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Foreword 

The Peace Support Operations project, commissioned by the Swedish Ministry of 
Defence, studies peace support operations, with a particular focus on the military 
engagements of Sweden. The project conducts studies of current events and 
trends that will shape ongoing and future operations. To reflect the growing 
complexity facing the international community in crisis management around the 
world, the project has as its base a broad concept of security. 

This particular study is the result of work conducted by the author in May–June 
2010 at the end of a ten-month period as visiting fellow at the University of 
Toronto, Canada. The study is based on printed material collected and interviews 
conducted at the National Defence Headquarters, Defence Research and 
Development Canada (DRDC), and the Stabilization and Reconstruction Task 
Force (START) in Ottawa. The study links with several other FOI reports1 on the 
conflict in Afghanistan and the Swedish engagement there. FOI has studied 
different areas of the conflict’s dynamics, including areas such as “hearts and 
minds”, counterinsurgency, civil-military cooperation, gender issues and the 
Provincial Reconstruction Team concept. This study should be seen as part of 
these efforts and draws on the experience of and lessons learned from 
peacekeeping in Afghanistan. 

 

Claes Nilsson 

Project Manager, FOI Peace Support Operations project 

 

                                                 
1 See, e.g., Atarodi, Alexander (2011). Insurgency in Balochistan. And Why it is of Strategic 

Importance; Norell, Magnus (2010). COIN in Afghanistan: Winning the Battles, Losing the War?; 
Lindoff, Jenny, Hull, Cecilia and Lackenbauer, Helene (2010). Stakeholders and 
Interdependencies in Multifunctional Environments: A Case Study of Afghanistan; Olsson, Louise 
and Tejpar, Johan (eds) (2009). Operational Effectiveness and UN Resolution 1325: Practices and 
Lessons from Afghanistan; Olsson, Stefan (2009). Kampen om "hearts and minds" i Afghanistan; 
Heickerö, Roland (2009). Talibanernas och Al Qaidas förmåga till informationsoperationer; 
Zetterlund, Kristina (2009). Pakistan: Consequences of Deteriorating Security in Afghanistan; 
Nilsson, Claes and Lagerström, Maria (2006). Civil-militär samverkan i princip och praktik; 
Bogland, Karin and Beford, Sofie (2005). Sveriges bidrag till PRT i Afghanistan: En utvärdering 
inför övertagandet av ledningen för PRT Mazar-e-Sharif. All the above reports are available at 
http://www.foi.se under “Publications”. 
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Sammanfattning 
Kanadas insats i Afghanistan har gått igenom flera utvecklingsfaser sedan den 
inleddes 2001. Efter en tveksam start gavs insatsen nya impulser 2005 genom att 
kopplas till pågående översyner av landets försvarsplanering och utrikespolitiska 
doktrin. Ytterligare kvalitetsförbättringar kom som resultat av en utredning gjord 
av en oberoende expertgrupp tillsatt av regeringen, vilken bl.a. krävde en 
tydligare och mer omfattande strategi samt bättre samordning både inom den 
kanadensiska insatsen i sig som inom den internationella koalitionen samt i 
samarbetet med de afghanska myndigheterna. 

Under 2010 inleddes den sista fasen av Kanadas insats i Afghanistan – 
övergångsfasen – där ansvaret för upprätthållandet av säkerheten i landet skall 
överföras från den internationella koalitionen till de afghanerna själva. Som ett 
första steg i den processen omorganiserades det tidigare kanadensiska Provincial 
Reconstruction Team (PRT) i Kandahar till en kanadensisk-amerikansk enhet 
som ett led i ett kommande fullständigt amerikanskt övertagande. Nästa stora 
förändring kommer i juli 2011 då den 2.900 starka kanadensiska militära insatser 
i Kandahar kommer att avslutas och ersättas med 950 militära utbildare och 
stödpersonal  med syfte att utbilda de afghanska nationella säkerhetsstyrkorna i 
Kabul. 
 

