 mm SLR.The Para Commandos christened it as One-
Charlie, a weapon that was so unreliablethat every burst would force the weapon upwards. The joke a
mong the troops was thatthe weapon had been designed for anti-
aircraft fire, rather than close quarter combat.Many months into the IPKF operations, about 100 AK-
47s per Commando Battalionwere eventually provisioned that met the requirement of just about one 
assault team. 

The terrain offered a different set of challenges for the Para Commandos. Few of theteams had operat
ed in the thick jungles, barring an odd stint or two in the North-
East.For most of them, the terrain was the first enemy, leaving them confused anddisoriented and it t
ook months of patrolling to sketch their maps. This is where theinitiative of the commandos came ha
ndy as they adapted to the environment byquickly and steadily plugging their loopholes. 

Ironically, Indian media had been sporadically reporting that the nucleus of the LTTEhad been traine
d by the Special Group under the SFF, which, in turn, worked under theexternal intelligence agency, 
R&AW. Whatever the case, the LTTE certainly were goodfighters with high motivation. The Para C
ommandos did not have any languagetraining and it took some crucial months to familiarize themsel
ves with the LTTEtactics and methods. Intelligence was always abysmal and was more guesswork th
anactionable. The commandos were forced to depend on unreliable partners like otherTamil guerrilla 
groups who were locked in a battle for supremacy with the LTTE. TheseTamil groups had little know
ledge of the LTTE, without any guerilla and even armstraining and therefore, proved worthless in op
erations. The military tactics of the TamilTigers were innovative, leading to initial casualties for the c
ommandos. For most ofthe Para Commando Battalions, inexperience in thickly forested area and lan
guageproved to be a major challenge. Many of the veteran commandos in the juniorleaderships had l
ast seen action in the 1971 war. The youngsters who had joined theunits after war had barely seen an
y action, except for the odd operation duringOperation Blue Star, Operation Meghdoot or in counter-
insurgency in the North East.The only thing that they could fall back on was on their innate ingenuity
 and the desireto add to the formidable reputation of the units. 

By the time these mountain Para Commandos landed at Palaly, elements of anotherPara Commando 
Battalion from the deserts, commanded by Lt Col Dalvir Singh, hadalready been placed in Sri Lanka.
 The third Para Commando Battalion unit was sent toColombo with orders to protect the Indian High 
Commission and its HighCommissioner, J N Dixit. Both the desert and mountain commando units re
mained inand around Palaly refining combat skills mutually for impending operations againstthe LT
TE. 

Interestingly, the officers and other ranks of the mountain commandos had been putthrough some tou
gh training phases by the Commanding Officer, who would insist ona high altitude camp every mont
h, and most of the assault teams would be forced torotate between glaciers and Pir Panjal mountain ra
nges, doing night marches,practicing ambushes and understanding how to conduct special operations.
 Theintense training helped the commandos develop an instinct for survival. The credoamong the co
mmandos was to inflict maximum casualties on the enemy withminimum casualties to themselves. A
ny casualty, they knew, would add to the enemy’smorale and would therefore add to the LTTE’s stre
ngth. During their deployment in SriLanka, this unit also underwent a change in command. Col Patha



k had alreadycommanded the unit for over three years and a new officer was waiting in the wings.Th
ey chose a quiet veteran of the unit, Col Hardev Singh Lidder, to lead the battalion.Both the Comman
ding Officers had a distinctive style and left an indelible mark on thebattalion. While Col Pathak’s un
conventional training methods and insistence onperfection prepared the battalion for Sri Lanka, Col 
Lidder was credited with bringingin “some method to the madness.” 

He brought in concepts of conducting strategic surveillance on the enemy and to buildup a databank 
of operational intelligence. He insisted that they study the enemy andhis tactics thoroughly before lau
nching into operations. As they observed the LTTE,they began to plot its movements on maps and ad
ding to the battalion’s institutionalmemory. This helped the unit to inflict maximum damage to the en
emy with minimumcasualties. They would reconnoiter an area before setting up an ambush and usedi
fferent routes to arrive at the objective in very small teams. After a successfuloperation they would e
xercise caution in exfiltrating from the area of operation bytaking different routes back to the base. T
his tactic helped minimise casualties incomparison to their sister unit from the deserts. 

The desert commandos had an experienced Commanding Officer who hailed fromRajasthan. Lt Col 
Dalvir Singh was known as one of the toughest soldiers in the armywith years of combat experience. 
He had been one of the key group of officers who hadformed the nucleus of the National Security Gu
ards that had been raised for counterterrorism operations. He was attached to the 52 Special Action G
roup (SAG) thatwould take over all anti hijack tasks while its sister battalion, 51 SAG would berespo
nsible for all other direct action tasks against terror attacks. During the successfulOperation Black Th
under-
II  when the military intervened in the holy shrine of theGolden Temple, Lt Col Dalvir Singh had insi
sted on taking part in the operations.Although suffering from asthma, the officer would lead operatio
ns, constantly lookingfor opportunities to send in his assault teams for operations. 

The third Para Commando Battalion led by Col Arjun Katoch was posted in Colombo.However, his t
enure as the Commanding Officer was coming to an end and a newCommanding Officer was expecte
d to fly in and take over the battalion. His successorwould be Lt Col Prakash Katoch, a veteran of the
 1971 war and the team commander inurban counter-
terrorist operations for which he had been awarded the Shaurya Chakrafor gallantry. By the time Lt C
ol Prakash Katoch assumed command of this “youngest”of the Para Commando battalions, the unit w
as getting to grips with the LTTE havingmoved out from Colombo. Its assault teams were deployed o
ver three DivisionalSectors including Batticaloa, coastal town of Trincomalee and heavily forestedVa
vuniya, the assault team in Vavuniya working closely with the mountaincommandos under Lt Col Ha
rdev Singh Lidder. Most of their tasking was in support ofthe respective Infantry Division in whose s
ector they were deployed. They wouldconduct aggressive reconnaissance and surveillance operations
 and then set upambushes. A number of search and destroy missions were also launched by thesecom
mandos as the battalion moved from one operational area to another,apprehending / killing militants 
and recovering considerable quantity of weapons. Thisunit, led by Lt Col Prakash Katoch with an ass
ault team from the mountain commandobattalion, also spearheaded the massive 31 day IPKF operati
on involving severalbattalions to trap LTTE Supremo Prabhakaran in the dense Alampil Forest. But, 
whilethey got hold of the main LTTE camp replete with underground tunnels and shelters,Prabhakara
n had melted away since the cordon around the massive forest was built onfoot and by helicopters by 
several infantry units over a period of days that left littleroom for surprise. 

Sri Lanka was also a time to experiment with and a number of unique initiatives wereencouraged to b
e undertaken by the senior military leadership to aid the ParaCommando operations. Lt Gen AS Kalk
at, Overall Force Commander and GOC IPKFhad strongly recommended to Army Headquarters that 



the Para Commandos berenamed as “Special Forces” and had issued instructions to the DivisionalCo
mmanders not to use these special troops as regular infantry especially for frontaland direct assaults. 
This recommendation of Lt Gen Kalkat was to sensitise themilitary hierarchy for making a clear disti
nction between the Special Forces and theregular Parachute Battalions or any other commando type o
f forces. Hisrecommendation was the very basis for eventual change of nomenclature from Para(Com
mando) to Special Forces. 

For the first time the special operations cell, then known as the “Commando Cell” inMilitary Operati
ons Directorate at Army Headquarters insisted on moving to Sri Lankato help coordinate special oper
ations of the three Para (Commando) battalions. Theman responsible for this was Col Rustom Nanav
atty, Director Commando Cell, whohad participated in the three-
man committee set up to reorganise the Special Forces.Col Nanavatty had made detailed notes during
 his study and his earlier visit to the UKas the IALO and the time had come for him to put his unconv
entional ideas intomotion. This would be a time of great change for the Para Commandos as they beg
anto work like special operators and graduate to becoming Special Forces. 

When he arrived on the island-
nation, Col Nanavatty found that most of the ParaCommando units were employed primarily on “Pri
ority-
II” roles. This meant that theywere performing mostly tactical tasks in support of the formations and 
units deployedon the ground. This led to a constant clamour among the formations for more andmore
 Para Commandos, stretching them beyond their limits. It also led to a lot ofoperational chaos, which 
was not a new phenomenon. In fact, this kind of a hap-
hazard “demand and deploy” structure of the Para Commandos would continue tohaunt them in futur
e combat situations including in various counter insurgencytheatres, specifically in J&K. 

Col Nanavatty knew that to prevent injudicious use of the Para Commandos, it wasimperative to set u
p a centralised command with the blessings of the highestHeadquarters. This would help in re-
orienting the Para Commandos from Priority-IItasks to Priority-
I tasks. In turn, this would result in operational cost effectiveness andlethality. 

In Sri Lanka the problems of command and control were exacerbated owing to thephysical separation
 between Headquarters Overall Force Commander (OFC) IPKF, theHeadquarters Para Commando T
ask Force and the Para Commando Battalions andthe less than satisfactory communications support. 
So, Col Nanavatty sought to createan ad hoc Headquarters Para Commando Task Force to ensure bet
ter coordinationbetween the three units. He recognised that the Para Commando operations wouldre
main largely small scale. 

Many field commanders viewed the Para Commandos as troops to conduct rapid hitand run offensive
 actions. This was detrimental to the Para Commandos and led to aneglect of vitally important reconn
aissance and surveillance tasks. There was atendency to use the units to react to every bit of informati
on in the mistaken hope thatout of the hundred attempts one might result in success. It was also obser
ved that intheory, the Priority-
I tasks for the Para Commandos in Operation Pawan could haveincluded: 

Covert operations involving the use of civil vehicles and dress as well as using capturedweapons to c
onfuse the enemy. 

Coordination, direction and control over the groups that were rival to the LTTE. 



Conduct pseudo gang operations. 

But these tasks were inhibited by several factors: 

There was a lack of clear cut direction and policy at the highest level in the conduct ofrival groups an
d pseudo gang operations. 

There was a lack of intelligence at all levels and insufficient integration of agencies. 

There was a lack of training and skills as well as experience and this resulted in a lackof confidence i
n conducting such operations. 

At the time when the IPKF went into Sri Lanka, the contingency of fighting the LTTEwas not visuali
sed either by the government or the military. Eventually when they sawmerit in targeting the LTTE’s 
top leadership, this intention was not matched withclarity with regard to the means and methods whe
n it came to the employment of thePara Commandos. To eliminate the top LTTE leadership there wa
s requirement for theconduct of precise, surgical operations which fall in the category of offensiveint
elligence operations. The absence of an effective intelligence organisation andsupport both from with
in the military and outside it, led to a major handicap for thePara Commandos. 

Instead, the Priority-
II tasks took over and the Para Commandos were used to achievethem. These were: 

Search and Destroy operations, distinct from deliberate cordon and search operations.The Para Com
mando sub units were inserted into pockets of continuing LTTE activitywith the aim of searching for 
contact and destroying the enemy. 

Inland Water Interdiction Operations were undertaken to dominate the Jaffna lagoon. 

Operations were also conducted in support of the Infantry brigades with mixed results. 

‘Snatch’ operations at the squad and troop level involving surveillance and selectiveapprehension of 
suspects in built up areas by night were also conducted. 

The cordon and search of island territories fell to the Para Commando units wherethey would conduc
t deliberate screening of the population to identify and isolate LTTEcadres. 

Surveillance, ambush and strike meant long range patrols and penetration of thejungle. These came cl
osest to Priority –
 I tasks along with the ‘snatch’ operations thatwere also undertaken by the Para Commandos. 

In fact, at the later stages the Para Commandos borrowed from the Rhodesian SealousScouts and crea
ted two special squads for the conduct of covert operations. However,the lack of coordination betwee
n operations of holding formations and the ParaCommando units was often in evidence. This led to “
blue on blue” clashes since thePara Commando operations were primarily based on stealth and secrec
y leaving thesuper-
imposed conventional troops to view them as the “enemy”. Therefore it wouldhave been imperative t
o ensure that the holding formations were not super-
imposedon the areas where the Para Commandos were operating. There was also a problem ofturf an
d game of kills, for instance, one Infantry Brigade Commander (ironicallyhimself from the Parachute
 Regiment) told a Para Commando Battalion Commanderthat he will not permit the Commandos to o



perate in his Brigade Sector. Eventually,the latter had to approach the Divisional Commander who pr
omptly overruled theBrigade Commander. 

A major problem that the Para Commando units faced was their theatre-
specific roles.While one Para Ccommando unit had specialised in the mountains, the other one hadbe
en designed to operate in the deserts. This proved to be a major obstacle as a fewindividuals failed to 
come to terms with fighting in Sri Lanka. They would constantlyhark back to their theatre specific co
mbat roles implying that Operation Pawan was anunnecessary and entirely avoidable interlude. 

Despite these institutional obstacles, several experiments were conducted withreasonable success. A 
Special Group was created by taking officers and men from twoPara (Commando) Battalions and chr
istened the Tiger Troop. The objective of TigerTroop was to conduct intelligence based operations an
d serve as a quick reaction teamto neutralise the LTTE leadership. Tiger Troop met with limited succ
ess when theycaptured Jyothi, a top LTTE commander who was also responsible for one of the LTTE
radio stations. A message was passed on to the other LTTE commanders to gather fora meeting. This 
elaborate ruse was being worked out to ensure that the LTTE leaderscould be drawn out and neutralis
ed but the ruse fell apart at the last minute. However,Tiger Troop did interact with several Tamil guer
illa outfits and undertook specialoperations based on the specific intelligence that they had gleaned fr
om the leaders ofthe rival groups. 

But the most ambitious action that was undertaken by the Para Commandos was inOctober 1987 whe
n a team from the desert commandos was tasked to take out theLTTE leadership in Jaffna. Intelligenc
e from R&AW had come in that the top LTTEleadership, along with V Prabhakaran would meet near
 the Jaffna University inOctober for a major conference. The commandos were tasked to conduct a he
li-
borneoperation with support from a company of an infantry battalion which would providesecurity to
 the helipad as the commandos went in quickly and neutralised or capturedthe LTTE leadership. 

Lt Col Dalvir Singh was in Colombo and he asked his Second-in-
Command, MajorSheonan Singh to set up an assault team under Captain Rajiv Nair. Major Sheonan 
wasnew to the unit and therefore it was felt that Captain Nair would be the TeamCommander and lea
d the assault. Captain Ranbir Singh Bhaduria would be the TroopCommander for the Special Forces t
eam that would fly into Jaffna in the leadhelicopter. Four Mi-
8 helicopters from the Indian Air Force were the only availableresources to carry in the commandos a
nd the infantry company. This would mean overtwenty sorties into LTTE held territory and would re
sult in total lack of surprise withevery subsequent sortie after the initial ones. Incidentally the four Mi
-
8s were fromthree different helicopter units and had not worked together before. All of them wereuse
d for routine tasks and none of the pilots had ever trained, let alone participate in aspecial operation. 

On night October 11/12, 1987, the Special Forces team was tasked to secure a landingzone for the Inf
antry Battalion, then raid the LTTE political headquarters or any othertarget in the vicinity and subse
quently link up with the Infantry Brigade at Jaffna busstand by first light or establish a commando ba
se till link up by the Infantry Brigadetook place. This was the first operation for the Para Commandos
 and they knewvirtually nothing about the enemy’s fighting capabilities, his firepower and his tactics. 

Major General Harkirat Singh, the GOC of the Infantry Division in Jaffna and his Col(General Staff) 
Col Hoshiar Singh gave the initial briefing for the heli-
borne operationand rappelling down was ruled out to prevent casualties. Each Mi-
8 could carry a stickof twenty troops with their equipment and had to carry a total of 480 troops. A fo



otballfield without any features that could offer a minimum cover was identified as thelanding zone (
LZ) for the operation. 

At 0100 hours, there was half-
moon in the sky and the flying time to the LZ was ofbarely two minutes. The first few waves would s
ee the Para Commandos being landedin a football field followed by the company of infantry troops. 
While the Mi-
8smanaged to land the majority of the Para Commandos, it was realised at the lastminute that the non
e of the infantry troops were ever trained for heli-
borneoperations. They had just come in from Gwalior and worked in the conventionalformat, carryin
g huge loads of arms, ammunition and equipment that was useless inan operation of this nature. It me
ant reducing the number of troops which could becarried in each sortie and led to confusion in the he
at of battle. Before the first twosorties had been completed the LTTE cadres had got wind of the assa
ult. Theyimmediately rushed reinforcements and placed their MMGs and rocket launchers onhigh ris
e buildings and began to target the Mi-8s as soon as they came within range. 

It took the Para Commandos just a few minutes to be over the Landing Zone (LZ).Capt Bhaduria was
 at the door with the rope in hand as the helicopter lowered down to10 metres. He threw the rope dow
n the rope and made a quick exist, holding the ropetight for the next man to come down. The LTTE i
mmediately opened fire from themedical university second floor dominating the landing ground. The
 pilot decided toland the helicopter instead of hovering it at 10 metres, making it an elusive target fort
he enemy. However due to the down draft of the rotors the lengthy rope got entangledaround Captain
 Bhaduria’s legs. As the helicopter landed, he could see the lastcommando rushing out of the helicopt
er with the second in command bring up the lastman. Captain Bhaduria had two choices. He could eit
her jump back into the helicopterand come back with the next wave, or else go back hanging under th
e helicopter andthen come back with the next wave. 

His commando dagger was in his rucksack which could not be taken out unless it wasreleased. But g
oing back into the helicopter was the last option and going back hangingunder the helicopter’s underc
arriage was a difficult option with a 25 kilo back-
pack. Butluck was on his side and he managed to untangle himself just as the last commandowas mo
ving out of the helicopter. 

Some of the Mi-
8s were forced to turn back and lack of communication between thepilots from the different helicopte
r units led to further confusion on ground, strandingthe Para Commandos. But their superior training 
helped them fight their way into thesurrounding buildings in the university and hold out by conservin
g their ammunition.However, troops of the infantry unit who had landed at the football ground to mai
ntainthe security of the LZ came under withering fire from the LTTE and with no cover theywere cut
 to pieces. 

It was the third wave of two MI-
8 helicopters that brought in Major Virendra Singhfrom the infantry unit with his Mortar Platoon and
 Medium Machine Gun (MMG)section. But in the heat of battle the infantry platoon had left the mort
ar ammunitionbehind and the whole platoon was rendered useless without their primary supportweap
on. Only one of the men out of the 29 survived and he too was captured. 

When Lt Col Dalvir Singh heard of the disaster he took the first flight out of Colomboand landed in P
alaly and with a small team of commandos set off to rescue his menfrom Jaffna. Along the way he sp
otted three T-



72 tanks led by Major Anil Kaul from anArmoured Regiment. Lt Col Dalvir Singh studied the maps 
and realised that a railwaytrack ran parallel to the University where his men had holed up and were s
urroundedby the LTTE. He chose to fight his way into Jaffna using the railway tracks as hisinfiltratio
n route, supported by the three tanks. Unfortunately, LTTE cadres managedto target the lead tank car
rying Maj Anil Kaul and fired several rockets at him thatincapacitated him as he lost one eye. Lt Col 
Dalvir Singh, who had never operatedtanks had to take over command and direct them as they contin
ued to fight their wayinto Jaffna. After two days of heavy fighting since the operation was launched 
Lt ColDalvir Singh managed to link up with his beleaguered assault team and bring themback to Pala
ly. 

This operation would be one of the biggest failures for the Para Commandos and oneof the most tragi
c episodes in the history of the Indian Army. Once again the failure ofthe senior military leadership t
o appreciate the intricacies of high risk specialoperations had led to this tragedy. Intelligence agencie
s had provided sketchy andwrong inputs which included unsubstantiated information that the LTTE c
adres inJaffna were “lightly armed.” These proved to be critical failures that were coupled withthe un
familiarity of the helicopter pilots with the needs of Special Forces. It was left totheir courage to com
plete the mission and the helicopter pilots displayed tremendousguts as they took in the Para Comma
ndos under withering fire from the enemy toensure that they complete their mission. Perhaps the failu
re at Jaffna Universityfacilitated the arrival of Col Nanavatty a month later starting a fresh round of f
ocusedoperations and an attempt to break out of the Para Commandos mould and begin thelong road 
to becoming Special Forces. 

Sri Lanka would become a turning point in the evolution of the Indian Special Forces.They come to f
ace with a competent, hostile and ferocious enemy and were forced toadapt to their tactics and left an
 indelible mark on the LTTE. As per Maj Gen Shiv KSharma, then IG SFF, LTTE radio intercepts cl
early indicated that they feared the ParaCommandos most and chose extra caution whenever the sligh
test movement of thesespecialist troops was apprehended / detected in any area. A number of joint op
erationswould also be conducted by Army Para (Commandos) and the fledgling Indian MarineSpecia
l Forces (IMSF) after two naval officers returned from the BDS/SEALS course inthe United States to
 start a project for the Navy’s Special Forces. 

While the Para Commandos were engaged in battling the LTTE, Brig Michael Rose,Director, SAS fr
om UK came and met Lt Gen AS Kalkat, OFC & GOC Land Forces.Rose subsequently visited Sri La
nka to gain firsthand knowledge of the ongoing specialoperations. He also invited Gen Kalkat to visit
 SAS, which the General did at a laterdate, discovering amongst other things that the SAS had no for
mal rank structure. Brig(later promoted to General rank) Michael Rose was the Commanding Officer 
of theSAS when they went into the Iranian Embassy in London when it was taken hostageby terrorist
s. The hostage rescue operation would become a classic text-
book case onhow to conduct such special operations and bring the SAS into the limelight for thefirst t
ime. The world would wake up to the existence of the shadowy SAS as the menconducted a multiple 
entry rescue operation, neutralised the terrorists and capturedone of them alive. He would subsequent
ly go to command British Forces in theFalklands and also in Bosnia. 

The experience gathered in Sri Lanka would leave a major mark on the ParaCommandos and by 199
0, when the last elements were preparing to return to India,they had learnt several valuable lessons. O
fficers would joke about the key differencesin the way the three battalions would operate. The mount
ain commandos would havethe least casualties as they would operate in stealth. They would take diff
erent routesto an ambush, spend considerable time conducting intelligence surveillance and thencarry
 out their ambushes. They would then take a different route to extract themselvesafter the action was 



over so that they could not be ambushed as they returned to base.In sharp contrast, the desert comma
ndos would go into operations with courage andbravado that would yield results but also lead to seve
ral casualties. Much of this wouldend up becoming part of the military yore that would dominate the 
Sri Lankannarrative in the evolution of the Indian Special Forces. 

Many of these lessons would come handy as the units were drawn into ferociouscounter insurgency o
perations within months of their return. A botched election in theState of Jammu and Kashmir had er
upted in wide spread protests and Pakistan waswaiting to exploit such a situation. Pakistan, as a state 
had always believed in lowintensity conflict as a means of its foreign policy and it was all set to begi
n a new warwith India. Once again, the Para Commandos, now re-
organised as Special Forceswould play a leading role in taking on cross border terrorism; fighting terr
orists whohad forged their expertise in battling the Soviets in Afghanistan. 

A new era and a new challenge for the Indian Special Forces was all set to begin. 

PICTURE  1 

 

Lt Col Megh Singh, then serving as a Major in a Guards battalion would walk into theoffice of Lt Ge
n Harbaksh Singh, the then Western Army Commander and convincehim to set up a commando unit 
for ‘behind-
enemy lines’ operations. The unit wasinformally termed Meghdhoot Force and its success during the 
1965 operations led tothe creation of the first Special Forces Unit of the Indian Army. 

PICTURE  2 



 

The Special Frontier Forces raised in aftermath of the 1962 Sino-
Indian war was ineffect the first Special Force of independent India. These photos are from the intern
et.When the SFF were paradropped in in Bangladesh during the 1971 Indo-
Pak War,Pakistanis thought the Chinese had come to their assistance. 

PICTURE  3 

 

The men and officers of 9 Para (Commando) pose for a picture just after the 1971Indo-
Pak War under Lt Col O P Sabharwal. They would do the first series of raidsacross the Line of Contr
ol by taking out a gun position in Mandhol and capture ferriesin an adjoining sector. 

PICTURE  4 



 

Lt Col (Later Brigadier) Bhawani Singh, scion of the royal family of Jaipur (Rajasthan)volunteered t
o serve with Para Commandos. When the ‘Desert Scorpions’ were raised,he moved to Jodhpur to lea
d the unit during the 1971 Indo-
Pak War, leading thefamous raid on the Pakistani Rangers’ HQ in Chahchro (Sindh) 80 kilometres in
sideenemy territory and surprise the Indian Army positions on the border while returningfrom Pakista
n in their open Jonga jeeps. He was awarded a Mahavir Chakra and theChachro raid would become p
art of the legend of the Para Commandos. 

PICTURE  5 

 

These open jeeps had been designed with a Light Machine Gun on top for the DesertScorpions to rus
h through the deserts of Rajasthan and then enter Pakistan from Sindhand raid the Ranger’s HQ. This
 photograph was taken just before the raid on Chahchrobegan. 

PICTURE  6 



 

Officers and men of a Para (Commando) unit inspect captured weapons afterOperation ‘Blue Star’. T
he hastily rushed in commandos with no intelligence, denieduse of rocket launchers, unconventional 
entry and made to enter through publicentrance covered by heavily armed militants. The operation w
ould see the menundertake major risks as they went in on the full moon reflected on the marble floor.
The CO later told the media they were sent in “with their hands tied behind theirbacks”. 

