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Introduction

Roger Beaumont, in his Military Elites, questions whether élite forces are worth the cost and if their past effectiveness has enhanced overall force performance. His and others’ works also address various adverse effects of the maintenance of élite units: ‘leadership drain’, the ‘selection-destruction cycle’, resource over-allocation, misutilisation, politically-backed origins, and resentment among conventional forces.

While all of these caveats are valid to certain degrees, many who critically appraise élite forces often miss the point entirely. Peacetime armies tend to be more tolerant of élite units, maintaining them as ‘window dressing’, either to make a political statement, an economic show of force, or to act as a pressure release for the young and daring. The romantic image and opportunities for challenge offered by élite forces do have a certain appeal to both image-conscious generals and enthusiastic ‘firebrands’; but, today, the employment of such forces has increased in importance, as the nature of warfare evolves.

[image: image]

Commandos of 2 (Cdo.) Battalion, Belgian Para-Commando Regiment. They wear the Belgian camouflage jacket with olive trousers and the battalion’s green beret: see Plate A1. The white dagger badge worn on the right shoulder in this photo seems to have been cut out of its green cloth patch leaving a narrow green edge. (Official)

The Second World War fathered many of today’s special forces, due to the need to buy time, to conserve forces (low investment/high return), to operate in restrictive terrain/climate environments, to experiment with new delivery methods and technology; and for political reasons. Political motivation and a revision of guerrilla warfare joined hands in the late 1950s and 1960s in two truly new forms of warfare: revolutionary insurgency, and international terrorism. These have permitted small, lightly-equipped political and ethnic minority groups to topple governments or achieve other political goals against larger and more sophisticated opposing forces. Counter-insurgency and counter-terrorist forces are a direct spin-off from these new forms of warfare—efforts, all too often unsuccessful, to defeat them.

Today’s proliferation of special forces can be attributed to certain other definable considerations, e.g. restrictive terrain and climate. Examples abound of resources being expended to train and equip special units during World War II for terrain/climate-orientated operations. The British 52nd Div. was prepared to operate in Italy’s mountains, only to fight on north-west Europe’s plains; the US 71st Inf. Div., trained in Panama for Pacific island warfare, was subsequently deployed to central Europe—in the winter. Even though the US 10th Mountain Div., highly trained for that vertical environment, did fight in Italy, standard infantry divisions forced to operate there were actually as effective. But today’s smaller armies, especially those of developing nations, demand maximum efficiency in force structure and employment. Mountain, jungle, arctic and desert areas require special purpose units trained, conditioned, and equipped to master these environments. The pace at which conflicts develop today does not permit the luxury of the time needed to raise, develop, train, and condition conventional units for the rigours of combat in these extremes.

Specialised delivery means, or ‘break-in’ capability—i.e. parachute, scuba/swimmer, helicopter, and amphibious landing—require specially trained and equipped units. While general purpose units can be trained to use the latter two means with equal effectiveness, specifically trained forces are maintained to perfect and advance these skills, as well as to spearhead the assault by trained general purpose units. During World War II, for example, the US Army conducted significantly more and vastly larger amphibious operations than the Marines; while in Vietnam, all infantry units conducted airmobile operations as effectively as the 1st Cavalry Div. (Airmobile).

Parachute insertion is the most controversial delivery means. Most opponents point out its high cost (although they should perhaps do a comparative cost analysis of equipping a mechanised infantry unit), and its lack of utility given the availability of the helicopter. Certainly parachute/airborne units should be trained in helicopter employment; but the ‘chopper’ has not completely replaced ‘hitting the silk’. The option to deploy by parachute needs to be maintained, not only because the need might arise, but also for less tangible reasons. The concept of building esprit de corps by ‘rites of passage’—acceptance by the ‘tribe’, common bonding between all ranks—for the purpose of unit cohesion, instilling aggressiveness, and enhancing unit prestige, are lost on many conventionally-minded soldiers. There is also one simple, often overlooked, benefit that makes parachute training worthwhile.