 

Nyckelord: Kanada, Afghanistan, insats, PRT, ISAF, NATO, Kandahar, Kabul, 
RoCK, transition, upprorsbekämpning 
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Summary 
The Canadian mission in Afghanistan, which started in 2001, has gone through 
several phases of development. After a rather vague start, the mission received 
new impetus in 2005 through its linkage with the ongoing review processes of 
Canada’s defence and the foreign policy doctrines. Further improvements came 
after the government-commissioned Independent Panel on Canada’s Future Role 
in Afghanistan reported in 2008. It called for clearer, more comprehensive 
strategies and better coordination of overall efforts both within the Canadian 
mission itself and in contacts with the other members of the international 
coalition and the Afghan authorities. 

The final, transition, phase of Canada’s mission in Afghanistan began in 2010, 
during which responsibility for security in Afghanistan will transfer from the 
coalition to the Afghans themselves. This process involves, primarily, the 
reorganization of the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) from an 
exclusively Canadian to a bi-national Canadian-US team, the first step towards a 
full US takeover. The next major change will come in July 2011, when the 2900-
strong Canadian military deployment in Kandahar will be replaced by 950 
military trainers and support personnel based in Kabul who will train the Afghan 
National Security Forces.  
 

 

Keywords: Canada, Afghanistan, mission, PRT, ISAF, NATO, Kandahar, Kabul, 
RoCK, transition, counterinsurgency 
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3 The Implementation Phase 
Regular Canadian troops landed in Afghanistan in February 2002. Before 2005, 
Canadian Forces personnel served first in Kandahar in southern Afghanistan and 
then in a security-providing role in large areas of Kabul. Canada assumed 
command of the Kandahar PRT in August 2005, and it has since become a 
centrepiece of the country’s engagement in Afghanistan. In July 2006, ISAF 
formally assumed command in both Kandahar province and the rest of southern 
Afghanistan – a large region formerly patrolled by US forces under Operation 
Enduring Freedom.20  

Photo: Combat Camera (2010) 

3.1 Canada’s Approach in Afghanistan 
At the end of 2010, ISAF consisted of 131,982 troops from 48 nations. Canada’s 
2903 soldiers formed the sixth-largest contingent after the USA (90,000), the 
United Kingdom (9500), Germany (4922), France (4000) and Italy (3772).21  

                                                 
20 Independent Panel, pp. 22–23. 
21 NATO (2011). International Security Assistance Force (ISAF): Key Facts and Figures, 

http://www.isaf.nato.int/images/stories/File/Placemats/ISAF%20Placemat%-
20January%202011.pdf. 
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The Canadian contribution to ISAF is conducted under Operation ATHENA. 
There are also 15–20 Canadian personnel in Afghanistan deployed by Operation 
ARCHER under the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom and two in Operation 
ACCIUS under the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA). All the Canadian personnel are members of Joint Task Force 
Afghanistan (JTF-Afg), which comprises all the Canadian Forces personnel and 
assets deployed in south-west Asia. By November 2010, the total strength of 
JTF-Afg was 2922, consisting of the following units:22 

At Kandahar Airfield:  

 JTF-Afg Headquarters, which is also the headquarters of Task Force 
Kandahar; 

 the Canadian contingent at COMKAF (Commander, Kandahar Airfield); 

 the Canadian contingent at ISAF Regional Command (South) 
Headquarters; 

 Task Force Kandahar (see below), part of ISAF RC (South);   

 the Joint Task Force Afghanistan Air Wing;  

 the National Support Element (NSE).  

In Kabul:  

 the Canadian contingent at ISAF Headquarters;  

 the Canadian contingent of Combined Security Transition Command 
Afghanistan (CSTC-A, Operation ARCHER);  

 the military liaison staff at the Canadian Embassy;  

 a detachment of the NSE.  