PICTURE  7 

 

President Zail Singh visited the Golden Temple soon after the conclusion of Operation‘Blue Star’ an
d witnessed how well armed the Khalistani militants were. The ParaCommandos on the left would m
aintain a quiet vigil during the visit. 

PICTURE  8 



 

The Prime Minister, Mrs Indira Gandhi would travel to the unit location of the ParaCommandos to pe
rsonally congratulate them for their role in Operation ‘Blue Star’.She would address the unit and pers
onally everyone who participated in the operation. 

PICTURE  9 

 

The Desert Scorpions were the first Para Commando units to be airlifted to Palaly inSri Lanka at shor
t notice informed of only a “10-
15 day operation” and return soon.With just one Jonga and a motorcycle two Teams flew and the rest
 of the battalionwould join them later. The unit would eventually leave the island-
nation three yearslater. The CO, Col Dalvir Singh, displayed leadership of a very high order -
seen herewith Captain Ranbir Singh Bhaduria after a special operation. 

PICTURE  10 



 

Para Commandos of the mountain warfare specialised unit was last to join the othertwo Para Comma
ndo Battalions in Sri Lanka. They were also flown at short notice.Here from left to right are Major Ju
de Cruz, unknown officer, Col Hardev Singh‘Hardy’ Lidder and Lt Col Shashi Khanna. 

PICTURE  11 

 

Brigadier Bhavani Singh, CO of the Desert Scorpions during the 1971 Indo-
Pak Warhad retired from service. He visited the unit deployed in Sri Lanka and participated ina ‘bara
-khanna’ (Unit Lunch) to boost morale of the unit. Standing behind him is ColDalvir Singh, the CO. 

PICTURE  12 



 

Men from the youngest Para Commando Battalion with members of friendly Tamilgroups in Alampil
 Forest of Sri Lanka. They provided the intelligence and terrainknowledge that helped the Para Com
mandos inflict major damage to the LTTE inseveral special operations. 

PICTURE  13 

 

Ambassador J N Dixit, legendary Indian High Commissioner to Sri Lanka duringOperation ‘Pawan’ 
played a critical role under Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi inColombo. A Para Commando unit was de
ployed in Colombo including on board anaval Ship for protecting the Indian High Commission. 

PICTURE  14 



 

Sri Lanka gave valuable lessons to the Para Commandos in dealing with an elusiveenemy. Here an of
ficer inspects one of the tunnels frequently used by the LTTE alongwith a captured LTTE cadre. Noti
ce weapons used by the para-
commandos were theobsolete 7.62 mm self loading rifle and the odd AK-47 captured from LTTE. 

PICTURE  15 

 

Life wasn’t easy for Para Commando in Sri Lanka but they adapted well to theenvironment. Such wa
s the sprit that every injured officer would return to the unit assoon as declared fit. Extreme right is 
Maj Bhupesh Jain who lost his left leg in SriLanka, later as a Brigadier was India’s Military Attache i
n Washington DC and wouldwear the two star rank by the time this book is published. 

PICTURE  16 



 

Sri Lanka would see a special bond between the officers and the men, the hallmark ofevery Special F
orces unit. Here the CO of one of the para commando units, Lt ColPrakash Katoch with his officers a
nd men during special operations in Alampil Forest,Sri Lanka. 

PICTURE  17 

 

A rare picture of Commanding Officers of Para Commando units that played active rolein operations 
in Sri Lanka. On extreme left is Col Hardev Singh ‘Hardy’ Lidder.Standing to his immediate right is 
Colonel Dalvir Singh. On extreme right is ColonelPrakash Katoch. The other two officers (Col Subh
ash Joshi and Col Onkar Singh) didnot participate in the Sri Lanka operations. All the officers would 
do their HigherCommand course at the Army war College, MHOW. 

PICTURE  18 



 

Soon after their return from Sri Lanka, a Para Commando unit would be tasked tocarry out a risky op
eration of rescuing civilains trapped in a cable car on Timber Trail,a resort in Himachal Pradesh. Bot
h Para Commandos and the IAF helicopter pilotswould show extraordinary skill and courage to recue
 the trapped civilians in a two-dayoperation. 

PICTURE  19 

 

Major Ivan Crasto, sitting in the rear would show tremendous courage dangling from aIAF helicopter
 to rescue the trapped civilians. With dusk approaching he would spend awhole night in the cable car 
with the civilians to keep their morale high and take themdown a day later. Flying the helicopter was 
Group Captain F H Major (later Air Chief),then Commanding Officer of the Helicopter Unit. He pers
onally pilot the rescuehelicopter. Both men would be awarded the Shaurya Chakra for gallantry. 

PICTURE  20 



 

The Timber Trail cable car operation required a lot of delicate hovering as MajorCrasto would winch
 down to rescue one civilian ata time and stay there till the rescueoperations were completed the next 
day. 

Training  

After returning from Operation Pawan in Sri Lanka Para Ccommando Battalions beganformal transfo
rmation into Special Fores. This meant a variety of training to incresespecialisation and skills to opea
rte in multiple theatres and from various platforms. Allthe three uits would undergo training to sharpe
n abilities to operate in sea, air or landincluding high and very high altitudes. 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Many of the Special Forces units would regulary send their personnel to the IndianNavy’s diving esta
blishments in the Southern state of Kerala. They would come backcertified deep sea divers and prolif
erate their special skills to their colleagues in theunit. 



 

Sri Lanka had a profound impact on Special Forces that helped them improve. Theconcepts that had 
been validated in battling the LTTE would quickly become part offuture SOPs. Here a young Captain
 applies camouflage paint before heading off into asecret special operation in Sri Lanka. On his right 
is Captain K AMohan who wouldcommand the same unit a decade later. 

 

Indian Special Forces would hold several joint training exercises with their US SF andSpecial Forces 
of numerous countries to improve inter-operability and exhangeexpertise on special operations. 



 

The US M1A1 carbine became an instant favourite with Indian Special Forces. 

Counter Insurgency 

In 1990, when Pakistan-
sponsored insurgency erupted in in Jammu & Kashmir,Special Forces would play a decisive role in t
aking the battle to the enemy. Inoperations across the State, Special Forces units would adopt innovat
eive methods to fight the guerrilla like a guerrilla, conducting a range of special operations. 

 

Special Forces quickly adapted to the methods and habits of the militants infiltratingfrom Pakistan. T
hey would dress as militants, carry AK-47, and live off the land as theyhunted militants. 



 

A key to the success of the special operations was the respect for the local customs andtraditions of t
he area where Special Forces operated. Here they offer prayers beforeheading into an operation again
st militants. 

 



 

 

 



Bulk of the special operations would be led by daredevil officers. Captain Arun SinghJasrotia was a 
much-
respected young officer who would be killed in one such operationin the early days of Pakistan-
sponsored insurgency. He was awarded the Ashok Chakra(highest peace time gallantry award) posth
umously. 

 

Major Sudhir Kumar Walia was another legend who would survive the Kargil Conflict,only to be kill
ed in counter insurgency operations a month later in August 1999. MajorSudhir was posted as the A
DC (Security) with the Chief of Army Staff when the KargilConflict broke out. After taking special l
eave he rushed back to his unit and jumpedinto operations right away. A good singer and a linguist, 
Major Walia’s death wasmajor loss to the Indian Special Forces community. 

 

In March 2007, Captain Harsharan R coming virtually face to face with four terroriststrying to break 
out from a cordon under the curtain of dark and heavy snowfall firingsimultaneously would kill a terr
orist, himself receiving a bullet in the thigh but despitethis would kill a second terrorist and would th
e third. But he would receive gunshotwounds in the neck and later succumb to his injuries. He was a
warded the highestpeace time gallantry award of the Ashok Chakra posthumously. 



 

Major Mohit Sharma (recipient of the gallantry award of Sena Medal earlier) was alsoawarded the As
hok Chakra posthumously after he led a major special operation againstPakistani-
sponsored militants in Jammu & Kashmir in 2009. He killed four terroristsand saved two of his comr
ades despite being seriously wounded but succumbed to hisinjuries in the process. 

 

By 2006-
2007 the weapon profile of the Indian Special Forces was finally changing.They discarded the AK-
47s for the Israeli Tavor assault rifles and moderncommunication equipment. This came after a 2002 
modernisation study was approved 
by the government to start the long road to modernise the Indian Special Forces. Notethe standing Sp
ecial Forces personnel carrying the Tavors with members of the J & KPolice 



 

 

They would also undertake many operations in built up urban areas conductng surgicalhostage rescue
 intevention operations. 



 

Subterfuge and deception was used on both sides in the bloody battles of Jammu &Kashmir. The Spe
cial Forces units would prove to be a master at deception anddisguise when they operated in the Kash
mir Valley and prove to be lethal for Pakistanimilitants crossing over. 

KARGIL:  OP ‘VIJAY’  

The Kargil Conflict would Special Forces given tasks not suitable for Special Forces.Some of these 
would be partially successful. Lack of understanding of tasking SpecialForces in higher echelons was
 a major problem. Most were used at a tactical level byformation commanders for limited gains. At ti
mes, Special Forces Teams were pressedinto attack like a normal infantry company. 

 



 

 

 



 

Major Sudhir Kumar Walia (sitting in the centre) rushed back from a plum posting inDelhi to fight th
e Kargil Conflict along with his Special Forces Team. He would survivethe conflict war only to die a 
month later while battling Pakistani militants. 

Indian  Special Forces in the Future 

 



 

 



 

 



 

Section II  

The Special Forces Years 

(1990 and Beyond) 

1 

Op ‘Rakshak’  - Counter Insurgency Employment 
By the time the three Special Forces units were coming back from Sri Lanka, a majorinsurgency was 
erupting in Jammu and Kashmir. The state administration was caughtunawares as militants from the J
ammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) began toinfiltrate across the LC after receiving training 
in Pakistan. These were early days andthe JKLF was the dominant insurgent group in the Kashmir va
lley, made up ofindigenous Kashmiris who had crossed over to Pakistan a year before. The subseque
ntyears would see a marked change in the insurgency as the complexion of terrorismchanged in the V
alley from a purely indigenous movement to one that would soon bedominated by foreign militants w
ho were moving out from Afghanistan and re-routedto India by Pakistan. 

This was a legacy of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, when the tanks rolledacross the Hin
du Kush and set up a communist regime in Kabul. The CIA immediatelyforged a relationship with th
e Pakistan’s Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI) to startcreating a Mujahideen that would take on the Soviets. The money f
or the insurgencywould be funneled through the ISI, which would choose the groups they wanted to f
undor arm. The Pashtun groups would receive the bulk of the money while the minorityrebel groups 
of the Tajiks and the Uzbeks in the North would get a lesser dole. By thelate 1980s, Indian intelligen
ce surmised that the infrastructure that had been createdby the ISI for Afghanistan had become useful



 to Pakistan for starting an insurgency inJammu and Kashmir. The plan was not new and had been att
empted in 1947, soonafter Partition of the Subcontinent, when Pakistani Army regulars dressed as tri
balraiders took off from Domel and launched a major assault on Kashmir. After theaccession of Jam
mu & Kashmir to India, Indian troops landed at Srinagar airport tosave Kashmir. 

But in 1990, the same strategy had become far more potent, funded by the CIA’s fundsthat were bein
g diverted to fuel a new insurgency. The state administration watchedhelplessly as the militants ran a
mok across the state even declaring some regions as“liberated.” It took the security forces nearly four
 years to regain a foothold and beginto take on the militants. By 1994, when Gen B C Joshi took over
 as the Chief of ArmyStaff, the contours of a fresh strategy to deal with the terrorism in the Valley be
gan.Gen Joshi, a visionary Army Chief who had served as DGMO, facilitated acomprehensive study 
to reorganise the Special Forces and begin a process tomodernise the Army. 

It was his plan to create a permanent force that would be manned by officers and menfrom the Indian
 Army on rotation but permanently stay in Jammu and Kashmir totackle the growing insurgency. Nat
urally, the mountain commandos were to play amajor role in the counter insurgency operations. 

This was also a time of great churning in the three units that had just returned from SriLanka. They h
ad been blooded in one of the most violent insurgency campaigns everconducted and had met with m
ixed success. But the biggest gain for the units was theability to prepare themselves for new conflicts 
and adapt to various situations bybreaking out of their theatre-
specific roles. They were no longer Para Commandos andSri Lanka had provided them the opportunit
y to ensure that they could take on anyenemy, on any turf and deliver a creditable account of themsel
ves. 

There was also a generational shift in the three battalions as new officers, who hadjoined the unit afte
r Operation Pawan were getting oriented towards a new lowintensity conflict. The lessons that their s
eniors had learnt on the battlefields of Jaffna,Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Palaly and Vavuniya would he
lp in the new battles fought inSopore, Lolab Valley, Doda, Kishtwar, the Harfuda forests and Kupwar
a. The tacticswere the same, as the Special Forces began to adapt to the new enemy, learning theircus
toms, language skills and matching their weapons with some of their own. 

A marked change in Sri Lanka was the authorisation to start using the captured AK-
47sfrom the LTTE. The units had come back with a sizable number of the relativelymodern and sturd
y assault rifle and orders were placed to get more AK-
47s from theWarsaw Pact countries. But a price-
sensitive Ministry of Defence looked for thecheapest rifles in the market and when the first MK-
VZ version of the rifles arrived, theunits found that their rifling had been worn out with usage. The b
ullets would fire of indifferent directions and they had to wait till better versions of the weapons arriv
ed. Butthe coming of Gen B C Joshi proved to be major advantage for the Special Forces. Anew regu
lar battalion was being earmarked for conversion into a Special Forces roleand there was movement t
o set up a Special Forces HQ along with a Special ForcesRegiment. 

A new generation of young officers had come into the battalions, some of them whohad joined their 
battalions in the final eight months of their deployment in Sri Lanka.Officers like Lieutenants Abhay 
Narayan Sapru, Dalip Bhalla, G S Kullar, Arun SinghJasrotia, Alok Jha and Lt Sudhir Kumar Walia 
made it through the rigorous probationof Special Forces. Lt Sudhir Kumar and Lt Jasrotia would bec
ome legends within theIndian Special Forces community in a few years, as they took on the Pakistans
ponsored terrorists in the Valley in continuous operations. 



Both Lt Walia and Lt Jasrotia joined the Special Forces almost together, separated by afew months. L
t Walia was commissioned as a part of the 82nd Regular course and sixmonths later Lt Jasrotia would
 also receive his commission as a part of the 83rdRegular course. Both would be part of the new bree
d of young officers who would bearthe brunt of the new wave terrorism engineered by Pakistan that 
was spreading acrossthe Valley. 

Captain Alok Jha, a course junior to Captain Jasrotia joined the Special Forces unit inthe mountains a
 year before him. Captain Jha would conduct the probation for his“senior” Captain Jasrotia when he 
would show up as a volunteer for the unit. From thevery beginning there was something unique and d
ifferent of this quiet man who wouldgo about the tasks set to him with ease and elegance. Part of the 
probation was a 60kilometres speed march with 40 kilograms of weight that had to be completed in a
 settime frame to test the stamina and determination of the volunteer aspiring to join theSpecial Force
s. Nearly eight kilomteres into the speed march, the strap on of the back-
pack of Captain Jasrotia’s would snap off. Captain Jha, who was the Probation Officeroffered him a c
hance to conduct the speed march at a later date so that the back-
packcould be repaired. But Captain Jasrotia just refused to stop and finished the speedmarch well in t
ime carrying his bulky rifle in one hand and the back-pack in the other. 

He and Captain Jha would become best buddies as their unit got sucked into counterinsurgency opera
tions. The operations carried out in those years were unique andpresented fresh challenges for the Sp
ecial Forces. In those days, parts of Kashmir wereconsidered “liberated” by the terrorists flooding in 
from across the Line of Control(LC). Sopore a small town in the Valley was one such “liberated” tow
n (as the armyhad no permanent presence, after each operation army moved out, which permittedthe 
militants to re-
enter) when their team was tasked to take on the militants. CaptainJasrotia would earn his first Sena 
Medal for gallantry and they went into the operationfighting their way into built up areas against kno
wn militant haunts. A particular areawas notorious where the militants would simply fire at a military
 convoy and melt intothe crowd making it impossible to fire back. A plan was quickly made to send i
n twoteams, one covertly and dressed in civilian clothing while another team would drive inas “bait” 
for the militants. Major Paramjit Sangha, the Team Commander immediatelydecided to act as the “ba
it” and drive in with some of his men hoping that the militantswould squeeze off a few shots. 

At first light, as the Special Forces team merged into the town, Major Sangha droveand began to mak
e the rounds hoping that a militant tanzeem would take a shot atthem. As expected, as soon as a milit
ant team opened up, Captain Jha and Jasrotia’stroops moved in and gave chase. The militants ran into
 a nearby dhok (Kashmiri hut)and hid in the false ceiling that is customary in these houses. 

Captain Jha ran into the dhok quickly followed by Captain Jasrotia and another SpecialForces operat
or when the militants fired a short burst and threw an Arges grenade, thestandard munitions that milit
ants came equipped with from across the LC. Thegrenade bounced off Captain Jha’s chest and fell be
tween him and the entrance whereCaptain Jasrotia was standing. With nowhere else to go, Captain Jh
a would jumpinside with his back to the grenade to avoid any major injury while Captain Jasrotiaroll
ed away from the door. Luckily for both officers that grenade would be that rarepiece that wouldn’t g
o off. In that operation the team would get nearly six militants, arare find in those early days of insur
gency in the Kashmir Valley. 

Promoted to a Captain, Jasrotia was chasing a group of terrorists on September 15,1995 when his tea
m came under withering fire in the Lolab valley. Capt Jasrotia hadalready been awarded the Sena Me
dal for gallantry and along with Lt Sudhir Walia,both considered the new breed of Special Forces offi
cers in the Indian Army. That dayCapt Jasrotia’s team came under heavy rocket and small arms fire. I



n order to extricatehis men, he crawled forward and despite suffering severe injuries, he killed a terro
ristwith his commando knife in hand-to-
hand combat. He managed to kill anotherterrorist by lobbing grenades. This gave his team an opportu
nity to take cover andengage the remaining terrorists effectively. In the ensuing firefight Capt Jasroti
asuccumbed to his injuries. For his gallant action Captain Jasrotia was awarded with thehighest peace
 time gallantry award of Ashok Chakra posthumously. Captain Jha wasaway in Nepal during this tim
e. A call from the unit to Major Sangha’s relatives inKathmandu would break the news to him. It wo
uld take a few days for him to book aflight back to Delhi, landing on the day when the final remains 
of Captain Jasrotiawere consigned to the flames. 

A few years later, on August, 29,1999 just a few months after the Kargil war, MajorSudhir Kumar W
alia was on an intelligence-
based operation with a squad of five SFpersonnel in the Hafruda Forest in Kupwara district. The squa
d suddenly came acrossa well camouflaged hide out housing nearly 20 terrorists. Major Sudhir Kuma
r pushedahead of his squad and taking advantage of the element of surprise, neutralised thesentries an
d killed four militants. However, he had also received serious injuries hecontinued to engage the terro
rists. Having lost a lot of blood, Major Walia continuedto direct his men on his radio set and ensured 
that the terrorists were eliminated. Likehis buddy Capt Jasrotia, he was also awarded the highest peac
e time gallantry award ofthe Ashok Chakra posthumously. 

In March 2007, came another gallant act and sacrifice by Captain Harsharan R in closequarter comba
t with terrorists in north Kashmir. On receiving information in the deadof night of presence of hardco
re terrorists in a house he laid a cordon. In the earlyhours of the morning, four terrorist in the curtain 
of dark and heavy snowfall rushedout firing simultaneously, virtually face to face with Harsharan. De
spite beingoutnumbered, Harsharan killed one terrorist instantly but received a bullet in his thigh.Un
mindful, he killed a second terrorist rushing him but received a gunshot wound inthe neck but wound
ed a third terrorist. Harsharan later succumbed to his injuries. Hewas awarded the highest peace time 
gallantry award of the Ashok Chakraposthumously. 

In yet another audacious counter terrorist operation in 2009, after receivinginformation of presence o
f some infiltrating terrorists, Major Mohit Sharma (already arecipient of gallantry award Sena Medal)
 led his commandos in tracking them in thedense Haphruda forest of North Kashmir. On observing su
spicious movement, healerted his scouts but terrorists fired from three directions indiscriminately. In 
theheavy exchange of fire, four commandos were wounded immediately. With completedisregard to 
his safety, he crawled and recovered two soldiers to safety. Unmindful ofthe overwhelming fire, he th
rew grenades and killed two terrorists but was shot in thechest. In the brief respite that followed, he k
ept directing his commandos despiteserious injuries. Sensing further danger to his comrades, he char
ged in a daring closequarter combat killing the balance two more terrorists and attained martyrdomfi
ghting for his motherland in the finest traditions of Indian Army. He too was alsoawarded the highest
 peace time gallantry award of the Ashok Chakra posthumously. 

Insurgency settings provided the Special Forces fair opportunity to operate in highmountain ranges, d
ense forests, villages, as also thickly populated areas. Invariably inlatter cases, the call came when ter
rorists had already taken hostages or opened firefrom a safe house on their targets in a surprise move 
or on being discovered. Suchoccasions were many and gave youngsters like Majors Manav Yadav an
d Puneet Atwalopportunity to display their skills, eliminate the terrorists and free hostages.Recogniti
on and awards kept pouring in routine fashion. 

While the Rashtriya Rifles (RR) was being set up, Gen B C Joshi was also keen to setup a commando
 RR unit that could emulate the Special Forces and conduct surgicaloperations against the terrorists. 



Colonel Ram Pradhan, a veteran Special Forcesofficer was brought in along with Major Abhay Sapru
, a veteran of the Sri Lankaoperations. Most of the men were either from the Dogra Regiment or the J
ammu &Kashmir Light Infantry. This proved to be an interesting challenge for the SpecialForces offi
cers who had been brought in hastily to try and shape this fledgling unit intoa battalion fit for operati
ons. Most of tactical training given to the troops was drawn onthe experience that Maj Sapru had pic
ked up as he had operated in Sri Lanka. 

The unit had to start from scratch, desperately trying to achieve cohesion in a limitedtime frame as m
ost of the men and officers would be sent on deputation to the RR andthen rotated back to their paren
t units. The men had to un-
learn their conventionaltactics, learn new skills akin to commandos and operate using unconventional
methods. This is where the experiences gained from Sri Lanka came in handy and thetroops began to 
shape up and conduct their operations, starting with the Doda valley inthe south. The unit was involv
ed in a major operation during the period when a newmilitant outfit, Al-
Faran, kidnapped several foreign tourists in the Kashmir Valley.While the Army and the RR Battalio
ns were immediately pressed into service, a teamfrom this unit operating in Doda, south of the Pir Pa
njals in Jammu district receivedinformation that a militant identified as “Sohaid Bhai” was looking fo
r contacts in theKishtwar area. There was another terrorists with him –
 Hasan Ali also known as AlTurki. They had been tasked by the Al Faran to establish contact with th
e Harka-ul-
Mujahideen squad in Kishtwar so that the hostages could be moved there to escape thearmy units sea
rching for them. The unit established a dragnet across the areapreventing the two militants from estab
lishing contact as a cat-and-
mouse gamecontinued over the next 72 hours. Worried that commandos would get them, a Gujjargui
de who was working with the militants ran away with Hasan Ali’s weapon. Thecommando team final
ly chanced upon the two militants who immediately gave up andled them to their hideout where two 
cameras of the hostages were recovered, detailsand whereabouts of the hostages who were still in the 
Kashmir Valley, however, couldnot be ascertained. 

By 1991, teams from other Special Forces units outside J&K were also being inductedinto the Kashm
ir Valley. Capitalizing on surrendered militants, Special Forces teamswere creating small irregular bo
dies spear headed by Special Forces operatives. Theseirregular bodies of former militants were create
d without any major training,equipment or tasking. This training for pseudo-
gang operations was as had beenenvisaged by the Para Commandos while dealing with the LTTE in 
Sri Lanka. 

They worked on the fault lines between the rival militant groups and began to lookafter the families o
f those who had signed up for the effort. This paid dividends as thefirst major special operations agai
nst the terrorists swung into action. The troopsstayed with them in their homes, did ambushes togethe
r and began to live like them.These surrendered militants would provide key information on terrorist 
outfits like theAl Badr and help the Special Forces patrols neutralise several prominent militantleader
s. They also helped prepare a major disinformation campaign that was created bythe Special Forces a
s they operated in the interiors of the State. In fact post 1997,whole Special Forces units from outside
 J&K started moving in for a few months eachby and operated effectively, killing scores of terrorists. 
Old veterans of the Sri Lankaoperations like Colonels Mohan and Sanjay Bhaduria would use the adv
anced LTTEradio sets captured during Operation Pawan to scan the airwaves for militantcommunica
tions and ambush them. 