Abbreviations and Unit Designations



	Units



	Plt.
	Platoon



	Trp.
	Troop



	Det.
	Detachment



	Co.
	Company



	Sdn.
	Squadron



	Bty.
	Battery



	Bn.
	Battalion



	Regt.
	Regiment



	Gp.
	Group



	Bde.
	Brigade



	Div.
	Division



	Branch/Function



	Abn.
	Airborne



	Ambl.
	Airmobile



	Amph.
	Amphibious



	Arty.
	Artillery



	AT
	Anti-Tank



	Cdo.
	Commando



	CI
	Counter-Insurgency



	CT
	Counter-Terrorist



	Inf.
	Infantry



	LRRP
	Long Range Recon Patrol



	Para
	Parachute (UK usage)



	Pcht.
	Parachute (US usage)



	Recce.
	Reconnaissance (UK)



	Recon
	Reconnaissance (US)



	SAS
	Special Air Service



	SF
	Special Forces



	SOF
	Special Operations Forces



	SPF
	Special Purpose Forces




In Western European practice, and those countries influenced by them, units designated ‘troops’ are platoon-sized, ‘squadrons’ are company-sized, and ‘regiments’ are battalion-sized. Eastern European and US ‘regiments’ and ‘groups’ generally consist of several battalions. In Latin America the term ‘group’ has no fixed size indication, but is often battalion-sized. The term ‘commando’, besides identifying an organisation or member, also identifies a unit’s size; normally of battalion-size. It is not uncommon for a unit to carry a designation indicating it is larger or smaller than it actually is, or its title may not give an indication to its size; its true size will follow its designation enclosed by parentheses. The term ‘Jaeger’, in its various spellings, literally translates as ‘hunter’ and designates units with a traditional title; originally identifying light infantry units with a scout or skirmisher rôle.



Everyone knows that tactical training is just that: despite all the lip-service paid to ‘maximum realism allowed by peacetime training constraints’, it is still training, even though training accidents do happen. But it is another matter to voluntarily and frequently throw oneself, with all sorts of paraphernalia strapped on, out of a perfectly good aircraft, in full knowledge of the risk of injury or even death. From the author’s experience, riding a helicopter into a potentially ‘hot’ landing zone on active service is little different emotionally from waiting to make that vigorous exit over a Ft. Bragg drop zone. This pre-exposure to coping with combat stress and the control of fear makes parachute training well worth the effort in the interests of maintaining a peacetime immediate-action force capable of swift transition from the comforts of a modern garrison to the realities of combat half a world away, in a totally different climate, in what quite literally could be a matter of hours.

It is for these reasons that many nations maintain a parachute force, not because it is their principal means of delivery. The West Germans know that their 1 Air Landing Div., completely parachute-qualified, will probably never make a combat jump; its rôle is a helicopter-delivered anti-armour force; but they want troops who can face challenging odds with speed and flexibility, and sub-units capable of independent operations. Parachute delivery, in its ‘normal’ and more specialised modes (high altitude-low opening—HALO; high altitude-high opening—HAHO; and para-scuba) is of course critical as a means of clandestine insertion by many special operations forces.

Marines/naval infantry with much earlier origins, often with ties to naval coast artillery, are tasked with various rôles: ships’ detachments, coastal defence, and navy base security, apart from service as a specialised assault landing force. Amphibious warfare has evolved into a sophisticated discipline involving specialised landing craft, amphibious assault vehicles, purpose-built support ships, helicopter operations, joint naval gunfire and air support, and complex cross-the-beach logistics.

The Cold War years saw the creation of various special operations forces intended to organise behind-the-lines guerrilla forces, and to execute small scale direct action operations and strategic reconnaissance missions. In the 1960s they further evolved into counter-insurgency advisors, i.e. training CI units in insurgency-prone developing nations, this form of warfare being pioneered by the USSF and the British SAS.

During this same period long range reconnaissance patrol (LRRP—a generic term) units began forming. Tasked with deep penetration passive intelligence collection missions, they are occasionally employed in other rôles.1

Ranger/commando-type units are generally considered as specialised light infantry, usually of battalion size, tasked with larger scale direct action and CI missions, often with an amphibious capability; they may or may not be parachute-qualified.

It must be remembered, however, that the designations given a nation’s special forces units may be misleading as to its assigned rôle; e.g. the South Korean Special Forces have a ranger mission, and the New Zealand Ranger Sdn. had an SAS rôle.

Britain, France and the United States, the principal pioneers of special forces disciplines, have been extremely influential in the development of smaller nations’ forces, not only in their training and methods of operation, but also in their uniforms, insignia, and traditions. Most developing nations’ special forces received at least their initial training from visiting advisors and training teams, as well as attending courses in the supporting nations’ military schools. Britain and France also offer such training through government-sponsored firms on a contractual basis using former military personnel, such as Defence Systems Ltd. and NAVFCO.