Task Force Kandahar is made up of the following units:23  

 Task Force Kandahar Headquarters;  

 a Canadian battle group of about 1000 soldiers, which conducts 
counterinsurgency and other security operations in Kandahar Province;  

 three US Army battalions – two of infantry and one of military police – 
that conduct counterinsurgency operations in Kandahar Province under 
Canadian command;  

                                                 
22 National Defence (2010). Joint Task Force Afghanistan (Composition as of 30 November 2010 

(Roto 10)), http://www.comfec-cefcom.forces.gc.ca/pa-ap/ops/fs-fr/jtfa-foia-eng.asp. 
23 Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada (2010). Canadian Forces Operations, 

http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-afghanistan/approach-approche/cfo-ofc.aspx. 
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 the soldiers and military police of the Operational Mentor and Liaison 
Team (OMLT), and the Canadian soldiers and military police of the 
Operational Mentor and Advisory Teams (OMATs);  

 the Police Operational Mentor and Liaison Team (P-OMLT).  

The heart of the Canadian mission in Afghanistan is the Kandahar Provincial 
Reconstruction Team (KPRT), which is located at Camp Nathan Smith in 
Kandahar City, the former heartland of the Taliban regime. Located in the south 
of Afghanistan, Kandahar is one of the Afghan provinces in greatest need of 
support and is also among those most targeted by insurgents. The KPRT is one of 
27 international PRTs across Afghanistan assisting the democratically elected 
Afghan government. 

According to Gross Stein and Lang, at the beginning, both the US military and 
the Canadian military saw the PRTs as their exit strategies. The Pentagon saw 
PRTs as a way to get its allies into Afghanistan and the US military out. The 
Canadian Forces leadership saw the PRT as a way to get Canada out of Kabul 
and into a smaller, safer mission in another part of the country.24 Ironically, in 
both cases, the circumstances failed to meet expectations.  

The once Canadian PRT is now fully bi-national (Canadian-US), consisting of 
approximately 80 Canadian and US diplomats, development specialists, and 
police officers and corrections experts, along with military support units. After 
five years of continuous responsibility for Camp Nathan Smith and the Kandahar 
City operating area, responsibility for camp security and management transferred 
from Canada to the USA in early August 2010 – in line with the new division of 
coalition responsibilities in southern Afghanistan.25  

Canada’s most senior civilian in Kandahar Province, the Representative of 
Canada in Kandahar (RoCK), serves as the Director of the KPRT, with the most 
senior US civilian in Kandahar Province serving as the Deputy Director.26 The 
RoCK, who works under the leadership of the Canadian ambassador in Kabul, is 
the counterpart of the commander of Canada’s military mission in the region. 
The commander is responsible for the security of operations, and the RoCK is 
responsible for ensuring progress on governance and development issues.27 In 
August 2010, Tim Martin, a senior diplomat and former ambassador to Argentina 
and Paraguay, became the fourth person to fill the role of RoCK. 

The Afghanistan Compact is a five-year agreement endorsed by the international 
community and the Government of Afghanistan in early 2006 that looks ahead to 

                                                 
24 Gross Stein and Lang, p. 108. 
25 Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada (2010). Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction 

Team (KPRT), http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-afghanistan/kandahar/kprt-eprk.aspx. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Author interview, START, Ottawa, 9 June 2010. 
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2011.28 Canada’s whole-of-government approach in Afghanistan reflects the 
three pillars of the Afghanistan Compact: security, governance and development. 
Canada supports work in these mutually reinforcing areas by drawing on 
resources and expertise from across the federal government.29 Or, as it was 
simply put in an interview conducted by the author, “the basic idea is to get the 
big team focusing on what has to be accomplished together in the mission.” This, 
however, according to the same source, was much more difficult to accomplish at 
home than abroad.30 

Canada’s vision for the work in Afghanistan is a more secure Kandahar that is 
better governed and can deliver basic services to its citizens, supported by a more 
capable national government that can better provide for its security, manage its 
borders and sustain stability and reconstruction gains over the longer term.31 This 
vision has advanced six specific, but interrelated, priorities which are aligned 
with the Afghanistan Compact.  