It is not that these Special Forces units had to depend on surrendered militants toundertake pseudo ga
ng operations. Over a period of time most Special Forcesoperatives could very well merge with terror
ists, speaking their language, dressing andliving like them. It became a fun game for youngsters like 
Capt KP Singh to meetinfiltrating Pakistani terrorists and scalp them. His unit conducted several spec
ialoperations as they quickly learnt the language and customs of the foreign militants.They would spe
nd time posing as a militant group and establish contact with othermilitant groups to gather intelligen
ce. Once they had gathered adequate intelligencethey would either ask the militants to surrender or e
ngage them in firefights, when metwith resistance. Most of these skills took a lot of time and patience
 and brought to thefore how effective Special Forces could be in counter-terrorism operations. 

The same unit would also undertake several successful counter-
insurgency operationsin the North East. An operation conducted by a small team of two young office
rs andtwo NCOs in a covert mode in March 1998, in general area Churachandpur of Manipurin Coun
ter Insurgency environment proves this. The initial plan was made when aninput was received that a l
ocal resident in a remote village close to Myanmar borderproduces country made AK-
47 weapons for the militants. Based on this information,this small team planned a snatch operation to
 pick up this individual to carry outinterrogation to gain more useful inputs. This small team moved i
n covert mode in acivil hired van to the intended objective, however, due to heavy rains and poor roa
dconditions, the operation was called off midway. The team leader decided to take adifferent route fo
r coming back to base, which although short, was not used by militaryconvoys and accordingly, there
 was never a route opening done for this route. Theteam had just traversed a few miles on this stretch,
 when they sighted a column of 10-
12 militants walking in a formation with weapons and combat loads, confidently, asArmy carries out 
patrolling. Movement of such a large group of militants was probablydue to army presence being min
imal in that area. As the van crossed this column,militants tried to stop this van, probably for checkin
g or for extortion. As the teamleader did not stop the vehicle, few shots were fired on the van, which 
only damagedthe rear windshield. 

The team leader halted the vehicle after going about a kilometre ahead and made aplan to apprehend t
his group in spite of being totally outnumbered in manpower aswell as weapons, as such a lucrative t
arget is a rare opportunity to come by. The teamclimbed a hillock after hiding the van in thick underg
rowth. The opportunity ambushwas so sited to cover open flanks also, as it was envisaged that on con
tact militantmight try to manoeuvre around the ambush site. Armed with just two AK 47 with fivema
gazines each and two pistols each round had to make hit the militants. As thecolumn of militants reac
hed in close vicinity, they were effectively engaged by theteam. The firefight lasted for about 20 min
utes after which anticipating a strongresistance, the militants retreated. The team waited for darkness 
to undertake thesearch of the area. The success of this operation included the neutralising of fivemilit
ants with weapons and a large quantity of explosives and incriminatingdocuments. This was a classic
 small team operation by a Special Forces teamhighlighting initiative at junior leader level and a bold
 planning and execution. 

After the Kargil Conflict Special Forces units from outside J&K continued to operate inthe Valley, n
otching up significant successes. In one instance, intelligence had come infrom intercepts that a senio
r militant commander of the Lashkar-e-
Toiba was movingaround in high mountains area north of Srinagar. A Special Forces team wasimme
diately airlifted and placed in the area near the last sighting of the terrorists. Theunit was known to i
mprovise their standard issue equipment and they had hooked uptheir hand held thermal imagers to l
ocally procured TV sets to monitor the housewhere the terrorists were holed up. A few days later, as t
he militants moved out, asmall Special Forces team slipped out and began to trail them until a firefig



ht brokeout in a nearby nala. The firefight resulted in both the terrorists being neutralised. Oneof the 
dead terrorists was identified as Kasib, the son of the operations commander ofthe LeT, Zaki-ur-
Rahman ‘Lakhvi’. It was Lakhvi who would later plan the assault onMumbai on 26/11, 2008. 

By 2003-
04, the Special Forces would play a leading role in the counter terrorismoperations in J&K state. Vet
eran Special Forces officers like Hardev Singh Lidder, whohad now taken over a RR Force as a Majo
r General would oversee one of the mostsuccessful operations against the Pakistan sponsored terrorist
s in the upper reaches ofHill Kaka, a treacherous mountain region to the west of the Poonch-
Surankot Sector.The area had become a permanent base for the terrorist infiltrating across the LC fro
mPakistan Occupied Kashmir and gather at Hill Kaka before moving into the KashmirValley or Dod
a / Kishtwar. An elaborate operation was planned for over a year with aSpecial Forces Battalion playi
ng a leading role. They also picked up a number of Gujjarboys who were familiar with the terrain and
 trained them. In May 2004, one SpecialForces team launched the first assault on Hill Kaka and destr
oyed the base that hadfacilitated the infiltration of hundreds of militants for over a decade. 

The involvement of the Special Forces in counter insurgency operations in Jammu &Kashmir proved
 to be an excellent training ground but also came at a considerable costto their capabilities. All the thr
ee Special Forces Battalions had also repeatedlydemonstrated their level of skills at the individual an
d unit levels. The officers andmen had continued to expand their skills at an impressive rate with man
y of themspecialising a vast array of skills that included conducting High Altitude High Opening(HA
HO) and High Altitude Low Opening (HALO) Combat Free Falls (CFF), deep seadiving and other sp
ecialist capabilities. Unfortunately, in the higher echelons of themilitary leadership, there was little or
 ill-
informed awareness about these skills or theircapabilities. As the Special Forces continued to grow, t
hey would be either misused orbe subjected to impossible expectations, leading to continuous clashes
 that would be tothe detriment of the Indian Special Forces. 

While the military recognised that the Special Forces had a major role to play inmodern warfare, amp
ly demonstrated by the US invasion of Iraq in 1990 and again inthe aftermath of 9/11 in Afghanistan,
 there was little movement in the direction thatwould have ensured the Special Forces achieve their tr
ue potential. 

The unfamiliarity of the military hierarchy with special operations would show up thefault-
lines in operations when war broke out. The Special Forces units, thrown intocounter-
insurgency operations for nearly a decade also led to a Low Intensity Counter-
Insurgency Operations (LICO) mindset in the battalions. By 1999, when war broke outin Kargil, the f
our battalions were still in a counter insurgency mode. Doctrines hadnot been updated, internal best p
ractices within the battalions had also eroded with theconstant exposure to counter insurgency operati
ons and the military hierarchy hadforgotten that the Special Forces were a strategic force, not mere ta
ctical commandobattalions. 

Part of this was also the internal machinations and a lack of vision that had killed amajor initiative th
at had been started in 1994 by Army Headquarters under Gen B CJoshi. This was the birth of a separ
ate Special Forces Regiment that could haveachieved a major milestone in the evolution of the Speci
al Forces and given India atrue strategic capability. Instead, what started as a visionary initiative quic
klydescended into a farce and ended in tragedy. 
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Op Vijay  - The Kargil  Conflict  
The National Highway 1A that courses from the Kashmir Valley and heads north-
easttowards the mountains of Leh in Ladakh passes through Dras, a small sleepy town thatis barely n
oticed by travelers and beyond to Kargil before entering Leh. From Leh, aroad runs North via Khard
ung La to Siachen region and a separate one to EasternLadakh. 

Few realised the strategic importance of Kargil and the surrounding heights, most ofwhich are design
ated as points and numbers where the army undertook patrols or heldsome features. In winter, becaus
e of the sub zero temperatures with some areascomparable with the Siachen Glacier area, troops woul
d vacate their posts and comedown to a relatively warmer region. As in all cases of winter vacated po
sts, there is noquestion of even an informal understanding between the opposing troops that thesearea
s could not be occupied by the adversary to gain an upper hand. In order tomonitor the area, the army
 would fly helicopter sorties over the area periodically,known as Wide Area Surveillance Operations 
(WASO) to detect any intrusions.However, these sorties generally flew at a distance of about one kil
ometer from theLine of Control. 

But none of these WASO sorties actually detected what was going on before the onsetof summer of 1
999; an elaborate plan involving Pakistani Northern Light Infantry(NLI) Battalions and Special Servi
ces Group (SSG) sneaking in to capture the vacatedposts, plus establish posts of their own. 

The purpose of the massive secret Pakistani intrusions was to ensure that NationalHighway 1A could 
be effectively dominated and depending on success achieved, cut itoff permanently thus gaining a ma
jor strategic advantage over India. The Pakistaniplan was actually to not lose surprise till the winter o
f 1999 set in, ensuring that thepasses (including Zoji La and Rohtang Pass) along both roads leading t
o Ladakh wereclosed for winter. This would have left India with only limited capacity of inductingrei
nforcement by air during winters. However, an Indian Army patrol was ambushedmuch earlier that g
ave away the surprise. By May 1999, when the first intelligencereports from the Kargil Brigade bega
n to filter in, it was obvious that the Pakistanis hadestablished a major foothold in Kargil region. Indi
a and Pakistan would go to war forthe fourth time and engage in a sharp and bitter conflict that would
 rage for nearlythree months on these icy dominating heights before daring attacks by Indians underw
ithering fire shook the Pakistanis out of the bunkers and sent them packing. 

While the bulk of the fighting was fought by the Srinagar based Corps under the aegisof the Northern
 Army Command, Army HQ was playing a major role. But most of theplanning of the immediate batt
les was left to the Divisional Commanders while assaultteams from the various Special Forces units 
were sprinkled all over the theatre. Onceagain, the strategic value of Special Forces was not appreciat
ed, leaving them to beused for tactical gains as when a Divisional commander felt the need. The bulk
 of thefighting was left to the mountain specialists who had always been in the state ofJammu and Ka
shmir with the other Special Forces units also roped in. But operationalmatters for the Special Forces 
would continue to be incredibly complicated. Thestrategic part in any case became redundant when t
he then Prime Minister Atal BihariVajpayee’s Government ordered that Line of Control, as designate
d during the 1949Karachi Agreement and 1972 Shimla Agreement, was not to be crossed. 

The initial planning as on June 7, 1999 was that a Special Forces team would cross theLC and hold th
e dominating height Point 5118 on Zulu Ridge. The plan was to land fiveTroops (each nearly 20 men
), and three of them would rappel down on North face ofTrishul post and move rapidly along Dukas 
Nala east of Zulu Ridge. The other twotroops would cross the Tri-
Junction and move to the north along the ravine west ofZulu Ridge. Both these sub units had been tas



ked to link up by first light, next day atZulu Ridge from east and west. The main task was to capture 
and hold Pt 5118. Twoother troops were earmarked as reserve for firm bases on Trishul Ridge to eng
age theenemy on Yankee Ridge and on Tri Junction. 

But the plan changed with the orders having come through on June 16 that all trans-
LCoperations were to be stood down. 

Thereafter, another major Special Forces task was planned and by the middle of themonth Operation 
Brave Heart 1 began to take shape, with the aim to destroy thePakistani Army’s mother base in Gulta
ri region, intruded and established threekilometers inside Indian Territory. 

A Special Forces assault team was to move from Sando Nala and secure a featurecalled Sando Top a
nd then move west to occupy dominating height East of Point 4388by first light on the second day an
d destroy the mother base by directing DivisionalArtillery. Another team was to stay put on Yankee 
Ridge and be relieved by a companyof soldiers from an infantry battalion. The garrison type camp of 
the enemy wasapproximately 12 kilometres north-
west of Gultari Nala. Indian artillery guns wereengaging Zulu Top and Tri Junction. But the area kno
wn as Black Pimple could not beengaged as the distance was only 300 metres from Indian locations o
n the Saddle andthe firefight was too close to Indian positions in Four Rocks area. 

The Pakistanis began to reinforce Sando with about 30 troops by helicopters landingNorth of Sando. 
These were believed to be the Pakistani Special Forces, the SSG whotook over these positions. The I
ndians troops had suffered considerable casualties inthis area. 

On July, 10 the Divisional Commander gave the Special Forces unit a task to terminatethe enemy lin
e of maintenance from Gultari Mother Base to Tiger Hill and Point 4875.The approach would be fro
m Sando Nala to gain foothold on ridge on Sando South, UCut, Point 4965. A company of infantry s
oldiers was to follow and capture Point 5060.The Special Forces unit was to assist capture. 

By July 12, when Pakistani forces were teetering, fresh orders were received for theSpecial Forces un
it to capture Sando and the regular infantry were to capture Zulu OneTop. By July 15, a plan to captu
re dominating heights in the area was evolved and theSpecial Forces unit was brought into Operation
 Brave Heart 2. The aim was to capturePakistani positions on the dominating heights of Y Ridge. Th
e Special Forces team wasto advance along Safed Nala northwards and capture a dominating area on 
Y Ridgeearliest. Charlie Team of the Special Forces unit was tasked to carry out the operationand the
y encountered many Chinese claymore mines along the way. The route to thearea identified as Neck 
and Manali Slope had a three metre wide track that showed thepreparations that the enemy had made.
 Stones had been cut, explosives used and thetwo kilometers serpentine track was paved all the way, 
which must have taken a fullseason (June to August) by a large labour force. Charlie Team moved in 
and securedPoint 5060 and once secured, then began the difficult trek to the area known as ‘Neck’.E
nroute a Stinger missile was fired at them from a Pakistani Sangar (Bunker). On July17, Charlie Tea
m crossed ‘Neck’ and got their first view of the Mother Base Gulatri.They saw nearly 20 Pakistani tr
oops approximately 1.5 kilometres in the Mother Basebowl. Two Pakistani helicopters were also see
n flying in the area even as Musharrafkept claiming the infiltrators were civilian ‘freedom fighters’ a
nd not Pakistani Army. 

The next day, the Special Forces team occupied the dominating heights of YankeeRidge, Tri Junction
 and Sando North. The Gultari gun positions were 14 km to North.Moving at last light along Safed N
ala they firmed in at Point 5250, by now well withinPakistani-
intruded territory; behind enemy lines, so to say. On July 19, the SpecialForces Team saw Pakistanis 



reinforcing and maintaining Point 5070 on Yankee Ridge,Zulu One Top and Tri Junction. Support fr
om Indian artillery fire was not permittedbut the Special Forces team was told that supporting artiller
y fire would be available oncall the next day. 

By July 20, the weather had packed up with visibility down to zero. The Special ForcesTeam continu
ed to wait and bunked in for the night. By first light, the Tri JunctionBase camp was assaulted and th
ey inflicted heavy damage on the Pakistani position.The Special Forces team was then told to extend 
the operation to Yankee Ridge foranother 48 hours. By July 22, Indian artillery was in action on Zulu
 Top and TriJunction. The next day again saw a total whiteout with zero visibility. The Pakistanisreta
liated with heavy artillery shelling from the Gultari gun position. 

Meanwhile on July 13, the Special Forces unit’s Alpha and Bravo Teams were tasked tocapture Sand
o Top and an infantry battalion unit was to go for Zulu One Top. By nextday, Alpha Team had establ
ished communication relay stations established at SandoTop and Tiger Hill Southeast Spur. Between 
the intervening night of July 15/16, BravoTeam moved to Trishul Ridge. The firm base was establish
ed by last light of July 16with some enemy positions including Zulu One dominating it. Alpha Team 
selectedand reconnoitered positions for covert surveillance in Sando Valley to suppress enemyat San
do Top. By July 17, regular infantry had moved by day through Sando Valley andhaving come under 
intense enemy fire, decided to stay put and sent out areconnaissance party to Point 4965 and Tiger Hi
ll western Spur. The party reported 18bunkers from Sando Four Rock area to Zulu Base. 

A final effort was made to end this peacefully and the Indians sent across a messagefor a flag meetin
g but the flag meeting failed and artillery fire resumed. By this time,Indians were monitoring the Paki
stani radio net. On July 20, Indian artillery gunsopened up on Sando Top, Black Pimple and Tri Junct
ion. Later at night with SandoValley approach already well covered by the enemy a plan was prepare
d for AlphaTeam to take the route via Safed Nala – U Cut –
 Sando South approach. Bravo Teamwould move to firm base to area south to cover Sando feature. B
y the night of July 21,the regular infantry captured Tri Junction without a fight, Pakistanis having aba
ndonedtheir position. The next day the Special Forces unit was tasked to capture Zulu Onewhich they
 did after a fierce firefight the next day. 

Most of the Special Forces operations during the Kargil Conflict were similar. Theycan’t be categoris
ed as “Strategic Special Operations” as is understood in the moderncontext of war. They were good t
actical operations, critical to the war effort in a limitedtheatre, to help Divisional Commanders achiev
e their aim. This is not how the SpecialForces should have been used. But in the absence of a centrali
sed command andcontrol structure, with no strategic aims having been set out by the politico-
militaryleadership, it was left to the Battalion Commanders to say what they could offer, andthe Divi
sional Commanders to rule over what they wanted. 

In the nearby Batalik Sector, another Special Forces unit, the Desert Scorpions, hadbeen hastily rushe
d in from where they were deployed in counter insurgencyoperations. 

In this Sector, one Special Forces team was held back while the Commanding Officerand the other te
ams were deployed. One assault team of this Special Forces Battalionwas used like a company of con
ventional infantry troops for an assault. The fact that aSpecial Forces Assault Team is smaller compa
red to a conventional infantry companyand their firepower is meant for special operations, not for ful
l frontal assaults wastotally ignored. With lack of basic understanding of Special Forces operations, t
heSpecial Forces team was sent into an assault with results that were far fromsatisfactory. This was tr
ue for the other Special Forces teams too that had also beendeployed as proverbial fire brigades, set t
o put out small fires across the theatre of warwhile the larger picture was lost to everyone. Unlike the



 US, where a SpecialOperations Command (SOCOM) or in the UK where the Director, Special Force
s wouldhave been in complete control of the Special Forces elements in consultation with theformati
on commanders, their Indian Special Forces counterparts were left to fend forthemselves. 

On balance, the leadership in Special Forces was not found wanting. The Unit’s izzat(Honour) reigne
d supreme. The physical fitness of the officers, the NCOs and the menwas top class. They carried ext
raordinary loads – self-
contained loads for seven daysspecial mission in high and very high altitudes. Reconnaissance and su
rveillancerequired over prolonged periods were well undertaken though in on few occasionsPakistani
 locations could not be detected for lack of enemy movement. Anchorcommunications / relays prove
d to be a must. Communications never failed with thenewly inducted HX Sets. 

The casualty evacuation of many men at the same time was a horrendous experience.Mountaineering 
techniques needed to be mastered. Constant counter insurgencycommitment in past seven years had t
aken its toll on the Special Forces units.Expectations were very high –
 best or worst, if unaccomplished. Selfless commitmentand sacrifice would be of a high order but the 
absence of the understanding of theSpecial Forces and special operations at various levels proved to 
be the bane of theproblem. 

These were operations conceived by people with dreams, men of ordinary fame butextraordinary cou
rage and mental strength. These were people who would make a heapof all their earnings, pitch it wit
h the flip of a coin and never breath a word about theirloss. All these ordinary men worked beyond th
eir capabilities and endurance, to satisfya system which thought that a helicopter would be more expe
nsive than all their lives.The partial success of this operation showed its great impact with enemyrein
forcements coming by helicopters to stop the advance of Special Forces. Manysucceeded only partial
ly but even under enemy fire, enemy casualties in the fardistance were being registered. 
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Op ‘Black  Tornado’  - NSG Operations 
In the middle of September 2008, the CIA station chief in the US Embassy in NewDelhi called up the
 Joint Secretary (Liaison) in the external intelligence agency R&AW.The station chief passed on som
e intercepts that their Jalalabad station in Afghanistanhad picked up. The intercepts indicated that the 
Lashkar-e-Toiba was preparing for amajor terrorist attack in Mumbai against some key installations. 

This was passed on to the liaison branch which immediately issued the alert to theJoint Intelligence C
ommittee and the Multi Agency Centre of the Intelligence Bureauagainst the normal practice of proc
essing raw intelligence before sending it out.Usually, any Pakistan related intelligence would go to    
the Pakistan Production desk of 
R&AW where the dots would be connected to present a comprehensive and actionableintelligence in
put. Instead, the input got lost in the maze of the intelligence bureaucracy. 

On November 13, similar intelligence inputs began to surface with specifics like the TajHotel in Mu
mbai being described as a target for a possible terrorist attack. ByNovember 19, another specific inpu
t about a “Lashkar-e-
Toiba Ship” leaving theKarachi port in Pakistan was sent off to the various recipients including Nava
lHeadquarters. But the War Room of the Navy’s Operations’ Directorate would get tolook at the inpu



t only on November 22. By this time the “LeT Ship” had become anuntraceable dot in the thousands 
of boats of various sizes that sailed the Arabian Seawaters for fishing. 

Back in New Delhi, the National Security Guards (NSG) located at Manesar, a decrepitsmall industri
al hub on the outskirts of the capital city was kept out of the loop. TheGroup Commander (Intelligenc
e) those days was an officer on deputation from theCentral Industrial Security Force (CISF) and had 
no training in gathering, let aloneprocessing intelligence. 

Raised in the aftermath of the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, the NSGwas supposed t
o be a Special Force organisation dedicated to carry out counter-hijackand hostage-rescue-
intervention operations. The force would have two broadcomponents. There would be two battalions,
 the 51 and 52 Special Action Groups(SAG) that would be exclusively staffed with volunteers from t
he Indian Army whowould be supported by Special Ranger Group battalions which would draw itspe
rsonnel from the central and state police volunteers. While the operations andtraining wings would be
 headed by Army officers, the overall force would come under asenior Indian Police Service (IPS) off
icer. 

This led to several anomalies that were unique to India and would repeatedly provedetrimental to the 
NSG’s operational capabilities. Most of the IPS officers being sent tocommand the NSG had never se
rved with it at any point of their careers. Worse, manyof them had very little experience in hostage re
scue or counter-
hijack operations,having spent their entire careers dealing with ‘law and order’ problems. On the nig
ht ofNovember 26/27, when the call from the Cabinet Secretary came to the DirectorGeneral of the N
SG, the force was in a similar situation. The man heading the NSG wasan IPS officer who had spent t
he better part of his life as an investigating officer in theCentral Bureau of Investigations. He was kn
own more for his association with theBofors case and had no experience in any special operations or 
even basic hostage-rescue-intervention operations. 

The Inspector General (Operations), a post reserved for a Major General from theArmy was on leave 
and the Force Commander responsible for logistic support, alsofrom IPS cadre, had little clue about 
what to do. The burden of mobilizing the NSGTask Force that would head to Mumbai fell on the Gro
up Commander of the 51 SAG,Col Sunil Sheoran, the only Special Forces officer then on deputation 
from the Army inentire NSG. Manesar, nearly 35 km from the airport was a tactically inconvenientpl
ace to be. The distance would have to covered by road through excessive traffic andenroute one of th
e trucks broke down. This led to a major delay while the governmentwas desperately searching for an
 aircraft that could take the NSG Task Force toMumbai. After much searching they located a Russian
 IL-
76 with the AviationResearch Centre, a wing of the R&AW that was available. Meanwhile, the Hom
eMinister was merrily declaring on national television what number of NSGcommandos was being di
spatched to Mumbai and how many hours it would take forthem to reach –
 all of which would have amused the terrorists in Mumbai as well theirhandlers in Pakistan no end. 

By the time the Task Force arrived at the airport in New Delhi, the Group Commanderwas told that t
hey would have to engage terrorists at one single installation. It was onlywhen he was about to board 
the aircraft that he was told that he would have tosimultaneously intervene at three places. With a Tas
k Force with barely 200commandos and support staff, this would prove to be a Herculean task. 

Just a minutes before the Task Force took off, an Additional Secretary from R&AWwas sent to acco
mpany them but he did not discuss any inputs with the GroupCommander. The team did not have any
one from the IB for any intelligence supporteven though intelligence agencies were plugged in and w



ere monitoring theconversations between the terrorists and their handlers in Pakistan. None of thesein
puts were conveyed to the NSG Task Force when it landed in Mumbai at 0500Hours. 

Much of these systemic issues were germane to the way the NSG was forced tooperate. They had fac
ed similar issues when the NSG under the command of ColJaideep Sengupta, another Special Forces 
officer and Sri Lanka veteran, had takenthem to take on terrorists who had attacked the Akashardham
 Temple in Gujarat. Withno intelligence support, Col Sengupta had to conduct a delicate hostage-
rescueintervention operation over a two-day period. 

The Task Force landed at the 0500 hours in Mumbai and received some cursorybriefings from the M
umbai Police. The city police had lost some of its best seniorofficers in the initial hours of the assault
 and were still groping around in the dark for asemblance of command and control. The Task Force w
ent to the State Government’sHeadquarters in Mantralaya and met the Director General of Police wh
o also hadsketchy details to share with the Group Commander. By 0900 hours, the NSG wasdeployed
 at the three locations but were able to begin operations only at two of them. 

It was then that they realised the mammoth task with little help from anyone else. Thenext Task Forc
e would take off from Delhi and only arrive by later afternoon and timewas running out. A small tea
m of the Indian Navy’s Special Forces, the MARCOS, hadbeen hastily deployed at night to contain t
he situation and they engaged the terroristsat the Taj Heritage hotel for a few hours before the NSG a
rrived. The MARCOS hadbeen exchanging fire from a static position and briefed the NSG after it wa
s deployed.Major Sandeep Unnikrishnan would be part of the team that would be deployed at theTaj 
Hotel. With no building plans the small team had to hunt down the terrorists fromthe 1600 Rooms of 
the hotel that had two distinct wings. One wing had six storeyswhile the other one had 21 storeys. Int
elligence indicated that there were four terroristsinside the Taj while there were two each at the Ober
oi-Trident and Nariman House. 