Selection of personnel differs vastly depending on a given unit’s needs and national practices. With few exceptions, all personnel are volunteers, even though some nations accept conscripts, they must still volunteer for the duty. Mountain and jungle units usually seek inhabitants of those regions. High physical and mental standards, adaptability, initiative, motivation, security background, and political reliability are tested and evaluated by various means; this is followed by rigorous and realistic individual training emphasising self-reliance, as well as demanding mission-oriented unit training.

For the purposes of this book, special forces units are divided into two broad categories: special operations forces (SOFs) include SAS, SF, airborne ranger, commando, and LRRP units; special purpose forces (SPFs) are those units with more or less conventional organisation, though generally with lighter equipment. These include parachute/airborne infantry, airmobile/air assault, mountain, jungle, CI light infantry, and marine/naval infantry; and whether organised and equipped for a special means of delivery or to operate in restrictive terrain or climatic extremes, once on the ground, they generally fight as light infantry.

Not included in this work are units with a solely counter-terrorist mission, airborne civil police, air force security police and para-rescue units, naval scuba/swimmer units, and irregular or insurgent special units. Conspicuous by their absence are the special forces of Britain, the US, the Warsaw Pact, Israel, and Lebanon, all of which are well covered in other Osprey books2. This book’s purpose is to provide an overview of the world’s current special forces; no attempt is made to discuss all units of all nations.

The Beret: Symbol of the Elite

The beret, as an item of military headgear, has long been a symbol of special forces. Its recognition as such began in the early days of World War II, being ushered in by the British. In some armies, everyone wears a beret, but special forces are usually identified by unique colours. Additionally, they may be further identified by special beret badges, though some armies use a common one throughout.

The maroon beret, often referred to as ‘red’, has almost world-wide acceptance by the airborne community. It was officially adopted by the British Airborne Forces as a common identifying headgear by all subordinate units on 29 July 1942. Maroon was selected in late 1941 from a variety of colours offered; the choice was narrowed down to blue and maroon, and the latter supposedly chosen by Maj.Gen. F. A. M. ‘Boy’ Browning, OC Airborne Forces, as it was one of the colours used in his racing ‘silks’.

The next colour to enter the scene was dark green. In mid-1940 the British Independent Companies requested identifiable headgear to promote esprit de corps. It was quickly decided that this would make the Commandos too conspicuous and create security problems; the request was turned down. The Dieppe raid again raised the issue and it was decided that unique headgear was appropriate. The green beret was introduced in the Special Service Bde. on 24 October 1942. Dropped in 1946, it was reintroduced by the Royal Marines when they assumed the commando rôle after the war. Its association with commandos led to its eventual adoption by similar units throughout the world, to include the USSF in 1961.

The British SAS unofficially adopted a sand-coloured beret in early 1942. In January 1944 it was officially replaced by the maroon, until the SAS were disbanded in October 1945. Reformed in 1947, the SAS retained the ‘cherry beret’ until July 1957 when the sand was re-adopted. This, too, is now used by many SAS-type units worldwide.

The black beret, principally identifiable with armoured forces in much of the world, is also recognised as the distinctive headgear of many ranger-type and CI infantry units, having been used unofficially by the US Army Rangers since 1951. Its use increased over the years, and on 20 December 1978 its wear by Ranger units was made official.

(There is one beret that pre-dates all of these: the blue Basque beret of the French Chasseurs Alpins, adopted in 1889 and still worn by French mountain troops.)

Of course many other colours of berets are used by the world’s special forces, often related to past traditions. Other unique headgear is also proudly worn by some special forces, such as the West German Bergmütze and the Italian Alpini hat.

1Almost universally LRRPs employ small independently operating subunits referred to variously as patrols, teams, or troops.

2See Elite 1, The Paras: British Airborne Forces 1940–84; MAA 156, The Royal Marines 1956–84; MAA 116, The Special Air Service; Elite 2, The US Marine Corps since 1945; Elite 4, US Army Special Forces 1952–84; Elite 13, US Army Rangers and LRRP Units 1942–87; Elite 5, Soviet Bloc Elite Forces; Elite 8, Israeli Defence Forces since 1973; Elite 18, Israeli Elite Units since 1948; MAA 165, Armies in Lebanon 1982–84; MAA 194, 

OEBPS/images/9781782004509_cover.jpg
Elite OSPREY

World Special
Forces Insignia






OEBPS/images/9781782004509_image01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782004509_image02.jpg