The six priorities are:32 

1. Training and mentoring Afghan National Security Forces: Enable the 
Afghan National Security Forces in Kandahar to sustain a more secure 
environment and promote law and order. 

2. Basic services: Strengthen Afghan institutional capacity to deliver core 
services and promote economic growth, enhancing the confidence of 
Kandaharis in their government. 

3. Humanitarian assistance: Provide humanitarian assistance for extremely 
vulnerable people, including refugees, returnees and internationally 
displaced persons.  

4. Border security and dialogue: Enhance border security, with facilitation 
of bilateral dialogue between Afghan and Pakistani authorities. 

5. Democratic development and national institutions: Help advance 
Afghanistan’s capacity for democratic governance by contributing to 
effective, accountable public institutions and electoral processes. 

6. Political reconciliation: Facilitate Afghan-led efforts towards political 
reconciliation. 

                                                 
28 The Afghanistan Compact, http://unama.unmissions.org/Portals/UNAMA-

/Documents/AfghanistanCompact-English.pdf. 
29 Government of Canada (2010). Canada’s Approach in Afghanistan, 

http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-afghanistan/approach-approche/index.aspx. 
30 Author interview, National Defence Headquarters, Ottawa, 9 June 2010. 
31 Government of Canada (2010). Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan: Quarterly Report to 

Parliament for the Period of July 1 to September 30 (Government of Canada: Ottawa), p. 14. 
32 Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan, pp. 5–12.  
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Of these six priorities, the first four are to be implemented locally in Kandahar 
and the last two in Afghanistan nationally.  

Canada is among the world’s top donors to Afghanistan, and Afghanistan is 
Canada’s largest recipient of bilateral aid. In the period 2002–2011, Canada 
authorized CAD 1.2 billion in international assistance to Afghanistan, about 
3 per cent of all Canadian aid during that period.33 Canada supports a wide array 
of development projects, including the three signature projects – the repair of the 
Dahla Dam and irrigation system project, education projects in Kandahar 
province, and the polio eradication project.  

These signature projects, of which the first two are to be implemented in 
Kandahar province and the third in Afghanistan nationally, all connect to a 
particular one of the six priorities. For instance, repairing the Dahla Dam, the 
largest dam in Kandahar province, and its irrigation system directly addresses the 
basic services priority. The repair is meant to stimulate economic growth by 
making farming and agriculture more viable and profitable, creating thousands of 
seasonal jobs for local workers. The education project is also connected to the 
basic services priority. The target is to build, expand or repair 50 schools in key 
districts of Kandahar province and to build the capacity of the Ministry of 
Education to deliver good quality educational services.  

In the polio eradication project, which links to the humanitarian assistance 
priority, Canadian aid workers are working to eliminate this debilitating disease 
through the immunization of an estimated seven million children across 
Afghanistan, including 350,000 in the province of Kandahar.34 The six priorities 
and three signature projects were introduced in June 2008 to be implemented 
within three years. Progress is reported in a quarterly report to the Canadian 
parliament. 

To support the priorities and signature projects, the Government of Canada 
identified a number of benchmarks and progress indicators that will help to:  

 gauge the levels of progress being achieved, or not, as the case may be; 

 identify if and when adjustments to its approach are required, given the 
complex environment; and  

 report results frankly to Canadians. 