At 0920 hours, the NSG began operations and discovered that the terrorists hadmanaged to evade the 
MARCOS using a stairway inside a kitchen that no one knewabout. The commandos began a floor-
by-
floor intervention in a 60 hour operation thatwas now christened as Operation Black Tornado. With t
hick granite walls, rocketlauncher fire was proving to be inadequate and there was a major paucity of
 snipers.With major limitations, the Group Commander fell back on innovation that wouldprove to be
 invaluable. Using a fire brigade’s trolley he positioned his sniper whowould start dominating the hot
el from various angles as the trolley swivelled from oneangle to the other. This gave the impression t
o the holed up terrorists that severalsnipers were dominating the situation and helped the commandos
 get a tacticaladvantage. 

The commandos began a top-down approach so that they could clear out the roomsfrom a tactically-
superior position. But in the absence of a master key each room wastaking at least five minutes to cle
ar out. The hotel staff had also suffered majorcasualties and very few people were available to aid the
 commandos. As operationscontinued, Major Unnikrishnan’s buddy commando suffered serious injur
ies when aterrorist fired at him. Major Unnikrishnan immediately evacuated his buddy andrushed up 
the stairs after the terrorist. This would prove to be fatal for him as theterrorist sent out a burst of auto
matic fire that would kill Major Unnikrishnan on thespot. He would be one of the many that night wh
o would be posthumously awarded theAshok Chakra, the country’s highest peacetime gallantry awar
d. 

Saddled with a small task force, the NSG was struggling to localise the terrorists. Manyof the trapped
 guests had locked themselves in their rooms complicating the rescueoperations. 



In the nearby Oberoi-
Trident, the commandos had taken a similar top down approachto ensure a tactically superior positio
n while they searched for the terrorists. The firstfire fight would take place on the eighteenth floor in 
room number 1856 when aterrorist made a run for it towards the lifts. While a commando chased him
 the othersbroke into the room and lobbed a few grenades. The second terrorist was hiding in thebathr
oom and the commandos began to advance. Several grenades and bursts fromtheir MP-5 sub-
machine guns proved useless initially since the terrorist had takencover inside the bathtub. Under wit
hering fire the commandos managed to force theirway into the bathroom and neutralise the terrorist. 
The other one had already beenneutralised near the lift successfully. 

At the Nariman House, reports had indicated the presence of an Israeli Jewish familythat had been tar
geted by the terrorists as per their original plan. Much of the planninghad received a lot of help from 
an American LeT terrorist, David Coleman Headley,who had visited Mumbai on six occasions prior t
o the attack to gather adequateintelligence while posing as a tourist. The Jewish house that ran a Cha
bad House fromthe premises was a key target for the LeT terrorists. 

With such cheek-by-jowl constructions the NSG decided to rope in two Mi-
17helicopters from the Indian Air Force to rappel down to the terrace of Nariman House.The terrorist
s had blown up the staircase to prevent a counter attack and rappellingdown to the terrace was the onl
y option left to intervene. Without any armour platingthe IAF pilots took off with the first batch of co
mmandos to land them on the roof ofNariman House. But the pilots and the NSG commandos had for
gotten to exchangetheir radio frequencies. With no communication between the commandos in the ai
rand their counterparts on the ground, the first helicopter hovered over the wrong roofas the first com
mando began to rappel down. Frantic hand signals from thecommandos on the ground helped the pilo
ts realise their mistake and they swerved offto make another sortie and head for the right roof. 

This proved to be a major boon because the commandos surrounding Nariman Househad seen a terro
rist move towards the terrace when the first helicopter had hoveredover the wrong roof. If the terroris
t opened fire, it could have led to a majorcatastrophe for the commandos. The “mistake’ proved to be
 a boon as the Mi-
17 cameback for the second sortie and the commandoes rappelled down to the roof. Thisoperation w
ould see the second major fatal casualty that the NSG would suffer. Withthe terrorists holed inside th
e room and the hostages killed nearly two days ago, one ofthe commandos, Havildar Gajendra Singh 
made the first attempt to enter the room.However, he would fall to a hail of bullets and succumb to hi
s injuries. The NSG’sroom intervention expertise would be used to breach the wall using frame charg
es andthe two terrorists would be neutralised by the NSG at Nariman House on the morningof Nove
mber 29, nearly three days after the assault began. 

In Taj, the last terrorist was still proving to be elusive when he was spotted by ColonelSheoran. He w
ould squeeze off a few shots that would take out the last survivingterrorist. The overall operation wou
ld be subjected to a barrage of criticism from theSpecial Forces community, many of whom had serv
ed in the NSG at some point. Butthe dilution of standards, the unavailability of quality Special Forces
 personnel and theunfamiliarity of the IG (Operations) with special operations had already taken its to
ll. 

Many of the systemic issues that existed earlier and prevailed in 1999 continue to bogdown the NSG 
even today. During the Air India’s IC-
814 hijack, the NSG that couldhave perhaps stopped the aircraft at Amritsar while refuelling was not 
moved. Again,the IG (Operations) was away and, the only psychologist posted was on leave and ther
ewas no dedicated aircraft available to move the Task Force. An ill-



conceived plan toexpand the NSG by opening new hubs across the country has led to a further dilutio
nof standards. In fact, this has also led to shortages of basic weapons and ammunitionthat has had an 
adverse impact of training for specialised skills that are critical for theNSG to remain a Special Force
s unit. But the absence of a centralised command andcontrol for the Special Forces would prove to be
 a major stumbling block for the NSGas well. 
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Still  Birth  Special Forces Regiment and SpecialForces Training  
School 
In 1979, President Jimmy Carter’s administration in the United States was presentedwith a major cris
is. The Islamic revolution in Iran had stranded the employees in theAmerican Embassy in Tehran and
 they were being held hostage. Negotiations hadspun out of control and President Carter was desperat
e for a solution that could get theEmbassy personnel back home safe. 

After several rounds of deliberations President Carter agreed to an ambitious plan thathad been put fo
rward by the US Military. He was quickly briefed about a secretivemilitary unit, known as the Delta 
Force, which was a part of the United States ArmySpecial Forces and had been raised and trained for 
exactly the kind of a mission thathad now come up. 

The Delta Force was a popular name for Operation Detachment Delta, a new unit thatwas created aft
er an American Special Forces officer returned after a stint with theBritish SAS. Major Charles Beck
with was so impressed at the vast range of skills andcapabilities that the SAS had built up over the ye
ars, he felt that this was exactly thekind of unit that the American Army’s Special Forces were lookin
g for. Once the topmilitary leaders were convinced about the need for such a unit, he started to raise a
unit that would rival the SAS. He used the same structure, calling his teams“squadrons” just like the 
SAS described its company level sub units. Delta Force hadnot been deployed in any major operation
 and the planned mission in Iran would beits first. 

Operation Eagle Claw proved to be a massive failure soon after it was launched. Therewere so many 
disparate elements and forces that no one really knew who was doingwhat. This led to a situation wh
ere the communication gear was not in sync and therewere instances when the Special Forces men on
 the ground did not even share thesame frequencies. With both sides “blind” to each other’s capabiliti
es, Operation EagleClaw became a spectacular disaster as a helicopter and a C-
130 fixed wing aircraftcrashed in the Iranian deserts. The failure led to a lot of soul searching within t
heAmerican military and the Joint Chiefs of Staff commissioned a Special OperationsReview Group 
headed by Admiral James L Holloway with five other members to lookinto the causes of the failure. 
The Review Group produced a comprehensive report thatwould explain why the mission had failed a
nd recommend major reorganisationalchanges. 

But while the military was looking at fixing the problem, the United States Congressand the Senate w
as looking at a larger resolution. Two Senators would work closelywith the military and other experts
 and push through the Goldwater-
NicholsReorganisation of the Pentagon Act that would mandate comprehensive militaryreforms. Ho
wever, it was felt that the Goldwater-
Nichols Act had failed to address theSpecial Operations issues comprehensively. So two other Senato
rs, Sam Nunn andWilliam Cohen, one Republican and the other a Democrat, got together and studied
the problem. They introduced an amendment to the Goldwater-



Nichols Act that wasquickly approved by the United States Congress, as a consequence of which a se
parateSpecial Operations Command (SOCOM) at par with other existing Commands of theUnited St
ates Military was established. The US Senators had recognised, at a politicallevel, along with the seni
or military leadership that the Special Forces needed to bedealt with differently if politico-
military operations were to succeed. 

This needed a separate structure, command and control, doctrines, equipment,tasking, deployment ca
pabilities and intelligence support. SOCOM would provide allthis to the Special Forces and lead to a 
major synergy with the other Commands of theUnited States. What the two Senators and the Military
 leadership had done was a factthat was recognised by virtually every country in the western world. I
n the UnitedKingdom, the SAS had direct access to the Prime Minister and in recent years theDirecto
r SAS was reorganised and upgraded. A Major General was placed as theDirector (Special Forces) in
stead of a Brigadier, and he was now in charge of all theSpecial Forces of all the three Services –
 Army, Navy and Air Force. In Israel, thesecretive Sayeret Matkal reported directly to the Chief of St
aff, and also ensured that ithad direct access to the political leadership. In fact, Israel became the only
 nation inthe world which had sent several Prime Ministers with a ‘Special Forces’ background tothe 
Knesset (Israeli Parliament). Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin had served in theprecursor to the Israeli S
pecial Forces known as the Palmach, followed by PrimeMinisters Ehud Barak and Binyamin Netany
ahu, who had all served and commandedthe Sayeret Matkal. This displayed the kind of importance th
e Israeli political andmilitary leaderships gave to the Special Forces and its potential to achieve strate
gicaims. 

Back home in India, the Para Commando Battalions were making a mark in theannual formation leve
l exercises. In one instance, a young Major (Prakash Katoch)displayed tremendous initiative in condu
cting a brilliant raid on an exercise CorpsHeadquarters in the wee hours of the morning, capturing the
 duty officer and whole setof maps and documents. He had his tall burly Second-in-
Command (Captain I J SSandhu) masquerade as a Divisional Commander and himself posing as his 
driver,drove into the Corps Headquarters with complete confidence, with flashing redbeacons throug
h the route meant for flag cars and accompanied by an officer from theexercise umpire organisation. I
n a subsequent formation level exercise, he, along withhis assault team managed to infiltrate into an a
irbase maintaining complete surpriseand conducted a highly successful raid. Operational experience 
was to come later incounter insurgency and counter terrorist operations in the northeast and later in J
&K. 

Unfortunately, in India, which needed its Special Forces more than ever, the Militaryleadership woul
d continue to ignore the obvious and take several retrograde steps thatrolled back the few progressive
 steps that had been taken to give the Special Forcestheir due. A decision was taken to raise a separat
e Special Forces Headquarters,Training Wing and a Special Aviation Unit. The original decision was
 to place allcomponents at Banbasa to ensure a more centralised organisation. For operations inmount
ains, a team of one Special Forces unit and another team from a newlyconverted unit would be earma
rked. For operations in plains and deserts, two teams ofthe newly converted unit and one team of a de
sert specialised Special Forces unitwould be kept in readiness. For operations in the jungles and river
ine terrain, twoteams of the original desert specialist Special Forces battalion would be placed at thed
isposal of Army Headquarters. 

It was also decided that manpower selection was to be from two to five years ofservice. A second ten
ure was permitted only for officers with at least nine to thirteenyears of service. Most of these decisio
ns were supported by Gen B C Joshi and hisDGMO, Lieutenant General Vijay Oberoi. If the Special 
Forces community in India hada friend and a well-



wisher akin to Lt Gen Nanvatty, it was Lt Gen Oberoi.Commissioned into the Maratha Regiment, Lt 
Gen Oberoi had overcome a debilitatingdisability when he had to lose a limb after being grievously i
njured in operations.However, he managed to recover and rapidly rose through the military hierarchy
 toretire as the Vice Chief of Army Staff. Lt Gen Oberoi was one of the few officers whorecognised t
he need for a Special Forces as had been recommended by the SpecialForces study group in 1988. He
 also had the distinction of being the first and onlyColonel of the Special Forces Regiment before this
 fledgling Regiment was mergedback into the Parachute Regiment. 

When the need to raise a fourth Special Forces battalion rose, the Parachute Regiment,which had bee
n the traditional source for Special Forces battalions, declined becausenow there was a separate Speci
al Forces Regiment. Lt Gen Oberoi, as the Colonel ofthe Maratha Light Infantry Regiment spoke to t
he various Commanding Officers andoffered one of the most distinguished battalions of the Maratha 
Light InfantryRegiment for conversion into Special Forces role. 

While the new unit began its conversion in Nahan, a small hill station in the state ofHimachal Prades
h, a new Special Forces Headquarters was being raised. The existingthree Special Forces Battalions a
nd the fourth unit undergoing conversion had alreadybeen pulled out of the Parachute Regiment unde
r Gen B C Joshi’s orders and set up ina Special Forces Regiment for the first time. 

On a summer day, while Colonel Jude L Cruz, one of the Commanding Officers of aSpecial Forces B
attalion was visiting Army Headquarters in the historical South Block,he was hastily called in to atte
nd a special ceremony. It was ironical that one of themost significant moments in the history of the In
dian Army would be allowed to passof with such a routine manner. 

The ceremony was of the Banner of the newly raised Special Forces Regiment to bepresented to Gen
eral Shankar Roychowdhury, who had taken over as the Chief ofArmy Staff when General B C Joshi 
suddenly succumbed to a massive heart attackwhile still in service. The presentation of the banner wa
s to be made by Lt Gen ASandhu, the then Director General of Military Operations. The DGMO had 
beennominated as the ex-
officio Colonel of The Special Forces Regiment to ensure that itreceived patronage at the highest lev
els of the military. Similarly the Chief of ArmyStaff would become the Honorary Colonel of the Spec
ial Forces Regiment. 

So, on a summer day in 1996, Colonel J L Cruz accompanied Brigadier Keshav Padha,the newly app
ointed Commander of Headquarters Special Forces and Colonel AnilVerma, Director of the Special 
Forces Cell in the Military Operations Directorate (bothveteran Special Forces officers) to present the
 Banner to the Chief. 

Unfortunately the appointment of Honorary Colonel of the Special Forces Regimentwas to be held b
y the Chief for a few months only as the Special Forces Regiment waslater scrapped under extreme p
ressure by the Parachute Regiment veterans. Brig (laterMajor General) Padha fought a lone battle to 
ward off the attacks and the DGMO hadfully supported him but the Chief could not withstand the pre
ssure and gave in to thedemands of the Parachute Regiment veterans. Later on, while explaining thisr
etrograde decision he would call Brig Keshav Padha to his office and mention that the“Gaon Boodas 
(Village elders) from your Regiment had virtually blown up the roof topof my office till such time I a
greed to scrap this new Special Forces Regiment.”Frankly, Brig Padha was frustrated at this retrogra
de action on the Chief’s part butcould do little to take on this powerful antiquated clique of tradition-
steeped officersand veterans. 



In a single stroke, Gen Shankar Roychowdhury as the Army Chief set back the Army’sSpecial Force
s by several decades. All the work and the sacrifices that had beenaccomplished by his predecessors, 
the Brig N Bahri Committee and the Special Forcesthemselves was allowed to be finished off in a sin
gle moment of weakness. Thepolitical leadership was blissfully unaware of the Army Chief taking su
ch a majordecision of disbanding a Regiment and merging the Special Forces Battalions withthose in 
the Parachute Regiment. The fact that Special Forces and the airborne forcesare as different as the Inf
antry is from the Armoured Corps or the service corps wasignored and misplaced tradition chosen ov
er pragmatism and professionalism. Worse,a move that would have met India’s strategic needs was s
acrificed at the altar of theegos of a few disgruntled army veterans. 

Around the time that the Special Forces Regiment was being created, ArmyHeadquarters had also be
gun preparations on another major initiative for the SpecialForces. Raised in 1993 as the Special Trai
ning Wing (SFTW), this organisation wasestablished to train the Army’ Parachute (Special Force) pe
rsonnel. It functioned intandem with Headquarters Special Forces including for conducting probation
 trainingfor personnel posted to PARA (Special Force) till HQ Special Forces was disbanded.Subseq
uently, it also catered to extraneous requirements of various headquarters andformations from time to
 time ranging from training of Ghatak (Commando) platoonsof infantry battalions to even amazingly 
running security capsules for personnel belowofficer rank proceeding on pension. In 1998, the role of
 the SFTW was reviewed andthe organisation was proposed to be reduced by some 19 all ranks. Prior
 to OperationParakaram, the establishment was training approximately 400 personnel on yearlyavera
ge through various courses. This included Aqua Adventure Capsules on behalf ofthe Army Adventur
e Wing. 

In 2002, it was found that the SFTW was not able to meet the advanced specialisttraining requiremen
ts of the PARA (Special Force) personnel in full. An individual wasthen going to the SFTW for traini
ng on various courses after he had been absorbed inthe PARA (SF) battalion. At SFTW he received a
dvanced training on his primary trade(demolitions, communications, specialist weapons, medical or n
avigation), basicexposure to which he had already received during probation in his unit. Then there w
asalso refresher training through courses at SFTW of special skills like under waterdiving, combat fre
e-fall, missiles etc, having acquired the skill initially at other schoolsof instruction. 

The then role of SFTW did not cater to all revised tasks of PARA (Special Forces) likereconnaissanc
e, surveillance and target designation. No Language training was beingconducted at SFTW as there 
were no language instructors, and this was left to the verylimited capacity of the Army Education Sch
ool & Centre rather than organising it at theSchool of Foreign Languages. Though training of Indian 
Air Force (IAF) personnel waspart of SFTW’s role, IAF then had no Special Forces. An examination
 indicated thatthe SFTW needed to run 10 types of courses with varying periodicity in a year, notcou
nting the Aqua Adventure Capsules run under aegis Army Adventure Wing.Considering the average 
yearly intake of then five PARA (Special Forces) battalions,SFTW needed to train a total of approxi
mately 1200 personnel from the five PARA(Special Forces) battalions including refresher training in 
order to maintain these unitsat peak efficiency. It was therefore decided to cancel the reduction of ma
npower as perthe 1998 review, increase the establishment by 27, change its name from SFTW toSpec
ial Forces Training School (SFTS) and accord it the status of a Class ‘A’ trainingestablishment in ord
er to post best quality instructors and attenuated facilities forimparting better training. 

In its present temporary location, also organising joint training with foreign SpecialForces, the SFTS 
has only basic training facilities and even a firing range only up to600 metres. Existing infrastructure 
for trainees does not cater for the advanced SpecialForces training to be imparted to the required num
ber of personnel. Moresignificantly, the number of PARA (Special Forces) Battalions in the Army ha



sincreased from five in 2002 to now eight and two more are to be added. Move of SFTSto its perman
ent location at Bilaspur in Chhattisgarh was approved long since but islanguishing for want of acquisi
tion of land by the State Government. An early shift ofSFTS is urgently required as creation of requir
ed training facilities like firing ranges(long and short ranges, indoor shooting ranges, room interventi
on range, combatshooting range, sniper range, jungle lane shooting range), underwater diving tank,un
derwater demolition tanks, training model rooms, rock climbing walls / areas,obstacle courses, wind t
unnel , hangars for ground and air maneuver training,helipads, drop zones, laboratories, gymnasium a
nd work stations, swimming pool,unarmed combat area and the like, plus the administrative set up re
quired all haveconsiderable gestation period in establishing and becoming fully functional. 

Aside from the advanced training already being conducted in basic traits of SpecialForces personnel 
as mentioned earlier and Combat Leaders Course, training shouldalso be conducted in operational tec
hniques and skills like intelligence collection,interrogation, tracking, sniping, disguise, training with 
dogs akin to the USSF etc.Refresher training in combat free fall also needs to be initiated after move 
to the newlocation. In its new location, the SFTS needs to become a ‘centre of excellence’ for theSpe
cial Forces of the India Military. 

Considering the current proposal to integrate the Military Special Forces under a JointCommand, it w
ould be prudent to convert the SFTS into a Tri-
Service Special Forcestraining establishment (once it moves to its permanent location in Chhattisgarh
) withthe existing Naval Special Warfare Tactical Training Centre as an adjunct. This wouldbe a vital
 step towards integration of the Military Special Forces. The command andcontrol of the SFTS has be
en fluctuating between Directorate General of MilitaryOperations, Directorate General of Infantry, H
eadquarters Western Command andHeadquarters Army Training Command. In keeping with future r
equirements, it wouldbe prudent to convert the SFTS to a Tri-
Service establishment (as mentioned earlier),rename it as MSFTS (Military Special Forces Training 
School) and place it, along withits adjunct Naval Special Warfare Tactical Training Centre directly u
nder the proposedTri-Service Special Forces Command / Commando Command. 
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Special Forces and Airborne  Forces 
“ I find the vision blurring in certain quarters on the issue of Parachute and Parachute(Special Force
s) units. I am very clear that a Parachute Battalion is simply aninfantry battalion in airborne role an
d has nothing in common with a Special ForcesBattalion. Also, the Special Forces are not a game of 
numbers and I for one amagainst their expansion of any sort. Our Special Forces in their present      
state arecomparable to the Rangers of USA. We must consolidate and modernise our existingSpecial 
Forces resources. As regards the Parachute Brigade, I view them as a rapid 
reaction force to be used within and outside the country”. 

- Lt Gen RK Nanavatty, Army Commander, Northern Command (2002). 

Special Forces, as their appellation indicates, are ‘special’ and that by itself should drivehome the     
point that they are of a strategic nature primarily tasked for employmentbeyond national borders –
 a logical term of reference that is usually lost in the fog ofwooly and hasty planning, mostly due to i
gnorance and inability to grasp the strategicenvironment, its setting and compulsions under which su
ch forces are employed.There are many definitions for Special Forces, one of which says, “Special F
orces are aterm used to describe relatively small military units raised and trained forreconnaissance, u



nconventional warfare, and special operations. These exclusive unitsrely on stealth, speed, self relian
ce and close teamwork, and highly specialisedequipment. Traditionally, the mission of the Special Fo
rces are in five areas; counter-
terrorism, unconventional warfare, facilitating the internal defense of foreigncountries, special reconn
aissance and direct action against specific targets. 

Who does not want to belong to or feign he is from Special Forces? Two decades backyou could spot
 sloppy security guards outside shops in Connaught Place, New Delhisporting ‘Commando’ or ‘Speci
al Forces’ on their shoulders with maroon berets wornat rakish angels. It is so very convenient where 
little action is taken against anyonewearing military insignia. The Central Armed Police Forces (CAP
F) and Police in anycase wear the same badges of rank, something you do not see in other countries   
that 
help them seek parity of pay and perks with the Military. Today an officer in theSashastra Seema Bal
 (SSB) becomes a Deputy Inspector General (DIG) with seven 
years service, enjoying the pay of a Brigadier / equivalent rank officer of the military.Wikipedia sho
wcases some 50 odd Special Forces of India –
 ranging from ArmySpecial Forces, Marine Commandos (MARCOS) of Navy, Garud Commando    
Force of Air Force, Special Action Groups (SAGs) of National Security Guard (NSG) to Special  
Protection Group, Special Frontier Force, Cobra, Railway Protection ForceCommandos, Quick React
ion Team of Indian Railway, Special Task Forces in eachState, Special Operations Groups of J&K an
d Rajasthan, Mumbai’s Anti TerroristSquad and Force One, Grey Hound Commandos and Octopus o
f Andhra, Straco andCombat Force of West Bengal, Jaguar Force, Chhattisgarh Commando Battalion
(CCB), State Security Guards, Anti-
Guerilla Force and what have you. Little wonderthen that our media is a confused –
 calling everyone ‘elite’ and ‘Special Forces’.Ironically, there is difficulty, even in some cross section
s within the military indifferentiating between ‘Special Forces’ and ‘Airborne Forces’, which is both 
advertentand inadvertent. 

Ambiguity of the term ‘Special Forces’ within the Army comes up periodically,facilitating categorisa
tion of non-
Special Forces into the Special Forces category. Suchpseudo specialisation harms both ways –
 sidetracking implementation of the Conceptof Special Forces in the true sense and distracting non-
Special Forces units from theirprimary task. We are the only Army in the world where Parachute (Sp
ecial Forces),shortened version being PARA (SF) units and regular Parachute, shortened versionbein
g PARA units are clubbed into the same Regiment; The Parachute Regiment. Thisaberration happene
d despite the fact that the first two Special Forces units 9 and 10PARA (SF) did not draw manpower 
exclusively from The Parachute Regiment.Grouping the PARA (SF) and PARA units in the same Re
giment resulted in the lattercontinuously seeking parity for obtaining the Special Forces allowance an
d theirinsignia. The Army realised the folly in early 1990s and took steps to rectify thisanomaly. A se
parate Special Forces Regiment was created in 1994 clubbing the thenthree Special Forces units –
 1, 9 and 10 PARA (SF). Major General (later LieutenantGeneral) Vijay Oberoi, then Director Gener
al of Military Operations was appointedColonel of The Special Forces Regiment. The three units wer
e renamed 1 SF, 9 SF and10 SF. A decision was taken to raise Headquarters Special Forces in order t
o have acentral agency oversee strategic tasking, operational employment, intelligence inputs,capacit
y building, manning, equipping, training and consolidation of Special Forces. Inaddition, the appoint
ment of Deputy Director General Military Operations (SpecialForces) was sanctioned in Army Head
quarters as DDGMO (SF). Unfortunately, thethen Chief of Army Staff, General BC Joshi died in har
ness and within a short span ofthe raising of The Special Forces Regiment and General Oberoi was p
osted out ofArmy Headquarters. This gave an opportunity to a host of retired and senior levelPARA 



officers to collectively tackle the new Army Chief to reverse the decision on theplea that The Parach
ute Regiment had been ‘broken’. No views of the then existingSpecial Forces officers were sought on
 the issue, who all wanted the Special ForcesRegiment to continue. This apart, the following steps we
re taken to prevent re-
creationof a Special Forces Regiment in future: raising and location of Headquarters SpecialForces w
as done at a remote location like Nahan instead of Delhi (as earlier intended)so that it remained ineffe
ctive. This headquarters was later merged with InfantryDirectorate and finally disbanded with its app
ointments merged with MilitaryOperations, Infantry and Weapons & Equipment Directorates; and th
e appointment ofDDGMO (SF) in Military Operations Directorate was made tenable by both PARA (
SF) and PARA officers. 

The Army now had a situation in that PARA officers without having any Special Forcesexperience, r
endered advice on Special Forces issues from a chair of authority; as is thecase even today. This situa
tion had the following fallouts: 9 and 10 PARA (SF) whospecialised in mountains and deserts respect
ively were moved out to Jodhpur and Agrarespectively despite protests by both Commanding Officer
s. The anomaly was finallycorrected in 2001 by reverting them to parent locations; special equipment
 importedfor the then three Special Forces units (1, 9 & 10 PARA (SF)) during 1984-
85 wasnever introduced into Service since concerned cells in Infantry Directorate andWeapons & Eq
uipment Directorate were not manned by PARA (SF) officers. Thisresulted in inability of the Master 
General of Ordnance Branch to provide anyreplacements in future; the appointment of Commandant 
& Chief Instructor, SpecialForces Training Wing (SFTW), later renamed Special Forces Training Sc
hool (SFTS)earlier always held by a PARA (SF) officer, was made tenable by a PARA / PARA (SF)
officer while reviewing the WE of SFTW; probation for both PARA and PARA (SF)units was broug
ht at par to 90 days and split between PARA Centre and concernedunit for 45 days each, overlooking
 protests by Commanding Officers of Special ForcesBattalions. Concurrently, the Parachute Regimen
t (ordinary paratroopers) startedpushing for converting the entire Parachute Regiment to Special Forc
es spearheadedby non-Special Forces Colonels of The Parachute Regiment–which continues todate. 

The neglect of the Special Forces led to such extent that a Special Forces Brigadier(Prakash Katoch) 
while attending the National Defence College Course in year 2000wrote a demi-
official letter to the Chief (Designate), Lt Gen S Padmanbham,recommending that when he assumed 
the reins of the Indian Army, he should consider‘disbanding’ the Special Forces because of the conti
nued pathetic state of their neglect.As a result, in the year 2001, Gen Padmanabhan as the Army Chie
f ordered a majorstudy for Modernisation of Special Forces that was to be headed by Brig PrakashKa
toch who by then had been posted to the Military Operations Directorate. As a resultof this study, ma
jor restructuring of PARA (SF) Battalions was done on tailor-
madetheatre specific units and a fourth assault team was added to each unit in addition toequipping th
ese units with state-of-the-
art weapons and equipment required forenhancing capabilities for various Special Forces missions. P
robation period in PARA(SF) units was enhanced from three months to six months in keeping with o
perationalrequirements. Modernisation and equipping of the then five PARA (SF) Battalions wasappr
oved at a cost of approximately Rupees 400 crores and raising of an ArmyAviation Special Operation
s Squadron was also approved with additional dedicatedbudget of Rupees 680 crores. 

Most significantly, a conscious decision was taken for no further expansion of SpecialForces till end 
of the 10th Army Plan, after which a review was to be undertaken.However, this decision was revers
ed within six months. The Colonel of the ParachuteRegiment, then heading Perspective Planning Dir
ectorate at Army Headquarters usedthe US invasion in Iraq as an excuse in propagating that US had d
eployed some20,000 Special Forces in that country. The aim was to convert more PARA units toPA



RA (SF). This was despite the fact that intelligence reports spoke of only “smalldetachments” of Spe
cial Forces having been employed by the US, bulk of which wereinducted into Northern Iraq a year a
nd half before the invasion. Propagation of thefigure 20,000 included 82 and 101 Airborne Divisions 
of the US, which are not SpecialForces and volunteers from these formations for US Special Forces h
ave to undergo afull-
fledged probation before they can join Special Forces. Incidentally, of the present60,000 strong US S
pecial Forces Command (SOCOM) with a 1 2013 budget request of$10.409 billion, the real Special F
orces element is only 15,000 strong of whichPsychological Operations Teams and Civil Affairs Tea
ms are not uniformed fightingmen. Even during peak period of Special Forces deployment in Iraq, on
ly 90 xOperation Detachments Alphas (ODAs) were actually used (each ODA is 10-
12 menstrong). Once the decision of no expansion was reversed, orders were issued to convertanothe
r two PARA battalions to Special Forces. With conversion of these two PARAbattalions to Special F
orces, plus six assault teams added as a result of the Study onModernisation of Special Forces, the In
dian Army went in for addition of four and ahalf battalions worth of Special Forces in a span of just t
hree and a half years. 

This was in complete disregard to the four universally acknowledged2 Special ForcesTruths: humans
 are more important than hardware; quality is better than quantity;Special Forces cannot be mass prod
uced; and competent Special Forces cannot becreated after emergencies arise. 

Expansion of Special Forces in foreign armies is very deliberate. Authorised expansionrate of US SO
COM is 1.8 percent annually. However, Admiral Olsen (erstwhileCommander US SOCOM bid for 2.
5% expansion in 2011 and Admiral Mc Raven,present Commander US SOCOM bid for addition of 3
000 which includes ‘supportelements’ due to increased responsibilities. Pakistan added the fourth SS
G battaliononly in recent years. In case of our Army Special Forces, we went in for a 120%increase i
n period 2001-
2004 alone including converting three PARA battalions toSpecial Forces (a third one was converted i
n addition to the two mentioned above) andadding the fourth assault team in all Special Forces units. 
Ironically, validation ofnewly converted units was left to tenure in counter insurgency environment.C
oncurrently, little effort was made to enlarge the advanced Special Forces skillstraining capacity of th
e Special Forces Training School (SFTS). Though a review wasundertaken in 2002, the decisions for 
expanding the capacity, using it exclusively foradvanced training of Special Forces, appointment of 
Commandant & Chief Instructorto be exclusive to Special Forces officers remained in limbo. Rapid e
xpansionadversely affected the manning, equipping and training of these units, moreimportantly the c
ombat potential. 

Manning becomes problematic when there are restrictions on the Commanding Officerof Special For
ces units in terms of annual percentages in respect of wastages. Many atime, the personnel who repor
t for probation are sub-
standard and units have to workovertime to get them in shape or shunt them out only when individual
 cases areapproved by the Infantry Directorate at Army Headquarters. This implies delay inmonths w
ith ample chance of non-
acceptance on plea of authorised annual percentage.Significantly, in the US Special Forces, the reject
ion rate of volunteers from even USAirborne Forces is 70 –
 75%. In Russia’s Spetsnaz it is 80%. Our own MARCOS has arejection rate of 60 %. 

Perhaps we could learn something from the selection process of foreign Special Forces.In the Special
 Services Group (SSG) of Pakistan, an individual first undergoes a 24week initial testing and training
 process followed by a nine month training-cum-



selection process in all types of terrain, including insertion and extraction. It is only atthe end of this 
24 weeks plus nine months that the individual is accepted into the SSG.It may be recalled that the Bri
g. N Bahri committee had also recommended a probationcum continuation training of one year durati
on. In the US Special Forces, the SpecialForces Qualification Course (SFQC) or informally, the Q C
ourse is the initial formaltraining program for entry into the Army Special Forces. Phase I of the Q C
ourse isknown as Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS). Getting “Selected” at SFASwill 
enable a candidate to continue on to the next of the four phases -
 which if acandidate successfully completes he will graduate as a Special Forces soldier and willgene
rally be assigned to a 12-
man Operational Detachment “A” (ODA), commonlyknown as an “A team.” The length of the Q Co
urse changes depending on theapplicant’s primary job field within Special Forces and their assigned f
oreign languagecapability but will usually last between 56 to 95 weeks. 

In 2003, another study on Special Forces was ordered but it was shelved when GeneralNanavatty (ers
twhile Army Commander, Northern Command) pointed out that thatthere was no requirement of anot
her study when all the issues related to Special Forceshad already been addressed by studies conducte
d earlier including a major one done in1980s, latter having led to the formation of a Special Forces R
egiment. The proposalwas therefore dropped. 

But post retirement of Gen Nanavatty, yet another study on Special Forces wasordered in 2004 heade
d by a regular Paratrooper and not a Special Forces officer. Thisstudy made some hilarious recomme
ndations like renaming of the PARA Battalions toParachute Special Forces (Airborne), authorising th
em the Special Forces Insignia andSpecial Forces Allowance. The logic given was that PARA and P
ARA (SF) are the sameforce since both operate behind enemy lines. The study recommended that the
 SpecialForces be expanded to 13 battalions by year 2010, each PARA unit to have minimumof 30 pe
rsonnel qualified in Combat Free Fall, and the Special Forces Training Schoolbe merged and put und
er command The Parachute Regiment Training Centre, besidesother recommendations. Suffice to me
ntion, the Special Forces officer membersrefused to sign the study. There was a separate proposal tha
t 30 Pathfinders in eachPARA Battalion be based on Para Motors and this mode of transportation be 
optimallyutilized in counter insurgency areas like in Jammu and Kashmir, till someoneremarked in a 
discussion on the issue this would also require authorisation of bulletproof bum pads least we accept 
gunshot wounds on the backsides. 

The CFF capability, as mentioned above, was authorised to the PARA battalionseventually but talkin
g of CFF capability, the US maintains a CFF team of 135personnel, who undertake 10 operational ju
mps by night every month with full combatloads including weapons and two rucksacks. If we are loo
king at creating 30 CFFqualified personnel in each PARA battalion who will probably be able to do o
nerefresher course of hopefully 10 jumps in a period of one or two years, then we willend up with a l
ot of jumping jacks wearing the CFF Basic CFF Badge but sans requiredoperational capability. Even 
the Para Motor capability introduced in PARA Battalionsover the past eight years has resulted in a s
mall number of personnel taking part indemonstrations. Using pathfinders en masse using Para Moto
rs is an absurd conceptto say the least, their only use being stealthy insertion in ones or twos provided
 theterrain and winds are favourable. 

In recent years, the appointment of DDGMO (Special Forces) in Military Operationswas elevated to 
Major General rank, as ADGMO (Special Forces) but the incumbentposted to date is still a non-
Special Forces officer. The elevation occurred as a result ofa detailed proposal sent by Lt Gen HS Li
dder, then heading Headquarters IntegratedDefence Staff (IDS) to the then Army Chief in 2008 to cre
ate a two star rank postdirectly under the Vice Chief of Army Staff with appropriate staff to oversee a



ll mattersrelated to Special Forces. Lt Gen Lidder, a highly decorated Special Forces officer hadcom
manded a Special Forces Battalion very successfully in Sri Lanka under the IndianPeace Keeping For
ce. At the time of sending the proposal he was also the Colonel ofThe Parachute Regiment. However,
 this was seen as loss of turf by the MilitaryOperations Directorate, and hence the appointment of DD
GMO (Special Forces) waselevated in situ to ADGMO (Special Forces) in Military Operations Direc
torate witheverything else status quo and continues as such. Ironically, before posting of the firstAG
MO (Special Forces), the appointment of DDGMO (Special Forces) was being heldby a normal infan
try officer who by his own admission had no idea of Special Forces orSpecial Operations. His only q
ualification was that he belonged to the same Regimentas the then Chief who wanted to give him the 
stamp of having served in MilitaryOperations Directorate. That being the consideration of the Army t
o Special Forces nosurprises to the ambiguity and understanding of the issue. 

A peculiar situation continues in our Army, wherein, the PARA (Special Forces) andregular PARA u
nits are clubbed into the same Regiment. Senior Paratrooper officers,who have never served in Speci
al Forces, holding appointments dealing with SpecialForces issues endeavor to establish parity betwe
en the tasking of Special Forces andnormal Parachute units. Reorganisation of the PARA units on the
 same lines has beenattempted in the past but has been shot down on valid grounds that the operation
alrequirement of a Parachute Brigade and Parachute Battalions is undeniable. Similarly,The Parachut
e Regiment has been asking for the Special Forces Allowance also to beadmissible to PARA units in
cluding during projections for the last Pay Commission butthis was rightly not accepted by the Chief 
of the Army Staff. During the 2009 Reunionof The Parachute Regiment held at Agra in 2009, serving
 and retired PARA officers gotafter the COAS, Gen Deepak Kapoor that more PARA battalions be c
onverted toSpecial Forces role so that they can get the Special Forces Allowance and the BalidanBad
ge (Special Forces insignia). The COAS responded that this will imply raising morePARA battalions 
who will start clamoring for conversion to Special Forces momenttheir raising is completed. 

More recently, a proposal was again thrown up in continuation of earlier efforts tosomehow gain pari
ty between the PARA and the PARA (Special Forces). The onlydifference this time was that there is 
no mention of the Special Forces Allowance andthe Balidan (Special Forces Badge) to PARA units si
nce it was perceived these wouldautomatically come in if the proposal was accepted. The proposal re
commended thatthe PARA units be assigned the roles of ‘Independent Small Team Actions’, ‘Guerill
aWarfare’, ‘Sub-
Conventional Operations in Unconventional Scenario’ and ‘HostageRescue’, significantly, discardin
g their primary role of holding ground. With suchextraneous issues coming up periodically, the Speci
al Forces Concept gets side tracked.Who one may ask will then do the role of the Parachute Brigade 
and PARA Battalions?The fact that Parachute units, who are Infantry units with airborne capability, 
mustcontinue to be mandated with tasks that is in support of a formation in their groundholding role. 
A PARA battalion in no way can be equated to a Special Forces unit.Foreign armies are very clear on
 the issue. The US has separate manning and trainingpolicies for Special Forces and Airborne Forces 
as well as separate training institutionsfor each of these forces. 

Conversion of the Parachute Regiment’s Parachute Battalions into Special Forcesunbalanced the only
 strategic formation of the Army –
 the Parachute Brigade (nowbeing addressed by raising more PARA battalions). De facto, it meant co
nverting theArmy’s lone strategic reach capable and rapid reaction capable formation -
 theIndependent Parachute Brigade. This approach appears taken on perception that thereis no longer 
a threat that calls for a strategic intervention or rapid reaction capabilityby AB (airborne) troops as ex
ecuted by the Parachute Brigade in Operation Vijay, Goain 1961, Sikkim in 1965, Dhaka in 1971, Op
eration Cactus, Maldives in 1988-



 a rolethat Special Force units are neither structured, trained, equipped or armed to perform,particular
ly if the intervention involves conventional attack, capture and holdingground for a length of time. 

Therefore, conversion should have been thought of in light of past, present and futureevents since Gu
lf War II and India’s strategic vision in the Indian Ocean Region fromCentral Asia to Indonesia and f
rom the Horn of Africa to SE Asia and China. It is notthe odd whimsy that armies of USA, UK, Fran
ce, China, Israel and Russia continue toretain conventional airborne formations as distinct entities in 
addition to their SpecialForces. Rationale justifying utility of airborne forces is available from battle r
eports ofIraq during Gulf War I and Gulf War II where low and high intensity warfare wasembedded 
with terrorism. Airborne troops of Coalition Forces played a vital role inthese operations in conjuncti
on with USSF and SAS. Russian and British airborneforces have operated in Chechnya and Kosovo j
ointly with Spetsnaz and SASrespectively. Airborne forces of UK, France and US have performed cl
assical jointairborne-
Special Forces tasks (strategic and tactical) in Afghanistan and in Gulf War Iand II as follows: force 
projection (airborne action) over land and sea into Afghanistanand Iraq –
 Kurdistan; “threat in being” to tie down / destroy Taliban elements attactical / theatre level; capture a
nd hold strategic ground in Kuwait and behind Iraqilines through airborne assault; overfly anthrax co
ntaminated Kurdish areas of Iraq toestablish firm base by airborne assault / ground infiltration; establ
ished beachheads inconjunction US Marines in Persian Gulf; capture / recapture islands in Persian G
ulfand Gulf of Hormuz by joint airborne / sea borne assault; operations in conjunctionSAS / Delta Fo
rce to track and destroy mobile SCUD launchers; assisted UNpeacekeeping operations in Somalia, Se
rbia, Bosnia and Kosovo; clandestinesurveillance of WMD sites and manufacturing facilities. These t
asks could not havebeen done by SAS or Delta Force on their own. 

It is not that other armies have not faced friction between the Special Forces and thosethat are not but
 gradually they have overcome the same and established clear dividinglines.3 Col Aaron Bank in his 
book “From OSS to Green Berets writes, “It was duringthe preparatory period that Rangers and Airb
orne members of the training staffworking under Special Forces veterans gradually discovered how 
much more complexand complicated Special Forces training was compared to what they were used t
o. Itwas also apparent that Special Forces could conduct any type of behind-the-
linesoperations…… Special Forces are an outfit that conducts all aspects of unconventionalwarfare 
with emphasis on developing large indigenous guerilla forces”. 

Two decades back 82nd and 101 Airborne did their best not to let USSF like DeltaForce come up. In
dian Army is undergoing the same –
 even in greater intensity asSpecial Forces and airborne forces share the same Regiment. This has res
ulted inParachute Battalions converting to Special Forces and raising of more Para Battalionswho wil
l continue to clamour for conversion to Special Forces. The Army needs to takecorrective action. The
 requirement of the Parachute Brigade and PARA Battalions isloud and clear while we prepare for a c
ombined China-
Pakistan threat. You can hardlygo any distance in mountains unless you establish airheads and go for 
rapid buildup inenemy rear including follow up air transported operations. The PARA Battalions mus
tcontinue to concentrate on their primary role of ground holding. The mad race ofPARA battalions fo
r finding parity with PARA (SF) must be put at rest even if itimplies de-
linking them from PARA (SF). Additionally, the Army should ensure thatappointments dealing with 
Special Forces issues must be held only by Special Forcesofficers. Lower rank officers officiating in 
say appointment of ADGMO (Special Forces)should be acceptable in case a two star Special Forces 
officer is not available. 



Today’s asymmetric wars are laced with unprecedented treachery, deceit and denial.On the question 
of pro-
active employment of Special Forces, the fear of being labeledaggressor is fallacious since coping wi
th non-
traditional challenges does not equateautomatically to physical attack. Special Forces provide us the t
ools to address non-
traditional challenges to our security by providing a silent but effective medium. Weneed to develop t
he necessary will to contend with emerging strategic challenges. Theirtasking should include asymm
etric warfare, unconventional / fourth generationwarfare, special operations, strategic reconnaissance,
 psychological operations and thelike. We need to get a handle on the fault lines of our adversaries in 
order to achieverequisite deterrence. There is a need to go pro-
active on the issue least we permit oureconomy and security to be weakened. We should not let this p
otent capacity besidetracked by creating more and more pseudo Special Forces on advice of pseudos
pecialists. 

1http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RS21408.pdf 

2http://www.soc.mil/USASOC%20Headquarters/SOF%20Truths.html 

3Bank, Aaron, From OSS to Green Beret –
 The Birth of Special Forces, PresidioPublishers, USA, 1986. 
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Existing Status - Indian  Special Forces 
“ India’s Special Forces are ill  equipped and underutilized.” 

-Gen S. Padmanabhan, COAS (2001). 

The major part of the Special Forces comes from the Army; the Parachute (SpecialForces) battalions,
 eight in number at present. They have been effectively employed incounter insurgency and counter t
errorist operations, have considerable battleexperience and are doing periodic joint training with forei
gn Special Forces of manycountries. Next come the MARCOS numbering less than 1000 at present b
ut isexpected to double the number at a future date. Ironically, a case taken up by the Navyto raise a 
Marine Brigade has been languishing with the government for more than adecade. MARCOS too      
have had battle experience including under the Indian PeaceKeeping Force in Sri Lanka and in count
er insurgency and counter terrorism in India.The latest to join the Military Special Forces are the Gar
uds of Air Force. Established in2004 and numbering between 1500 and 2000, they are yet to be blood
ed inoperations though some are deployed in Congo under the UN flag. They have beenundertaking 
protection of critical Air Force bases and installations, search and rescueduring peace and hostilities a
nd disaster relief during calamities. During hostilities,some of their tasks overlap those of their army 
counterparts. 

The National Security Guard 1(NSG) was created in 1986 in the aftermath of ‘Op BlueStar’. It operat
es under the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) and is primarily taskedfor counter terrorism and anti-
hijack, other tasks being bomb disposal (search,detection and neutralising bombs / IEDs), PBI (Post 
Blast Investigation) and hostagerescue. They have played a pivotal role in internal security and have 
undertaken anumber of operations with numerous successes to their credit despite situations likeBlac
k thunder II where 1500 NSG personnel were pitted against 50 Sikh terrorists.NSG was the main Spe



cial Force employed during the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack.2At the time of raising and for a few ye
ars thereafter, procurement of weapons,equipment and technology for the NSG had top priority and t
hey could pick these upoff the shelf globally. The first IG (Operations), Maj Gen Naresh Kumar coul
d take anaircraft and pick up any weapon or equipment off the shelf in any part of the world. Hehad h
oned the NSG to optimum level of combat efficiency. The first ever live anti-
hijack exercise conducted by him was so well executed that Prime Minister RajivGandhi who was wi
tnessing the exercise, made sure he was conferred with a secondParam Vashisht Seva Medal. Maj Ge
n Naresh Kumar continues to date to be the onlyrecipient of Bar to PVSM. In later years, procuremen
t process of the NSG became asbureaucratic as the Military. This was noticeable during the 2008 Mu
mbai terroristattack with total absence of ‘corner shots’ and deficient night vision equipment. Theurg
ency has picked up post this operation but the rapid increase in manpower andattendant equipping ne
eds to be coped with now. Additional NSG hubs have come upat Mumbai and Kolkata already and si
milar hubs are being set up at Chennai andHyderabad. The cutting edge is the SAGs (Special Action 
Groups), the SRGs (SpecialRanger Groups) having the task of providing the cordon. All the personne
l in the SAGsand some support units, training and headquarters are on deputation from IndianArmed 
Forces, the rest being drawn from the central police organisations. The SAG isthe offensive wing dra
wn from units of the Indian Army. The SRG consists ofmembers from Central Armed Police Forces (
CAPF) and Central Police Organisations(CPOs). Personnel of Special action Groups have been traini
ng with foreigncounterparts in numerous countries including Israel, France and Germany. 

There have been several occasions where the lack of proper transportation hashampered the response 
time of the unit. This was particularly evident during the 1999hijacking of Indian Airlines Flight 814.
 Even during the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack,the unit was delayed due to lack of aircraft in Delhi an
d then lack of groundtransportation in Mumbai. The NSG 3 is ladled with numerous problem areas; t
he coreof the problem is the attitude of the national security establishment to the employmentof Speci
al Forces. The NSG operates under the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) andthe Director General is 
a Police officer who is just picked up from any State fromCentral Police cadre. In so doing, the very 
nature, orientation and character of theforce has changed. Enroute to counter the 2008 Mumbai terror
ist attack, the thenDirector General told the Task Force that he wanted the terrorists ‘alive’; imposing
undue caution and which perhaps was one of the reason for the time taken. The otherproblem is the la
ck of integral assets for a force of the NSG type, which is meant topossess rapid mobility, firepower 
and technology. The force does not have thewherewithal to generate its own intelligence too. Then is 
the continuous problem of alarge number of personnel of the NSG tasked for protection of the countr
y’s VIPs(some two scores in number) despite a separate Special Protection Group (SPG)authorised f
or VIP protection duties and number of NSG personnel serving ondeputation with the SPG. 

The Special Frontier Force4 (SFF) is a paramilitary force of India. It was conceived inthe post 1962 
Sino-
Indian war as a guerrilla force composed mainly of Tibetanrefugees. Based in Uttrakhand and also kn
own as establishment 22, this force operatesdirectly under the Cabinet Secretariat. SFF is headed by t
he Inspector General (IG)who works under the supervision of Director General (DG) Security, Resea
rch &Analysis Wing (R&AW) who reports directly to the Director of R&AW. The current SFFforce 
levels are around 10,000 men. Individual battalions have a strength of around900, are composed of   
six companies each company consisting of approximately 120men. Though the government likes to  
keep the force under wraps, most details areavailable on the internet. The Special Groups (SGs) have 
army personnel on deputation.  

5The SFF was employed during the 1971 Indo-
Pak war in Bangladeshgiving the impression to the Pakistanis that the Chinese were airdropping to as



sistthem. Their photographs are posted on the internet. During the episode of hijack ofIndian Airlines
 Flight 1846, a Special Group of SFF had also been put on alert.Subsequently, during the 1999 Kargil
 Conflict between India and Pakistan,employment of the SFF along with pictures was reported by Ind
ia Today, a premiermagazine of India. 

Combined strength of above Indian Special Forces is perhaps approximate 20,000,more than the than
 the uniformed strength of US Special Forces (currently around15,000 that includes Psychological O
perations and Civil Affairs Teams who are notuniformed personnel) but not one tenth their capabiliti
es. Additionally, there areefforts to rename Parachute Battalions to “Special Forces (Airborne)” Batta
lions. Wehave three Parachute Battalions and two more are under raising. Special Forces mustprovid
e focused strategic advantage to the nation but we are incurring tremendous coston our Special Force
s for mere tactical advantages. At current prices, eight ArmySpecial forces battalions are at initial cos
t of Rupees 2860 crores plus an annualrecurring cost Rupees 304 crores. The additional two Army Sp
ecial Forces battalionswill entail an initial cost of Rupees 715 crores and an annual recurring cost of 
Rupees76 crores. On balance, 10 Army Special Forces battalions implies initial cost of Rupees3575 c
rores plus annual recurring cost of Rupees 380 crores (total Rupees 3955crores) at current costs. On a
 very conservative estimate, the approx 20,000 strongIndian Special Forces may cost one and a half ti
mes more plus full fledged trainingfacilities: totaling initial cost of approximately Rupees 10,000 cro
res and yearlyrecurring cost of approximately Rupees 1,000 crores. If five Parachute Battalions areals
o considered Special Forces, then there is additional initial cost of Rupees 465crores and annual recur
ring cost of Rupees 90.32 crores. These costs are current andwill escalate every year. A much smaller
 Special Force will cost much less and givetremendous strategic advantage in furthering national secu
rity objectives throughpolitico-military operations. 

Trans-
border employment of Indian Special Forces has been negligible. A servingSpecial Forces Colonel w
ho has finished command of a Special Forces battalion says,“The Army cannot graduate to the next l
evel of evolution till such time the concept ofSpecial Forces comes to force. But so far it remains just
 that -
 a concept. It is unlikelyto come about in force till such time the Services shed their ‘turf protective’ a
ttitudeand allow a joint command and control structure. In reference to Army in specific,within the se
rvice itself, we have not yet been able to integrate Special Forces with theAviation or Military Intelli
gence –
 thanks to the turf wars between variousdirectorates”. Another Special Forces Commanding Officer s
ays, “Apart from very fewinstances when tasked for trans-
border operations, actual employment at present islimited to those infantry tasks that are beyond the
m due to lack of training, mindsetand operational capability. Raids and ‘Search and Destroy’ are the t
wo main ways theSpecial Forces are actually tasked. If the Special Forces carry out special operation
sbeyond these, it is usually on their own initiative without the blessings of the commandstructure.” 

The weaknesses as observed in Indian Special Forces can be summarised as follows:they are employ
ed tactically; there is no centralised command structure –
 only countryin world, though should be rectified with establishment of a Special Forces Command;n
o commonality in equipment; no concept of ‘packaged equipping’ –
 comespiecemeal; lack of quality manpower and officers –
 poverty (shortage of officers)shared with the rest of the army; inadequate special / advanced training
 facilities; lackof integrated, institutionalised and adequate intelligence; grossly inadequate languagep
roficiency; lack of dedicated and integrated air support.; no concept of integral‘support units’ includi
ng civilian components; army Special Forces more on ‘jack of alltrades’ not specialisation; MARCO



S with limited prowess on land; GARUDs sansspecialised air transportation units and duplicating tas
ks of Army Special Forces tolarge extent; SAGs of NSG and SGs of SFF handicapped with 33 perce
nt annualturnover of manpower; little tri-
Services training and nil with NSG and SFF; disparatesystems are being acquired for battlefield trans
parency and network centric conflictand as such, interoperability will remain problematic till such ti
me the issue isaddressed. 

The USSF have developed a concept of using dogs in the most efficient manner; asbuddies of Special
 Forces operatives that undertake airborne jumps in buddy pairs oreven individually and track down t
heir targets in highly professional fashion. None ofour Special Forces have made any effort to develo
p such capabilities aside from routineuse of sniffer / tracker dogs as done by the infantry and RR unit
s in counterinsurgency areas. 

In addition to major voids of institutionalised intelligence and its real timedissemination, and languag
e proficiency is the void of state-of-the-
art situationalawareness. 7The US Special Forces have the tremendous advantage in the SpecialOper
ations Command Research and Threat Evaluation System (SOCRATES) , togetherwith both man por
table vehicle borne modules that permit globally deployed SpecialForces detachments to receive, sen
d, process and analyse near real time intelligence.Development of a Special Operations Command Po
st (SOCP) for the PARA (SF) wasapproved as part of the modernisation of Special Forces in 2001 bu
t has not beendeveloped yet for various reasons, even mundane ones like of single vendor and otherre
asons of perpetually shifting responsibilities though the vehicle for it was modifiedyears back. The S
OCP, once developed, will provide connectivity to Special Forcesoperatives deployed in field to all r
equired echelons including of aerial weaponplatforms. 

There is an urgent requirement for creating macro conditions for Special Forces inIndia. Special Forc
es of Western nations (and Israel) have conducted many spectacularSpecial Forces raids, latest being 
raid to eliminate Osama bin Laden. There have beenmany snatch missions and dramatic counter-
hijack operations like in Entebbe,Mogadishu and London’s Iranian Embassy siege. In Indian military
 literature andwriting, we have seldom appreciated hard work, meticulous planning and high level ofs
ophisticated coordination and synergy necessary between various political, military,intelligence agen
cies and other departments to pull off such missions. There is urgentneed to educate and create macro
 conditions for Special Forces through measures likecreating a national vision, joint doctrine, joint or
ganisations and integratedintelligence support. Admiral William J Crowe, Jr, former Chairman JCS, 
USA has thisto say, “First break down the wall that has more or less come between Special Forcesan
d the other parts of the military……second, educate the best of the military; spread arecognition and 
an understanding what you do, why you do it, and how important it isthat you do it. Last integrate yo
ur effects into the full spectrum of our militarycapacity.” Hopefully, these macro conditions will be c
reated in India concurrent toestablishment of a Special Forces Command. 

1National Security Guards, http://www.bharat-rakshak.com/LAND-FORCES/Special-
Forces/NSG.html 

2Kasturi, Bhashyam, National Security Guards: Organisation, Operations and FutureOrientations, In
dian Defence Review, Vol. 8 (3), October 1993, pp. 59-63. 

3Kasturi, Bhashyam, National Security Guards: Past, Present and Future, BharatRakshak Monitor, V
olume 5 (5), March, 2003. http://www.bharat-rakshak.com/MONITOR/ISSUES-5/Kasturi.html 

4Special Frontier Force, Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/Special-Frontier-Force 



5Photos Special Frontier Force,http://www.militaryphotos.net/forums/showthread.php?62282-very-
rare-pics-of-some-of-india-s-Special-Forces-speciality-units 

6Jaggia, Anil K and Shukla, Saurabh, IC-
814 Hijacked: The Inside Story, Roli Books,New Delhi, 2000, pp 59-60. 

7Oberoi, Vijay, Special Forces: Doctrine, Tasking, Equipping and Employment, Centrefor Land War
fare Studies, New Delhi, 2006. 

Section III  

The Future 

1 

21st Century Challenges and Warfare  2030 
By year 2030, India will be the most populous country and the third largest economyalbeit it is diffic
ult to predict what will be the growth rate. Energy and resource scarcitymay impede progress unless 
we optimise resources and develop renewable energy. Ourproficiency in managing social change is li
kely to remain unpredictable. While we willbe one of the world’s most connected and IT-
savvy societies, superpower statusdepends on where we start out from and how smart are we in mana
ging theevolutionary process. A recent study1 by London School of Economics says, “India’sdemocr
acy may have thrived in a manner that few ever expected, but its institutionsface profound challenges
 from embedded nepotism and corruption”. 

By 2030, our population is likely to be over 1.53 billion at current annual growth rateof 1.58 percent. 
65 percent of current population is 35 years and below and we havethe largest illiterate population in 
the world. Then is the problem of unemployment,which stands at 10.5 percent up to the 35 year age g
roup.2Some 40 million illegalweapons are currently circulating within India with an annual trade of $
4 billion. 3TheWorld Drug Report 2011 shows some 3.2 metric tons of drugs entered India throughP
akistan in 2009 (one single year). 4We are 134th in Human Development Index 178countries since p
ast decade and 595th in corruption perception index amongst 183countries as per Transparency Inter
national. This is a dangerous cocktail for terroristgroups luring youth even for mere fiscal benefit. 

In addition to causes of conflict like territory and power, resources like water, energy,minerals etc wi
ll be the major flash points. This will see a heightened need forintelligence and deniable covert capab
ilities that ensure deniability of action forachieving strategic aims, both of which will have a major S
pecial Forces component.There is little doubt that asymmetric wars (of which terrorism and insurgen
cies aremanifestations) will continue to dominate the conflict spectrum in the Sub Continentalbeit wi
ndows of conventional war under the NBC backdrop will remain. Warfare isno longer confined to th
e battlefield -
 boundaries between war and no war are blurredby asymmetric wars that have no borders, no rules an
d no regulations. Psychologicalwarfare probably imposes the largest penalty but affords the highest p
ayoffs. Successfulpsychological warfare demands integrated themes and subjects which need to bede
veloped. 

21st Century conflicts will have the following connotations: ability to engage in armedconflict in nuc
lear backdrop will remain an instrument of state power; sub-



conventional conflicts characterised by intra-
state strife have gained ascendency overtraditional conflicts; spectrum of conflict could range from c
onflicts between states toconflict with non-
state actors and proxies; transnational nature of threats andinvolvement of state actors in using sub-
conventional conflicts have increased thecomplexity; conventional conflict could either be preceded, 
in conjunction orsucceeded by a period of irregular conflict, requiring LIC and stabilisation operation
s;non-
state actors have added a new dimension to Low Intensity Conflict (LIC) and theyare increasingly ac
quiring conventional capabilities; wars will be short, swift, hi-
techinvariably fought in complex terrain, requiring full spectrum capability; technologyempowers ter
rorists to cause severe damage through cyber, financial, kinetic attacks –
their acquiring WMDs is a major concern; WMDs will proliferate exponentially; proxywar will rema
in preferred strategy of weaker / radicalised nations; scarce naturalresources could lead to conflict; fri
ction between state militaries and non-state actorsis likely to increase. 

What should be of military security concern to India, can be summarised as follows:collusive China-
Pakistan threat and conflict within India (two and a half front);possibility of US-
Pakistan mutual dependency remaining critical viz-a-viz US-
Indianeeds in strategic and security values even beyond 2014; greater Pakistan Talibancontrol of AfP
ak post 2014, namesake democracy in Pakistan and increasingradicalisation; Chinese presence in Pak
istan / Pakistan Occupied Kashmir and China’stacit support to Pakistan’s jihadi policy against India; 
Pakistan’s future proxy warcashing upon carefully nurtured home-
grown radicals in India; hardening of Chinesestance on Arunachal and IOR with increasing military c
apability viz-a-viz India;increased Chinese dominance in waters of Asia-
Pacific; Chinese ‘String of Pearls’surrounding India plus the ‘Ring of Islamic Terrorism’; China engi
neered Maoists inNepal and their integration with Nepal’s Military; change of guard in Bangladesh w
ithKhaleda Zia and her BNP regaining power can see revival of terrorism; presence ofPLA and Chine
se Special Forces in garb of development projects in countriessurrounding India; radicalisation of Ma
ldives and possibility of LeT bases coming upin over 1000 uninhabited islands in that country; LeT a
nd Nepalese Maoists links withIndian Maoists; growing interdependence and interlinking of terrorist 
groups andinsurgents pan India and their international links, particularly Islamic radicals likeIndian 
Mujahideen (IM) and Popular Front of India (PFI) links with Al qaeda andLeT; management of socia
l change within India, without which, youth may polarisetowards terrorism / insurgency; heightened 
asymmetric war including cyber war, plusactivation of space, cyberspace and electromagnetic domai
ns. 

Huma Yusuf wrote in The Dawn in October 20116, “In the absence of the activism ofdemocracy, you
 are left with the fatalism of patronage. A nation that obsesses overexternal threats is one that values 
patronage, because patronage means protectionfrom what may come. Valuing patronage is in some w
ays the antithesis of voting in ademocracy: rather than shape your future, you seek protection from it.
 Ironically,patronage also nullifies the future possibility of democracy because it reiterates theimporta
nce of that which is local — kinship, ethnicity, language, sect —
 over what isnational. As long as we seek protection from an external enemy, we will seek patrons,ev
en if they come in uniform — and it is thus that history readies to repeat itself.” 

More significantly,7 Pervez Hoodbhoy, Professor of Nuclear and High Energy Physics,Quaid-e-
Azam University, Islamabad stated on 18 Aug 2011, “An extremist takeover ofPakistan is probably n
o further than five to 10 years away”.8 Pervez Hoodbhoy alsowarns of the institutionalised radicalisat
ion in Pakistan by saying, “The common beliefin Pakistan is that Islamic radicalism is a problem onl



y in FATA, and that madrassasare the only institutions serving as jihad factories. This is a serious mi
sconception.Extremism is breeding at a ferocious rate in public and private schools withinPakistan’s t
owns and cities. Left unchallenged, this education will produce a generationincapable of co-
existing with anyone except strictly their own kind. The mindset itcreates may eventually lead to Pak
istan’s demise as a nation state.” 

A 2009 study9 titled ‘Beyond Bullets: Strategies for Countering Violent Terrorism’ bythe Centre for 
A New American Security, USA states, “Some countries requireparticular attention. Pakistan, for exa
mple, represents the most difficult problembecause it has become the host of the global jihadist move
ment and terrorists canincreasingly operate with impunity there because of the weakening of the state
”. Thefact is that the linkages of Pakistan’s Military-
ISI with terrorist organisations inAfghanistan, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh have serious implicati
ons for us.Pakistan’s refusal to act against the Haqqanis is proof of her intentions in Afghanistanpost 
2014. 

It is no secret that Pakistan has adopted terrorism as a state policy. During theRegional Conference o
n Security held in Bangladesh in 2001, both Pakistani speakers(Dr Shirin Mazari, DG Institute of Str
ategic Studies and Lt Gen Javed Hassan,Commandant, National Defense College) propagated LIC an
d unconventional meanslike guerilla warfare, psychological warfare, including the use of terror, subv
ersion,economic warfare and indirect intervention in enemy territory as more viable optionsto a conv
entional war. A decade later, Admiral Mike Mullen confirmed this as the StatePolicy of Pakistan bef
ore the US Senate Armed Services Committee on Afghanistanand Iraq. Pakistani apparently adopted 
this policy on advice given by 10ChinesePremier to President Ayub Khan of Pakistan in 1960’s that 
Pakistan should prepare forprolonged conflict with India instead of short-
term wars, advising Pakistan to raise amilitia force to act behind enemy lines. Pakistan obviously too
k the above adviceseriously. Not only was cross border terrorism initiated, a terrorist architecturespan
ning India was orchestrated. 11MK Dhar, Former Joint Director IB writes in hisbook ‘Open Secrets–
India’s Intelligence Unveiled’, “Way back in 1992-
93 ….theprocess of ‘transplanting armed modules’ in the heartland of India had started takingcogniza
ble shape. Some of these cells were identified in Assam, West Bengal, Bihar,Uttar Pradesh, Delhi, K
ota/Ajmer region of Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra, AndhraPradesh, and Kerala. SIMI had already 
started deputing ‘volunteers’ to Pakistan fortraining along with the Mujahideen, Taliban and Al Qaed
a cadres. They establishedfirm linkages with Islamic Chhatra Shibir, Al Qaeda affiliated HUJI, Al Ba
dr, Al Jihadand other organisations in Bangladesh ……. were trained in facilities located insideBangl
adesh and under the very noses of DGFI and BDR.” Ajmal Qasab admitted thatthe 26/11 Mumbai att
ack terrorists were trained by Pakistani Marines, intelligence hasestablished that Indian Mujahedeen (
IM) are the creation of Pakistan’s Inter ServicesIntelligence (ISI) and much more damaging evidence
 has come from Abu Jundal, all ofwhich Pakistan blatantly denies. Presently, the Lashkar-e-
Taiba (LeT) is engaged inindoctrination, training and arming Maldivian youth frequenting Pakistan. 

There should be little doubt that the ISI and through them the Pakistani Military arelinked with Al Qa
eda, Pakistan Taliban, Haqqani network, LeT, HUJI, HuM, LeJ,Dawood Ibrahim, in Bangladesh with
 AHAB, Huji BD, JMB, JMJB, and in India withSIMI, IM, Maoists, Popular Front of India either dir
ectly or through LeT which servesas the covert arm of ISI. Over the past decade, the LeT which was 
originally raised toundertake jihad against India has become more lethal internationally; more powerf
ul ifnot more than Al Qaeda, which led 12Ashley J. Tellis (Carnegie Foundation) to state inMarch 20
12, “The only reasonable objective for the United States is the permanentevisceration of LeT and oth
er vicious South Asian terrorist groups—
with Pakistanicooperation if possible, but without it if necessary.” 13Bruce Riedel (BrookingsInstitut



ion) added in July 2012, “With Al Qaeda on the ropes, Lashkar-e-
Taiba (LeT),with the help of its Pakistani backers, is now probably the most dangerous terror groupin
 the world.” 14As for Taliban, Murtaza Ali Shah wrote in the Dawn dated 27 Oct2011, “Taliban com
manders acknowledge in BBC documentary titled ‘Secret Pakistan’that Pakistan is still running traini
ng camps to support and arm the Taliban across theborder in Afghanistan.” 

How the continuing China-Pakistan nexus is going to affect Afghanistan and theprospects of Indo-
Pak peace has been very lucidly brought out by 15Aga H Amin,defence analyst and veteran Pakistan 
Army officer, wherein he says, “Utopians inIndia are jubilant that Pakistan has made peace with Indi
a. Nothing in reality can befarther from the truth. ….. Pakistan’s apparent shift is merely a tactical res
ponse toextreme confrontation with the US over perceived US view that Pakistan is playing adouble 
game in Afghanistan…. The real picture of true intentions of the Pakistanimilitary will emerge when 
the US withdraws from Afghanistan. This will be the timewhen the Russians, Iranians and Indians wi
ll have no choice but to support theNorthern Alliance against Pakistan sponsored Taliban who regard 
all Shias, Ismailis,Non-
Pashtuns, moderate Pashtuns as infidels who deserve to be massacred. …….Pakistani politicians will
 remain the puppets of the military that they have been since1977. Terrorism will remain a tool of for
eign policy while the Pakistani military runsthe Pakistani state under a facade of PPP or PML or Tehr
ik i Insaaf……Pakistanimilitary will be hoping to achieve all its objectives: an extremist dominatedA
fghanistan; a Baluchistan fully fragmented and crushed; a Pakistani political partyleading Pakistan fu
lly subservient to the Pakistani military; a renewed infiltration inKashmir; a brinkman’s nuclear polic
y with India; and a greater Chinese vassal with fargreater Chinese interests in Pakistan. There is no d
oubt that Pakistan will be a semiautonomous Chinese province by 2030 or so. …. Pakistani Baluchist
an by 2030 wouldbe a completely Chinese run show… This means that Pakistan’s political economy 
ofexporting terrorism as a foreign policy tool, massive corruption at home and theresultant ever grow
ing reservoir of economically deprived youngsters who will fillranks of extremists and suicide bombe
rs will continue”. 

The emergence of irregular / asymmetric forces with greater strategic value overconventional and eve
n irregular forces in conflict situations over conventional andeven nuclear forces in recent years has n
ot been acknowledged by India.Consequently, we have failed to create deterrence against irregular fo
rces relying onlyon diplomacy, which itself is not fully effective not having been sensitised to militar
yand particularly to the advantages of Special Forces. For instance, after the Anglo-Franco-
Israeli assault on Egypt in 1956, the British had been booted out of the MiddleEast. A few years later 
the British Foreign Office offered the services of the SAS as‘advisers’ and experts to help the middle
-
east regimes quell their insurgencies andmeet other security needs. This led to the British regaining t
heir influence in the regionand re-emerge as a major foreign affairs player in the energy-
sensitive region. Similarinitiatives have been undertaken by the US and Israeli Special Forces. We co
ntinue toremain at great disadvantage. Lack of strategic forethought has deterred us to exploitthe strat
egic potential of our Special Forces in this regard. Amy Kazmin wrote inFinancial Times dated 9th S
ep 2011, saying, “The instruments of State action havebecome dysfunctional”, says K Shankar Bajpa
i, Chairman of India’s National SecurityAdvisory Board and former Ambassador to US. India’s strate
gic interests extendbetween the Suez to Shanghai …. but we have neither the manpower nor the strat
egicthinking to handle these challenges”. There is urgent need to develop publicised overtcapabilities
 and deniable covert capabilities as deterrence against irregular war thrustupon us plus the will to sele
ctively demonstrate it to ensure its effectiveness. OurSpecial Forces potential must be optimised and 
exploited to develop such capability. 
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Foreign Special Forces Employment 



Special Forces employment over the years can be gauged from the following: Germanpseudo teams i
n Ardennes during in WW II; British pseudo teams against communistguerillas and in Kenya against 
the Mau–
Mau insurgents; Selous Scouts raised inRhodesia (1973) were responsible for 68 percent of all terrori
sts killed in the next sixyears of Bush War at cost of 40 Scouts; USSF employed in Afghanistan one a
nd a halfyear prior to US invasion; Special Forces of NATO countries operating in Afghanistan,Syria
, some African countries; Russia’s Spetznaz deployed in CIS, Eastern bloccountries and even in Paki
stan; Pakistan’s SSG has been operating in J&K,Afghanistan, Iraq, Nepal, and Bangladesh; USSF in 
Iran since past seven years,operating in some 200 countries (including 186 sanctioned in 2011).       
Afghanistan 
provided a challenge for Special Forces operations. In addition to Special Forces ofmany NATO cou
ntries, deployment of Green Berets, Delta Force and Navy Seals fromthe US were deployed at variou
s points of time, and so were the SAS and SBS ofBritain. A plethora of Special Forces operation in cl
ose proximity in the same region asbeing done by us in J&K, has its own attenuated problems; when 
there is lack of elbowspace and everyone is looking for awards and glory. In the case of Israeli Speci
alForces, their erstwhile role of mainly long range reconnaissance, intelligence and otherinfantry like 
tasks has changed focus over the years to counter terrorism and hostage 
rescue. Most of these units, with training on advanced counter terrorism, have been 
employed successfully in operations. 

Right from its raising, Pakistan’s SSG has had close training and advisory links with USSpecial Forc
es. In fact, Pakistani officers had been visiting US SOCOM from the timethe latter was being set up. 
The SSG’s first major operation, however, was during the1965 India-
Pakistan War wherein the SSG were dropped in the vicinity of IAF airbasesof Adampur, Halwara an
d Pathankot. This turned out a complete fiasco; most SSGpersonnel were taken prisoners without da
maging a single combat aircraft. Againduring 1971 India-
Pakistan War, SSG was used extensively employed in what now isBangladesh. One particular missio
n in raiding a gun position was successful. 

Pakistan denies the use of SSG during the 1999 Kargil Conflict with India but SSG wereused extensi
vely mixed with the Northern Light Infantry troops, with Pakistanshowcasing the intruders as freedo
m fighters till the lie was exposed to the world. TheSSG must have taken considerable casualties part
icularly with heavy artillery poundingthough the figure will remain unknown. During the same perio
d, an SSG detachmentattempted capture of the glaciated peak of Point 5770 in the Southern Glacier o
n theSaltoro Range in Siachen area. However, they were annihilated through a daringdaytime raid by 
the Indians. The bodies of dead Pakistanis including that of an SSGCaptain were later handed over to
 Pakistan on their behest. 

Where Pakistan’s SSG gathered considerable operational experience was inAfghanistan fighting alon
gside the Taliban against the Russians. SSG have also beenemployed in Kashmir and for training terr
orist in Nepal and Bangladesh at variouspoints of times. SSG has large presence in many Arab countr
ies in training andadvisory capacities focused on counter insurgency and VIP protection. They have a
pivotal role in protecting the Saudi royal family. They have extensively trained withUSSF, Sri Lanka
n Special Forces and are now increasingly undertaking joint trainingwith Chinese Special Forces. 

Chinese Special Forces numbering an estimated 14,000 are specialised in rapidreaction combat in a li
mited regional war under high-tech conditions, commandooperations, counter-
terrorism, and intelligence gathering. They are organised in anumber of units and sub-
units like: Guangzhou Military Region Special Forces Unitestablished in 1988 and expanded in 2000 



as first PLA special operations unit capableof air, sea and land operations; Chengdu Military Region 
Special Forces Unitestablished in 1992 and specialised in target surveillance, target designation,        
airborne 
insertion, sabotage, offensive strike, rescue, and has experimented new concepts,tactics, equipment in
cluding digitised army soldier system and high-
mobility landweapon platforms; Beijing Military Region Special Forces Unit established in early199
0s and holds high-
tech equipment including UAVs, modern demolitions, laserdesignators and laser dazzlers; Shenyang 
Military Region Special Forces Unit; NanjingMilitary Region Special Forces Units (two of them), Na
njing Military Region SpecialForces Unit; Lanzhou Military Region Special Forces Unit; Hong Kong
 SpecialOperations Company known as five minute Response Unit; and the Macau QuickReaction Pl
atoon. In conflict scenarios, Chinese Special Forces will likely be deployedin conjunction with China
’s Airborne Corps. However, in non-
war period ChineseSpecial Forces would be covertly deployed for information support operations,str
ategic surveillance, training, arming and advising dissident / terrorist / insurgentgroups in target coun
tries, and perception management. 

If China aims to stir up NSCN, ULFA and Maoists insurgencies while claimingArunachal Pradesh an
d illegally occupying Aksai Chin and Shaksgam Valley, can werule out covert involvement, includin
g by proxy, of their intelligence agencies andSpecial Forces? Covert presence of Chinese Special For
ces and intelligence agencies inPakistan, POK, Nepal, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and India is 
real possibilitywith PLA owned construction companies spread over globally under garb ofdevelopm
ent projects. In India, they could have presence in the Chinese Embassy,business ventures and border
 areas where facial features don’t pose any problems andillegal smuggling routes provide avenues for
 ingress and contacts. Some Chinesenationals with fake Indian documents have already been apprehe
nded in a bid tocontact northeast insurgents. What needs to be remembered is that Mao’s guerilla war
had been ingrained in the PLA for decades to start with, followed by Chineseassumptions that future 
military contingencies could come up without much warningand may involve smaller forces but with
 highest operational potential and readiness. Ifthis is coupled with the Chinese strategy of surprise, sh
ock and keeping the adversarylulled, one should logically surmise that akin to cyber capabilities, the 
potential ofChinese Special Forces would actually be much more than what they would like theworld
 to believe. 

The world, India in particular, should watch out for congruence of Chinese andPakistani Special Forc
es interlaced with terrorist organisations like the Taliban (withwhom both China and Pakistan are alre
ady linked), Al Qaeda, Haqqani network, LeT,Hum etc. This is more relevant with expanding Chines
e strategic footprints in PakistanOccupied Kashmir (POK) and likely leasing out of Gilgit-
Baltistan area by Pakistan toChina for the next 50 years as reported in Pakistani vernacular media plu
s US mediaand Think Tanks. To top this, Pakistani defence analysts predict Pakistan likely to goin fo
r a similar arrangement in Baluchistan post 2014. Enhanced training of Chineseand Pakistani Special 
Forces in seaborne and underwater training indicates countriesin the Indian Ocean Region can be targ
eted along with threat to coastal regions.Uninhabited islands could be used for establishing bases as s
pringboards for SpecialForces / terrorist operations. 

In recent times, the West has been employing its Special Forces for regime change as a 
new asymmetric option / policy. The combination is Information Warfare (IW),Intelligence agencies,
 Special Forces and air power applied in the last stages. If mediareports are to be believed, US engag
es in asymmetric war by any means in nationalinterest; recent reports indicate US used Al Qaeda in L
ibya and is doing similarly inSyria in conjunction USSF, NATO, Turkish and Qatari Special Forces 



mixed with rebels/ opposition.1 Paul Joseph Watson, wrote in December last that just as Al-
Qaedaterrorists were used to oust Gaddafi, hundreds of Libyan rebels with Al Qaeda willingmembers
 were being airlifted into Syria to aid opposition in carrying out attacksagainst government forces. Th
is implies USSF is using willing captured Al Qaedacadres including detainees from Guantanamo pris
on.2 This is a clever move and nodifferent from World War II where the US OSS (Office of Strategic
 Services),predecessor to USSF, utilized members of a German dissident group who had fled toFranc
e as refugees for unconventional operations against the German Army inconjunction OSS. The philos
ophy of the then OSS Chief, General Donovan had been,“Use them as long as they kill Nazis”.3 In O
ctober 2012, Mitt Romney, US Presidentialcandidate vowed to arm Al Qaeda in Syria, responding to 
which Paul Joseph Watson,Editor of PrisonPlanet wondered whether America shares its values with t
errorist. 

Core tasks of foreign Special Forces are direct action, special reconnaissance, foreigninternal defence
, unconventional warfare, counterterrorism, and counter proliferationof WMDs, civil affairs operatio
ns, psychological operations and informationoperations. It is significant to note that the USSF also un
dertakes undeclared tasks likeconducting proactive, sustained ‘man hunting’ and disruption operation
s globally,building partner capacity in relevant ground, air and maritime capabilities in scores ofcoun
tries on a steady -
 state basis., helping generate persistent ground, air andmaritime surveillance and strike coverage ove
r “under-
governed” areas and littoralzones, and employing unconventional warfare against state sponsored terr
orism andtrans-
national terrorist groups globally. Additionally, the CIA had a 3000 strong armyof Counter Terrorism
 Pursuit Teams (CTPT) in AfPak region that have depleted inPakistan post the Raymond Davies epis
ode and killing of Osama-bin-Laden. 

1Watson, Joseph, Paul, US Special Forces Mass on Syrian Border, infowars.com, 13December, 2011
, http://www.infowars.com/us-special-forces-mass-on-syrian-border/ 
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 The Birth of Special Forces, PresidioPublishers, USA, 1986. 

3Watson, Joseph, Paul, Whether America Shares Its Values with Terrorists,prisonplanet.com, http://
www.prisonplanet.com/ 
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Why India  Needs Special Forces 
India has been suffering glaring intelligence voids continuously. We became aware ofChinese buildin
g a highway in Aksai Chin 11 months after construction began and justone month before its completi
on. Ouster of 3,500 Indian business families from Fijiand their replacement by Chinese came as a sur
prise. Chinese activities in Coco Islandintrigued us for many years. We had no prior information of B
hutanese Consulateestablished in Hong Kong, Kargil intrusions, the royal massacre and Maoist build 
up inNepal, and two attempted coups in Bangladesh. More recently, we had no inkling ofsome 11,00
0 Chinese having forayed into Pak / POK, the trouble in Maldives and theMNDF (Maldives National 
Defence Force) leanings towards a possible Maldives-China 
defence pact. There is little that we know of PLA disguised in development projectsabroad. We do   
not have requisite arrangement for surveillance in areas of our strategicinterest. If we had Special     



Forces operatives deployed in areas of our strategic interest,we would not be blind to future threats.  
The US discovered technical intelligence is not 
enough when Pokhran II fooled and surprised them completely. That is the reason 
they have Special Forces operatives inside Iran for past several years. Had India 
deployed Special Forces cross border on politico-
military missions, we would havebeen better prepared to deal with the following: LTTE turnabout –
 our Special Forceswould have infiltrated them, their intentions known and their leadership targetable
 inevent of double cross; situation in Tibet, Xinjiang and Pakistan-
China occupiedKashmir for using these to India’s advantage; assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rehma
nand crashing of the Indian helicopter meant to evacuate him –
 advance informationcould have avoided these incidents; Chinese support to Maoist in Nepal and Chi
neseactivities in Nepal, Bhutan, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, CAR,Seychelles, an
d IOR etc; Chinese links and support to ULFA, weapon support toIndian Maoists and Kachin rebels i
n north Myanmar and through latter to PLA inManipur and Indian Maoists; IC-
814 hijack, Parliament attack, 26/11 and otherPakistan sponsored terrorist attacks. It is significant to 
note that a 26/11 type seaborneattack was originally planned by Al Qaeda against Manhattan in New 
York but US SFcould infiltrate Al Qaeda and thwarted it because of advance information. The states
ponsored anti-India forces too need to be infiltrated and targeted within Pakistan. 

Most of the above scenarios for covert deployment of Special Forces remain relevant.Though it will 
not be prudent to mention specific future requirements due to securityconstraints, following can be p
ointers:Chinese exercises / activities in close proximityof the border can raise alarm, as in present cas
e of R&AW suggesting skirmish /conflict, unless we have Special Forces operatives on ground monit
oring movementsand assessing the situation continuously; considering the fluid situation, there hasbe
en speculation of balkanization of Nepal which may be orchestrated by Chinathrough the Maoists wit
h possibility of certain areas being usurped by China. Thesituation requires close monitoring that can
not be done through technical means;Chinese forays into Bhutan and India need as much advance wa
rning as possibleconsidering the state of our forward communications that inhibit timely mobilization
and are unlikely to improve in near future. Only Special Forces can provide suchadvance warning an
d impose delays on the enemy; the “grab for grab” policyadvocated by Nonalignment 2.0 can hardly 
be executed without use of the thirddimension, which is not possible unless you already have Special 
Forces operatives onground; in the event of an out of area contingency as in the past in Maldives, airf
ieldsmay not be available if held by terrorists / rebels unless we had Special Forces alreadyon ground
 for advance information and facilitation; Chinese-
Pakistani assistance toaggravate turmoil in India by supporting, arming and unifying insurgents in In
diacannot be countered without deploying Special Forces strategically on politico-
militarymissions to create necessary deterrence. 

We must be prepared for manifold heating up of the internal security situation by2030. Our populatio
n by then would have crossed 1.53 billion at current annual growthrate of 1.58 percent. For past deca
de, we are content to be constant at 134th in humandevelopment index and 95th in corruption percept
ion index. By admission of thePlanning Commission itself only 17 percent of money spent on povert
y alleviationschemes reaches ground level. 65 percent of our current population is 35 years andbelow
. We have the largest illiterate population in the world and currentunemployment rate is 10.5 percent.
 As per estimates, 40 million illegal weapons arealready circulating within India with an annual trade 
of $4 billion. To top this, WorldDrug Report 2011 talks of some 3.2 metric tons of drugs having enter
ed India throughPakistan in one single year (2009). Our inability to manage social change thereforew
ill be exploited by both China and Pakistan. India needs to organise its Special Forcesto deal with thi
s turmoil. 



India cannot afford to be lulled into complacency and visions of regional peace whenboth China and 
Pakistan are continuously waging asymmetric war on us; cross borderterrorism, support to indigenou
s terrorist organisations (including weapons,communication equipment, financing, training and indoc
trination), drugs, fakecurrency, propaganda, inflaming communal violence and the like. The ISI surro
gateterrorist organisations pose extreme danger. It is this understanding that led 1Ashley J.Tellis of C
arnegie Foundation to state in March 2012, “The only reasonable objectivefor the United States is the
 permanent evisceration of LeT and other vicious SouthAsian terrorist groups—
with Pakistani cooperation if possible, but without it ifnecessary.” 

For the same reason, MK Dhar2, former Joint Director Intelligence Bureau wrote, “Icontinued to adv
ocate for an aggressive and proactive counter and forward intelligencethrust against Pakistan. My voi
ce was rarely heard and mostly ignored. The Pakistaniestablishment is a geopolitical bully. The best r
esponse to blunt such a bully is to takethe war inside his home. India has allowed itself to be blackma
iled by Pakistan evenbefore it went nuclear. The sabre rattling of coercive diplomacy, which is nothin
g butsterile military power, cannot convince the Islamist Pakistani Establishment that Indiacan take t
he border skirmishes inside their homes and hit at the very roots of thejaundiced islamist groups.” Th
e Pakistani Military-
ISI maintain their links with theTaliban, despite spats. This is very apparent with statements from Tal
iban leaders likeMaulvi Fazlullah. 

Chinese links to Taliban go way before the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. Post2014, once Paki
stan achieves her strategic depth in Afghanistan and Chinaconsolidates in Pakistan Occupied Kashmi
r, there is no telling if the Taliban will alsobe unleashed on India. This should also be reason enough 
for India to think hardbefore agreeing to withdraw from Siachen, since in doing so we will be openin
g thefloodgates of infiltration into Ladakh where ISI has already attempted fomentingcommunal tensi
ons between Buddhists and Muslims. ISI has been nurturing Shiaterrorist outfits with an eye on Lada
kh since late 1990s. When Musharraf said, “Therewill be many more Kargil’s”, it was with the confi
dence that he will be able to fool Indiainto withdrawing from Siachen. 

If we remain ambivalent and do not employ our Special Forces pro-
actively, China andPakistan will be able to unify terrorists and insurgent outfits in India and createco
nditions of near civil war in the hinterland particularly using the Maoists. The twoand a half front pre
sently being talked about can well become a three front threat.Ambivalence amounts to cowardice in 
such scenario. 3Even Gandhi Ji, Father of TheNation and the apostle of non-
violence spoke thus to Brig (Later Lt Gen) LP Sen,Commander (Designate) 191 Infantry Brigade in 
1947, “If one has to choose betweencowardice and violence, I will choose violence”. The Asian Age 
dated 11 March 2012had quoted Afghan scholars visiting New Delhi in saying, “Shed ‘Gandhigiri’ a
pproach 
with Pakistan”. We should heed Chanakya, who had said “Do not be very upright inyour dealings for
 you would see by going to the forest that straight trees are cut downwhile crooked ones are left stand
ing”. 

As mentioned earlier, the emergence of irregular / asymmetric forces with greaterstrategic value over
 conventional and even irregular forces in conflict situations overconventional and even nuclear force
s in recent years has not been acknowledged byIndia. Consequently, we have failed to create deterren
ce against irregular forces relyingonly on diplomacy, which itself is not fully effective not having bee
n sensitised tomilitary and particularly to the advantages of Special Forces. Special Forces form anes
sential part of military diplomacy in molding perceptions, in line with the nationalsecurity objectives 
of the country and act as an extension of foreign policy. Wetherefore, will continue to remain at great



 disadvantage at the mercy of China,Pakistan and their proxies unless we optimise our Special Forces
 potential and createnecessary deterrence against irregular war thrust upon us. 

1Tellis, Ashley, The Menace That Is Lashkar-e-
Taiba, Carnegie Foundation forInternational Peace, Policy Outlook, March 2012,http://carnegieendo
wment.org/2012/03/13/menace-that-is-lashkar-e-taiba 
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3Sen, Lionel, Pratip, Slender Was the Thread : Kashmir Confrontation 1947-
1948,Orient Longman Ltd, New Delhi, 1969. 
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Doctrinal  and Conceptual Issues 
The debate on Special Forces in India hitherto has been caught in the maize of SpecialForces, Comm
ando Forces and Airborne Forces and their employment within Indiathat naturally overlap their tasks.
 By and large strategic tasking has not crossed therealm of the theoretical. Globally, Special Forces h
ave always been synonymous withnational strategic interests. What has happened in India is that in a
bsence of aNational Security Strategy and national security objectives clearly defined, the SpecialFor
ces have actually landed up being ‘commando troops’ although we already havecommando platoons i
n the hundreds of Infantry and Rashtriya Rifles battalions thathave really not been optimised as com
mando troops because the former are availablein every theatre. In a whole set of seminars held over t
he years the need, necessity,imperatives, quantum and control of Special Forces required has actually
 not beenaddressed holistically, particularly the quantum and control of not the existingcommando ty
pe of forces but the actual Special Forces that are meant for Strategicemployment. Resultantly, a clea
r cut policy for employment of Special Forces at thenational level has not been evolved, partly becau
se of lack of strategic forethought andpartly because the controlling masters of the various Special Fo
rces entities are cozy inrespective turfs and cocooned environment. 

In October 2008, HQ Integrated Defence Staff (IDS) released a Joint Doctrine forSpecial Forces that 
was widely covered by Indian media. The Doctrine was inrecognition of global acknowledgement th
at all future wars and conflicts will requirethe Special Forces to play an increasingly important role at
 all levels of war; strategic,operational or tactical. The doctrine covered the military Special Forces, t
he operational environment in which the Special Forces are likely to operate,organisational set-
up and special characteristics of the Special Forces and charting outthe ideal command and control or
ganisation and joint planning at theatre level. Thedoctrine emphasized the need for accurate intellige
nce, aerial fire support, navalgunfire, artillery, precision-
guided munitions and rockets for the successful conduct ofspecial operations. It also highlights the i
mportance of various aspects of joint training 
to achieve greater cohesion and understanding necessary for joint special operations.Since then, there
 has been quantum increase in joint training with foreign SpecialForces but not much follow up on th
e doctrine per se though Special Forces from theArmy and the Navy had been extensively employed i
n operations in Sri Lanka in thepast. 

The Army Special Forces in war have the tasks of Reconnaissance, Surveillance andTarget Designati
on (RSTAD) and Special Operations. In counter insurgency andcounter terrorism their tasks are Surv



eillance and Reconnaissance, Covert Operations,Pre-emptive / Retaliatory Trans-
Border Operations and Hostage Rescue of armedforces personnel. During peace time they are tasked 
for Special Missions and Out ofArea Contingencies. Special Operations, Covert Operations and Spec
ial Missionsprovide the leeway to undertake virtually any strategic task. However, this has reallynot t
aken off for lack of politico-military will. 

Notwithstanding the above, major doctrinal change in a country like the US too did notcome about o
vernight. In fact, inter-
service integration virtually had to be forced downupon the military because of a series of incidents o
ver the years like the failed Iranianhostage rescue attempt, the terrorist attack on Beirut resulting in la
rge number ofAmerican casualties and similarly the problems of interoperability and yet again manyc
asualties suffered during the US operations in Grenada. The operation in Grenadabrought home the u
tter lack of cohesion between the Services. Lessons from these ledto the establishment of strategic co
mmand and eventually US Special OperationsCommand (SOCOM). Learning from global developm
ent of Special Forces andanalyses of operations undertaken by them, it is possible to evolve a doctrin
e andconcept of employment of Special Forces suited to Indian requirements. We do notreally have t
o go through the same evolution process for organising integrated SpecialForces but the urgency for 
achieving synergy is very much continuing. The factremains that our Ministry of Defence (MoD) has
 no uniformed personnel permanentlyabsorbed or posted on deputation, the HQ Integrated Defence S
taff (IDS) has come upakin to a separate Service HQ, the Services lack jointness and as such the Mili
tary isout of the strategic thought process at national level. 

Fault-lines occur for various reasons, however, one of them is lack of governance orfaulty-
governance that generates dissent and dissatisfaction, which left unaddressed,can turn into individual
s / groups taking up arms. This is a shade different from‘perceived injustice’ that the faulty or corrupt
 administration would like to convey tooutsiders. A government’s inability or unwillingness to meet t
he legitimate needs of itspeople may result in popular frustration and dissatisfaction. People may lose
 their faithand confidence because the government lacks legitimacy. Propaganda apart, this is oneof t
he fundamental problems. You can find numerous examples of this, especially indeveloping countrie
s. 

Dissent again has many connotations, for example, curbs on personal independenceand banning socia
l networking in China has resulted in large segments of simmeringpopulation. Because of such phobi
a, China had even banned a simple set of exerciseslike Falun Gong fearing this would give opportunit
y to large bodies of population tocome together with collective thinking going at tangent to what the 
CCCP wants thepopulation to adhere to. But the internet has negated such bans with software availab
lethat can access blocked sites. It is the fault-
lines or rather the dissent that theadversaries cash upon. Special Forces do not create resistance move
ments but advice,train and assist resistance movements already in existence. They are ideally suited t
ocontrol fault lines of the adversaries without any signatures or with ambiguoussignatures. This is pre
cisely what China and Pakistan are doing as part of asymmetricwar on India, using proxies. 2Underst
andably, it is no easy task as it has considerablegestation period involving building rapport with and a
dapting to the ways of anindigenous resistance outfit, and eventually take control and direct actions f
ormaximum effect. There is urgent need to optimise our Special Forces potential tocorrect this asym
metry. 

According to Stephen Cohen3, “The task of Special Forces is the proxy application offorce at low an
d precisely calculated levels, the objective being to achieve somepolitical effect, not a battlefield vict
ory.” While Special Forces should be central toasymmetric response including against irregular force



s, asymmetric warfare does notautomatically equate to a physical attack. A physical attack is only the
 extreme andpotentially most dangerous expression of asymmetric warfare. The key lies inachieving 
strategic objectives through application of modest resources with theessential psychological element. 
In asymmetric settings, Special Forces have limitlesspro-
active employment possibilities to exploit dissidence; employ asymmetricapproaches from the NBC s
phere to psychological operations, information war,economic / technical / financial war. In counter te
rrorism and counter insurgency,Special Forces can be used for Intelligence, surveillance and psychol
ogical operations,rival / pseudo gang operations, infiltrating tanzeems, neutralising terrorist leaders,or
ganisations, support groups, infrastructure, selective raids, ambushes, snatchoperations and incident r
esponse operations. In out of area contingencies, they canassist airborne / conventional forces or may
 be called upon to perform politico-
military missions like assistance to third world nations, surgical strikes, recoverymissions, prevent ter
rorist use of WMDs, humanitarian assistance etc. 

Special Forces have a covert role not only in irregular combat including trainingdissidents but also th
rough psychological operations, perception management andother noncombat activities including eco
nomic, social and cultural, all of which requirefocused planning including cross-
cultural communications, and preparation before themission is launched. It goes without saying that 
Special Forces operatives in the fieldmust have access to all time situational awareness, real time / ne
ar real timeoperational picture and regularly fed assessments and forecasts. 4The product mustenable 
commanders to see and understand the operational environment in sufficienttime and detail to emplo
y their forces effectively. They must have the locations offriendly forces as well. Automation of the g
roup’s intelligence data base will providenear-real-
time intelligence products to support both situation and target development. 

Because their operational environment allows little margin for error, Special Forcesteams must have 
detailed information about the operational area before they deploy.Special Forces mission success wi
ll directly depend on access to accurate, actionableintelligence in real time across the spectrum of int
elligence agencies like NTRO,R&AW, NIA and IB. This should include real time satellite imagery a
nd e-
intelligence.For example, British SAS field commanders have direct access to MI 5 and MI 6 andDel
ta Force can pull down satellite images of latest and live enemy movements whenactually in the proc
ess of executing missions. Additionally, the Special Forcescommander can make an operation more e
ffective if he determines its probablepsychological impact in advance and then exploits it during the 
operation. If notanalysed in advance, the particular operation may even produce a negativepsychologi
cal impact on the population. 

Peter Bergen in his book Manhunt5 describing the 10 year search for Osama bin Ladenand 6Mark O
wen giving the firsthand account of the Navy Seal mission that killedOsama bin Laden, have both de
scribed the intricacies, particularly intelligencegathering and its piecing together, of a modern day Sp
ecial Forces mission. In theIndian context, the intelligence of the concerned area / location, contacts,c
ommunication, insertion, merging into surroundings, safe houses, execution of themission, and extrac
tion, all need meticulous intelligence, planning and execution.Conceptually, Special Forces should be
 employed to continuously ‘shape the battlefield’from conventional wars in nuclear backdrop to asym
metric and fourth generationwars. Their employment should be theatre specific and including as forc
e multipliers tocomplement tasks performed by conventional forces, entailing high risk, high gainmis
sions having min visibility with desired effect. Their strategic tasking should besynchronized with na
tional security objectives. Indian Special Forces would berequired to undertake variety of tasks: infor
mation support operations; surveillanceand target designation in areas of strategic interest; shaping as



ymmetric andconventional battlefield to India’s advantage; deter opponents exploiting our faultlines; 
controlling fault lines of adversaries; undertake psychological operations,perception management and
 unconventional warfare; anti hijack; building partnercapabilities with friendly countries; and providi
ng cutting edge for strategic forceprojection. 

The rank and file of Special Forces need not be rigid like the military. The British SAShas no formal 
rank structure and operates in civvies. Similarly, individual qualitiesrequired need not be uniform alb
eit basic qualities of being volunteer, physical andmentally toughness, initiative and innovativeness, 
understanding of technology andmission intent, abilities of split decision making, operating independ
ently, blendingwith surroundings, optimising local resources, and proficiency in handling missionrela
ted arms, equipment, explosives will be assets. 

The buzzword eventually has to be mission specific training. 7Azam Gill, formerPakistani Army-
ISI Officer, later Brigadier in French Foreign Legion and lecturer withFrench Navy, when interviewe
d by Geopolitics in March 2012 said this, “FrenchForeign Legion recruits bring different talents and 
experience to the Legion -
 beggars,doctors, army officers, racing car drivers, princes, bandits, locksmiths etc. when theLegion n
eeds to put together a team for a special operation, all this prior talent comeinto play. …… outperfor
ms all French Army Units and is first to be launched in combatsituation. The Legion has never claim
ed to be the best, says it is against the best,probably the best, recognises equals but knows no superior
s. It does not acknowledgeall operations.” 8His book, ‘Blood Money’ gives an insight into mercenary
 soldieringin the backdrop of a scenario strikingly close to that which may have led up to theattack on
 the Twin Towers. 

Due to the hi-
tech nature of the war against terrorism, there will be a need to attracthighly skilled and technically q
ualified young civilians directly from IITs and computerinstitutes since the new war will be fought in
 the electronic and cyber dimension aswell. Accordingly, there is a requirement to adapt and change r
ecruitment policies withappropriate incentives so that fresh talent from outside the three services can 
beattracted. Young men who have special flair, creative and innovative minds or haveunusual technic
al skills including in cyber warfare, e-
warfare, cryptography, NBC,offshore drilling technology, specialists in the field of psychological ope
rations, e-communications or language skills etc. Street-smart young men (and women), whocan out-
think others on their feet, conceptualize imaginatively and think out of thebox. People who can do un
expected and unorthodox things with flair and élan shouldbe encouraged to come on board for short 
duration or on deputation especially to formthe non-uniformed or uniformed support structure. 

Appropriately, specific Special Forces units/sub-
units would need to develop specialistexpertise and combat skills in specific core competencies, som
e of them being:counter-terrorism; counter-insurgency; unconventional warfare; counter-
hijack;hostage rescue; cyber terrorism including e-warfare/propaganda, e-
finance; electronicwarfare; psychological operations and civil affairs; NBC warfare; special aviation 
quickreaction and counter-
terrorism tasks specific to aviation environment; special marineand boat section quick reaction and c
ounter terrorism tasks specific to a marineenvironment; special high altitude and snow warfare insurg
ency tasks; demolitions,explosives, industrial sabotage, offshore and land based oil installations and 
NBCdisaster management; snatch operations and pseudo gang warfare. 

Though threats have been discussed in an earlier chapter, it is prudent to review themhere as they hel
p shape what our doctrine and concept of employment for SpecialForces should be. The emergent thr



eat as it has unfolded during the last two decades isexternal and internal; latter mainly Maoist and sun
dry other insurgencies that are wellknown. It is characterised by a combination of low-
level urban and rural insurgency ofa non-
conventional and asymmetrical nature, embedded with random but high profileacts of terrorism, hijac
kings, car-bombings, kidnappings and Maoist-
style killings thatare dispersed in time and space. The external threat is essentially from so called non
-
state actors mostly Pakistan sponsored including jihadi groups such as Al Qaeda, LeT,JeM et al, actin
g alone or in cahoots with Pak Army-
ISI and Pak Taliban and backedby its regular forces. Add to this the threat from NBC proliferation an
d the gravity ofthe emerging threat can be readily assessed. The more recent Chinese involvement ins
upporting the Maoists has increased the gravity of the situation. As for theconventional, though the c
onventional threat from Pakistan across our Western frontappears to be muted and can be dealt with, 
the newly emerging military nexus betweenPakistan and China in the sensitive areas of The Northern
 Territories along theBaltistan – Gilgit – Skardu Axis and then onwards into Muzafarnagar –
 POK isalarming. This development has serious implications for India’s defense posture notonly for J
&K but for entire North-
Western India as well. To the East, the Chinesedesigns extend beyond the illegally occupied Aksai C
hin to her designs on the DoklamPlateau in Bhutan and onwards to her claim of entire Arunachal Pra
desh. 

Counter measures need to be put in place on the diplomatic front by drawing attentionof the UN, the 
US and other friendly Central Asian countries. With Siachen as a pivot,the area and the passes to its 
North would need to be brought under close observationand surveillance from space, air and ground. 
In this regard, long range Special Forcespatrols appear to be the best option to keep a close watch on 
developments andintelligence gathering. Consequently, our Special Forces should initiate / intensify j
ointtraining to improve interoperability with countries of the Central Asian Republics,Afghanistan, Ja
pan, South Korea, Vietnam, US and Australia. We must also work out aroad map to increase our foot
 prints in Taiwan by formulating a Treaty of Peace,Friendship and Mutual Cooperation in the event o
f continued Chinese belligerence,territorial claims to more Indian Territory and support and arming o
f Indianinsurgents in northeast and Maoists continues unabated. Taiwan is a reality and thereis no rea
son for us not to expand relations with that country especially consideringChinese intransigence to th
e terrorism being perpetrated by Pakistan in India. 

Unless we take into account the vulnerabilities of China and Pakistan in shaping ourpolicy and in so
wing the seeds of the architecture of our strategic co-
operation with theUS, Afghanistan, Central Asian Republics, Australia, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam
 andTaiwan, we may end up with a policy which is over-
focused on traditional militaryaspects and under-focused on non-
traditional aspects of internal frictions andfragilities in China9. China’s increasing vulnerabilities sho
uld be a matter of coreinterest to us with respect to deterring her irregular war. 

The nature of the new war is hi-
tech with diverse technological dimensions. Thesecover the use of satellite phones and thermal image
ry, cyber-warfare, cyber-terrorism,e- warfare, e-propaganda and e-
finance (money laundering) to list just a few. Forinstance, it is well known that it was Pakistani born 
Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, whomasterminded the attack on the Twin Towers on 9/11 and laundered 
moneyelectronically from banks in Karachi to the hijackers in the US. He was also involved inthe Da
vid Pearl assassination case. Interestingly, Khalid Sheikh was one of the fourhardcore jehadi leaders r



eleased from Jammu prison in the aftermath of IA flight IC814 fiasco in December 1999 together wit
h Salha-
uddin, Hafiz Saeed, and Omar Sheikhof Al Qaida who, on release, went on to plot other terrorist atta
cks on India startingfrom the Parliament attack. This dramatically highlights the type of linkages and
synergy that exists between various jihadi groups worldwide. They were releasedbecause the party in
 power was risk averse to take bold decisions thereby unleashing achain of terrorist attacks that are sti
ll rampant. 

Glaringly, this also underscores the utter incompetence and lack of coordination of ourintelligence an
d security establishment. It should, therefore, be self-
evident that thesine qua non for countering the above type of asymmetrical, non-
 conventional threat,employing hi-
tech methods, requires audacious risk taking and political decisions inreal time. It requires joint plann
ing, joint coordination and joint synergy of a very highorder from the Services hierarchy and the polit
ical apex. Moreover, it also requiresfresh thinking out of the box by exploring new approaches and b
y applying unorthodoxmeans. Experience in US, UK and Israel has shown that this is possible by rais
ing acustomised ‘lean and mean’ type of Special Forces imbued with exceptional leadershipqualities,
 specialised combat skills and robust aggressive spirit. A force that is small,light-
footed and nimble enough to execute quick surgical strikes yet apply deadly forcewith pinpoint preci
sion. It is in this context that the restructuring of our Special Forcesneeds to be undertaken in focused
 manner, as recommended in the succeedingchapter. 

1Joint Doctrine for Special Forces Unveiled, The Hindu, 02 October, 2008,http://www.hindu.com/20
06/10/2/stories/200810025607130.htm 

2US Army Field Manual 31 –
 20, Doctrine for Special Forces Operations,http://www.enlisted.info/field-mannuals/fm-31-20-
doctrine-for-special-forces-operations.shtml 

3Cohen, Stephen, The Idea of Pakistan, Washington, Brookings Institution Press,2004. 

4US Army Field Manual 3-
05.102, Army Special Forces Operations Intelligence,http://www.fas.org/irp/doddr/army/fm3-05-
102.pdf 

5Bergen, Peter, Manhunt, The Bodley Head, London, 2012. 

6Owen, Mark with Maurer, Kevin, No Easy Day, Penguin Books Ltd, England, 2012. 

7Gill, Azam, I Made Unauthorised Sorties Behind Indian Lines, Geopolitics, Vol II,Issue X, March 2
012. 

8Gill, Azam, Blood Money, BeWrite Books, Vancouver, Canada, 2002. 

9Raman, B, Core Concerns, Core Interests, outlookindia.com, 03 March, 2012. 
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Indian  Special Forces – Circa 2030 



What India needs for coping with irregular / unconventional threats and powerprojection is a set up a
s follows: Special Forces –
 for strategic tasks including asdeterrent against irregular and asymmetric warfare; Commando Force
s –
 for crossborder tactical tasks and within border tasks beyond capabilities of regular infantry;and Airb
orne Forces –
 for rapid reaction and force projection within and outside India.Special Forces though primarily task
ed for strategic tasks throughout the conflictspectrum will also act as force multipliers to Commando 
Forces and Airborne Forcesduring conventional conflict. 

The Prime Minister appointed Naresh Chandra Committee has recommended aPermanent Chairman 
of the Chiefs of Staff committee (COSC). The Kargil ReviewCommittee and the Group of Minister’s
 (GoP) had recommended appointment of aChief of Defence Staff (CDS). Notwithstanding the differ
ence in nomenclature, aPermanent Chairman of COSC or CDS is going to be no different from his co
unterpartin Pakistan –
 sans requisite powers. This is more so in the Indian Context because ifand when the CDS is appointe
d, he will have equal voting power on any issue as theService Chiefs and in case of dissent by two Se
rvice Chiefs, the arbitration is to bedone by the Ministry of Defence (MoD). CDS becoming ‘Single 
Point Advisor’ togovernment is therefore a misnomer. 

Most significantly, strategic Special Forces missions in most countries are controlledand executed by
 the political authority without reference to even the highest militaryauthority due to their politico-
military nature and very high sensitivity. The issue ofpolitico-
military will, too requires to be addressed, which can only be done by thehighest political authority. I
n the current dispensation, there have been times whencovert missions have not taken off, though des
ired by the political authority, because oflack of institutionalised cover for the operatives. Details of s
uch missions obviouslycannot be mentioned here due to their sensitive nature. However, resolution o
f suchissues can be found with requisite politico-military dialogue. 

There has been much discussion and speculation on the structure that should come upfor the propose
d Special Forces Command in India. One suggestion is that this becreated by integrating existing Spe
cial Forces under the CDS / Permanent Chairman ofthe COSC and resources from such command be 
drawn by the national hierarchy(through R&AW) for strategic tasks, when required. This thinking is 
based onOperation ‘Neptune Spear’ by Seal Team 6 in killing Osama-bin-
Laden. Though SealTeam 6 is under US SOCOM, it was actually launched by the CIA. The effective
ness ofsuch an arrangement is unworkable in India on two counts: the CDS / PermanentChairman of 
the COSC, if and when appointed, will not have the same powers asCommander US SOCOM in depl
oying resources routinely including in multiplecountries for continuous information support operatio
ns, strategic surveillance etc;and such arrangement will have to filter through various layers of the M
oD withattenuated problems. It is prudent to note that while R&AW has been drawing uponthe Speci
al Groups of SFF for various tasks, we have not been able to create therequired deterrence in any mea
sure at all. Another school of thought is to put theSpecial Forces Command under the National Securi
ty Advisor (NSA) akin to theStrategic Forces Command (SFC). However, the Special Forces Comma
nd really is notwithin the ambit of the charter of the NSA either. 

Keeping the above in mind, the Special Forces of India should be re-
organised orraised, directly under the Prime Minister with the nucleus selected from MilitarySpecial 
Forces and an all India manpower base including Military, PMF and CAPF.They can be organised int
o and named “Indian Special Forces Command (ISFC)”. 



Commander ISFC should be on deputation or permanent absorption from ArmySpecial Forces. Picki
ng up a commander from a senior police officer akin to beingdone in case of NSG will be a serious m
istake. Commander ISFC should have completefreedom in selection of manpower, weapons and equi
pping of his force. Manpowerselection for Special Forces is a vital issue. It is significant to note how 
seriously theUSSF takes the issue of quality manpower. Take for example personnel policies ofSEA
L Team 6, which carried out the1 raid to kill Osama bin Laden. US Navy personnelvolunteer for the 
SEALS and only those who make the cut are inducted. They serve inother SEAL teams for several ye
ars gaining operational experience. Out of this lot,volunteers then opt for SEAL Team 6, which mean
s they are truly the best of the best.Their average age profile is 32 years, which shows they have the r
ight mix of youth andexperience. This also underlines the seriousness with which the US develops th
eirSpecial Forces for various roles. The success of Op Neptune Spear is a testimony tothat. 

The organisation of ISFC to start with should be about two battalion worth that can beexpanded upon
 subsequently. The initial groupings of Special Forces Teams (SFTs)may individually comprise of an
ything from 25 to 50 per country or region specificoperatives, duly prioritized. The size of the individ
ual SFT will depend upon thecountry / region and its relative importance in terms of national security
 objectives.They should have institutionalised access to integrated intelligence, varied insertionand ex
traction capability and adequate support elements. The Insertion-
ExtractionGroup should have the means to deliver and extract the SFTs through air, surface andunder
water. It would be prudent to commence specialised training and preparationwith some 300-
350 operatives only. 

While direct action training can be common including advance specialist training at theSpecial Force
s Training School (SFTS), additional training including language trainingwill have to be specific to t
he area and manner of their employment for specificmissions. A rigid rank structure should be avoide
d as should be the wearing set patternof uniforms. It would be prudent for the ISFC to have a Cyber 
Cell to specificallymonitor and target terrorist networks and propaganda. There should be an R&Dele
ment to customize state of art weapons and equipment to Special Forcesrequirements in general as w
ell as for specific missions. 

Special Forces should be strategically tasked for politico-
military missions as follows:information support operations; surveillance and target designation in ar
eas ofstrategic interest.; shaping asymmetric and conventional battlefield to Indianadvantage; deter o
pponents exploiting our fault lines; control fault lines of adversaries;undertake information / psychol
ogical operations and unconventional warfare; antihijack; build partner capabilities with friendly cou
ntries; and provide cutting edge forstrategic force projection. 

The Prime Minister should have a Special Forces Cell comprising serving and veteranSpecial Forces,
 R&AW, NTRO and IB officers as an adjunct to the PMO; to act as the“Brain” to evolve a National 
Doctrine and Strategy for Employment of Special Forces,oversee their manning, equipping, training, 
consolidation, operational and intelligenceinputs, inter-
agency synergy and strategic tasking. This Cell should coordinatecontinuous all source intelligence g
athering and automated analysis and assessments(short, medium and long term) supported by an auto
mated decision support systemand real time dissemination on required basis. The broad outline organ
isation of ISFCis recommended as under: 

Outline Organization: Indian  Special Forces Command (ISFC) 



 

Note: Number of SFTs and Composition of Individual SFT not sacrosanct. 

The balance of what really are Commando Forces should be reorganised into anIntegrated Command
o Command (ICC) directly under the CDS / PermanentChairman COSC -
 in line with what the Naresh Chandra Committee has recommended.The ICC should integrate the Ar
my Special Forces, MARCOS, Garuds, NSG and SFF. 

The Commander of ICC must be from Special Forces. The media has been talking ofthe Services rais
ing three new Commands viz Cyber, Aerospace and Special Forces.There is a mention that the office



r heading the Special Forces Command will be a threestar rank officer. This will be problematic as a t
hree star rank officer from SpecialForces is a rare commodity in India though there have been excepti
ons where up tothree Special Forces officers wore this rank at the same time. If this stipulation isfollo
wed rigidly, then the situation will be back to square one, as in the case ofADGMO (SF) in Military 
Operations Directorate – a non-Special Forces officer headingthe ICC. 

The ICC will axiomatically meet individual service requirements of the three services aswell. Raising
 of a Marine Corps as part of the ICC and locating it in the Andaman &Nicobar Command (ANC) to
o needs to be given due consideration, which will alsoassist the ANC and dilute to some extent the pr
esent disadvantage of the ANC lookingto the mainland for troops that may be unworkable in the eme
rging strategicenvironment given ANC’s vast regional responsibility and possibilities of the IORheati
ng up. Navy’s case for raising a Marine Brigade is lying with the government forover a decade now. 
As regards the SFF, with the Tibet born SFF personnel havingretired long since, time is also opportu
ne to actively consider regularizing the SFF. ATibet origin girl in India has already won the court bat
tle for being granted Indiannationality. The recommended outline organisation of the ICC is as under: 

Outline Organization of Intergrated  Commando Command (ICC)  

 



The very first time mention of a two front war came up in India was in a letter dated7th November 19
50 from Sardar Patel to Pandit Nehru,2 extracts of which are,“Chinese irredentism and communist im
perialism are different from the expansionismor imperialism of the western powers. The former has a
 cloak of ideology which makesit ten times more dangerous. In the guise of ideological expansion lie 
concealed racial,national or historical claims. The danger from the north and north-
east, therefore,becomes both communist and imperialist. While our western and north-
western threatto security is still as prominent as before, a new threat has developed from the northand
 north-
east. Thus, for the first time, after centuries, India’s defence has toconcentrate itself on two fronts sim
ultaneously. Our defence measures have so farbeen based on the calculations of superiority over Paki
stan. In our calculations weshall now have to reckon with communist China in the north and in the no
rth-
east, acommunist China which has definite ambitions and aims and which does not, in anyway, seem 
friendly disposed towards us”. 

In the wake of China’s aggressiveness in recent years, there has been talk of a twofront war. More sig
nificantly, the Indian Army has been talking of a two and a halffront war. China that was earlier usin
g Pakistan as proxy for stoking internal fires inIndia has now, in addition, taken on a direct role in ar
ming and equipping northeastterrorists groups and the Maoists. Post 2014, the situation in Afghanista
n too willaggravate to India’s disadvantage. 3To reiterate what Agha H Amin, Pakistani defenceanaly
st and former Pakistani army officer has said, “Utopians in India are jubilant thatPakistan has made p
eace with India. Nothing in reality can be farther from the truth.Pakistan’s apparent shift is merely a t
actical response to extreme confrontation withthe US over perceived US view that Pakistan is playin
g a double game in Afghanistan.The real picture of true intentions of the Pakistani military will emer
ge when the USwithdraws from Afghanistan. This will be the time when the Russians, Iranians andIn
dians will have no choice but to support the Northern Alliance against Pakistansponsored Taliban wh
o regard all Shias, Ismailis, non-
Pashtuns, moderate Pashtuns asinfidels who deserve to be massacred. Pakistani politicians will remai
n the puppets ofthe military that they have been since 1977. Terrorism will remain a tool of foreignpo
licy while the Pakistani Military runs the Pakistani state under a facade of PPP orPML or Tehrik i Ins
aaf………..Pakistani military will be hoping to achieve all itsobjectives: an extremist dominated Afg
hanistan; a Baluchistan fully fragmented andcrushed; a Pakistani political party leading Pakistan full
y subservient to the Pakistanimilitary; a renewed infiltration in Kashmir; a brinkman’s nuclear policy
 with India;and a greater Chinese vassal with far greater Chinese interests in Pakistan. There is nodou
bt that Pakistan will be a semi autonomous Chinese province by 2030 or so. ….Pakistani Baluchistan
 by 2030 would be a completely Chinese run show… This meansthat Pakistan’s political economy of
 exporting terrorism as a foreign policy tool,massive corruption at home and the resultant ever growi
ng reservoir of economicallydeprived youngsters who will fill ranks of extremists and suicide bombe
rs willcontinue”. 

Numerous indicators exist that the China-
Pakistan nexus will up the ante of internalsecurity situation in India and in case of conventional confl
ict, come up with surprisesto convert this internal ‘half front’ to a full blown ‘third front’ akin to a sit
uation of civilwar. In addition, on the conventional war front too, we should expect asymmetricsurpri
ses particularly in the case of China. The discovery of a 1.5 Kilogram UraniumIED in Assam and Ma
oists expanding their area of operations to Assam since 2013bodes the increasing dangers. Prudence 
demands that we holistically assess thesethreats and take adequate measures to nullify these asymmet
ries and moreimportantly tilt them to our advantage. Our Special Forces should be in the forefront ofs
uch measures. 



Another important issue that needs to be urgently addressed is the civil-
militaryunderstanding gap4; something that plagues most countries. A sample US view fromRosa Br
ooks says it all, “Most Americans know roughly as much about the U.S.military as they know about t
he surface of the moon. It’s not that we don’t like themilitary —
 we love it! We just don’t have a clue who’s in it, what it does, what it costsus, or what it costs those 
who join it. And as a nation, we don’t particularly care,either.” Happenings over the years in India in
dicate continuing lack of requiredpolitico-
military connect that has kept us at tremendous disadvantage strategically,impinging on national secu
rity. In fact, the panacea to the immense strategic deficit ofIndia needs to be met not only by early ap
pointment of the CDS but in addition,establishing Advisory Military Cells comprising of veteran and 
serving military officersdirectly under the Prime Minister, External Affairs Minister, Defence Minist
er, HomeMinister and the National Security Advisor. The politico-
military connect in any case isvital to setting up the ISFC and ICC as there will be heavy opposition f
rom agenciesthat control the concerned forces presently viz the Cabinet Secretariat, Ministry ofHome
 Affairs and the Services. However, the exercise is essential in the present andfuture context, akin to t
he efforts for integrating the nine major intelligence agenciesand setting up the National Counter Terr
orism Centre (NCTC). The fact is thatdiplomacy and conventional capability by themselves cannot c
ontend with asymmetricwars of Pakistan and China. 

1Owen, Mark with Maurer, Kevin, No Easy Day, Penguin Books Ltd, England, 2012. 

2Sardar Patel’s Letter to Jawaharlal Nehru (7 November 1950):http://www.friendsoftibet.org/main/sa
rdar.html 

3Amin, H, Agha, Can India and Pakistan Make Peace,http://reportmysignalpm.blogspot.in/2012/08/i
ndia-and-pakistan-make-peace-by-major.html 

4Brooks, Rosa, Generals Are from Mars, Their Bosses Are from Venice, Foreign PolicyMagazine, 2
5 July, 2012. 

Epilogue 

On the night of May 1, 2011, two specially-
fitted Black Hawk helicopters slipped intoPakistani airspace from across the border in Afghanistan a
nd headed for a military 
cantonment town called Abbotabad. Named after a British General, the town washome to the prestigi
ous Pakistan Military Academy where generations of post-
independent army officers had been commissioned. The two Black Hawks had twoChinook Helicopt
ers that would provide logistic support for a mission was so secretivethat only a handful in the Presid
ent Barack Obama administration knew about it.Operation Neptune Spear was ten years in the makin
g, when several civilian aircraftshad been hijacked by the members of the Al Qaeda and rammed into
 the twin towersof the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, killing scores of innocent civilians. 

The man who had planned that terrorist attack was Osama bin Laden, a Saudi Arabiannational who h
ad founded the terrorist organisation which, when translated intoEnglish meant ‘The Base’. The Al Q
aeda would become a symbol for terrorists acrossthe world, as it began to wage a new war that few h
ad seen and were untrained for. Infact, on the day the civil aircraft rammed into the twin towers on Se
ptember 9, 2001,the U.S Military was preparing for a mock nuclear strike exercise. Few in the strateg
iccommunity could imagine that a plane loaded with aviation fuel could be transformedinto an instru
ment of mass destruction. 



The answer to counter this elusive enemy was complex and offered myriad challenges.Unlike their p
ast enemies, this new enemy did not hold ground, had little to lose, andtherefore was difficult to deter
 and was a non-
state actor. This made him elusive andgave him the strategic advantage of a successful first strike. 

For the American military, adapting their Cold War doctrine to a new asymmetricalwar became a pri
mary challenge. But much of the new doctrines became possiblebecause of an earlier special operatio
n that had led to a spectacular failure. The failureof Operation Eagle Claw to rescue American hostag
es from Iran in the summer of1980 had led to a major reorganisation and the birth of the Special Oper
ationsCommand (SOCOM). The man who would plan Operation Neptune Spear was a muchrevered 
Special Forces officer, Admiral William McRaven, who had served with theNavy SEALS. 

Admiral McRaven would send in SEAL TEAM 6 (also known as DEVGRU or NavalWarfare Devel
opment Group) a secretive unit that took the best of the men from theother SEAL units. The basic ide
a of SEAL TEAM 6 was to pick the best and the mostexperienced SEALS who would go through ad
ditional months of grueling trainingsessions before being accepted into this tiny and elite community.
 Admiral McRavenknew them well and was also recognised as a Captain earlier had authored the se
minalstudy ‘The Theory of Special Operations’ considered the Bible of Special Forces theworld over.
 Admiral McRaven had argued that if Special Forces had to succeed inspecial operations they would 
have a small window of opportunity to gain (or lose) apoint of superiority. This could be achieved if t
he operations were simple, daring andwell planned and executed by highly-
trained Special Forces with special skills. Theiroperations, he argued, would always be of a strategic 
nature for strategic gains and notsmaller tactical victories. The Special Forces, he felt had to be used j
udiciously asgame-
changers in a war and had to be factored in as a major factor that would impactthe overall course and 
the theatre of the war and not an isolated battle. 

The US military also recognised that to fight this new war, they needed new doctrinesand the old wat
er-
tight compartments would have to be broken down to forge newcapabilities. Over the next few mont
hs the American intelligence community and theSpecial Forces community would recognise each oth
er as natural allies, working closelytogether to take down this enemy. They would offer a strategic op
tion to their politicalleadership that could achieve strategic gains that conventional forces were notde
signed or geared to gain. 

In India, that faces multiple challenges, the current security architecture is moribundand static, lackin
g in the dynamism that nuclear-armed neighbours and cross-
borderterrorism has posed for decades. In the north-
east, a rapidly modernising ChinesePeople’s Liberation Army (PLA) recognised the need for separate
 rapid reaction forcesand Special Forces and quickly developed both capabilities for every Military R
egion. 

Unfortunately, the basic lack of understanding of the use of Special Forces in India hasleft them in a 
catch-
22 situation. Used in roles that they are not suited for, gives thewrong impression to formation comm
anders who come from the conventionalmilitary. This under-
appreciation leads to a vicious cycle that continues to exist to thedetriment of our Special Forces. In  
2005, while addressing a prestigious seminar inNew Delhi, the then Union Defence Minister, Shri    
Pranab Mukherjee had pointed outthat India’s strategic requirements stretched from the Horn of Afri
ca in the West to theMalacca Straits in the East with the Central Asian Republics and the China to its 



North.Unfortunately, barring an undefined strategic role for the Special Group that is part ofthe SFF, 
the other Special Forces units continue to stare at a limited role that is mostlytactical in scope. This is
 undesirable and detrimental for the strategic needs for acountry of the size and potential that India ha
s. 

Special Forces will continue to dominate the whole spectrum of conflict for severaldecades and will 
be critical to shape its outcome. We can continue to ignore this axiomat our peril. Or, we can change 
things and begin a new chapter that will finally give theIndian Special Forces what they need to achie
ve what they are truly capable of. We hope that day is not too far away. 
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