However, benchmarking in Afghanistan is a difficult task because reporting is 
dependent on gathering information while operating in a conflict zone. Canada 
alone does not control the outcomes of its objectives. They are dependent on the 
efforts of the Afghan government and the international community. The 

                                                 
33 Independent Panel, pp 7–8.   
34 Government of Canada (2010). Signature and Development Projects, 

http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-afghanistan/projects-projets/index.aspx.  
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benchmarks are therefore consistent with those already established by the 
Government of Afghanistan and its partners in the Afghanistan Compact and the 
Afghanistan National Development Strategy, and have been confirmed in 
consultation with the Afghan government.35  

3.2 Legitimacy and Public Opinion 
Because peace enforcement operations tend to be dramatic, expensive, 
controversial and relatively rare events, they inevitably attract the attention of 
other governments, and of the world’s media. They are also the kind of state 
activity about which concerns over legitimacy are most likely to arise.36 
Legitimacy in the eyes of public opinion – either domestic or in the country of 
operation – and the international community improves considerably if the peace 
enforcement operation is launched under the authority of an international 
organization.   

There are two distinguishing facts concerning the legitimacy of the mission in 
Afghanistan. First, the international military and development presence has been 
explicitly and repeatedly authorized by the United Nations, in particular by 
Security Council resolution 1386 of 20 December 2001. It was also approved 
collectively by the 28 member countries of NATO. ISAF is therefore defending 
and enforcing international law in Afghanistan. The second distinguishing fact is 
that ISAF forces are in Afghanistan at the request, and with the approval, of 
Afghanistan’s own elected government.37  

Nonetheless, Canadian military engagement in Afghanistan has been 
controversial with the Canadian public for three main reasons: the cost in human 
lives, the financial costs of the war for Canadian taxpayers and the lack of 
transparency connected with the mission. According to a Canadian Press/ Harris-
Decima survey conducted in November 2010, 60 per cent of those polled were 
opposed to the Canadian military presence in Afghanistan and only 37 per cent 
supported it. According to the same survey, only 13 per cent believed the nine-
year mission had been a success, while 34 per cent believed it had been a failure. 
(The remaining 50 per cent said it was too early to say.)38 

The human cost is often at the forefront of the issues affecting Canadian public 
opinion on the war. Between 2002 and 2010, 154 Canadian soldiers died in the 

                                                 
35 Government of Canada (2010). Benchmarks, http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-

afghanistan/progress-progres/benchmarks-reperes/index.aspx. 
36 Katharina P. Coleman (2007). International Organizations and Peace enforcement Operations: 

The Politics of International Legitimacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), p. 38. 
37 Independent Panel, p. 11. 
38 “Canadians Wary of Afghan Mission Extension: Poll” (2010). Toronto Star, 16 November 2010, 

www.thestar.com/printarticle/891596.  
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war or in support of the war. The vast majority of the deaths occurred in 2006 or 
after. During the same period, five Canadian civilians – one senior Foreign 
Affairs official, one journalist and three development aid workers – were also 
killed in the war in Afghanistan.  

Table 1: Number of Canadian soldiers killed in Afghanistan, 2002–2010  

Year Number Year Number Year Number 

2002 4 2005 1 2008 32 

2003 2 2006 36 2009 32 

2004 1 2007 30 2010 16 

There is a common perception in Canada that Canada has sacrificed a 
disproportionate number of lives to the war in Afghanistan compared to the other 
NATO and coalition countries, including the USA, on the basis of both lives lost 
per domestic capita and the casualty rates for troops in Afghanistan. This view 
was given some support by the Manley Panel report. The Panel explained the 
high level of losses by the fact that southern Afghanistan in general, and 
Kandahar in particular, is more dangerous, and more exposed to insurgency 
violence than most other parts of Afghanistan.39  

On the one hand, it is true that Canada has lost a comparatively high number of 
soldiers in Afghanistan, but the per capita number, of deaths per million, is 
higher among smaller countries such as Denmark and Estonia.40 On the other 
hand, Canada’s death rate is far higher based on mission size than that of the 
USA and the UK (see Table 2).41 

Table 2: Canadian deaths compared to the UK and US (May 2006 – May 2009)42 

Country 

 

Deaths per year per 
1000 personnel, 1 May 
2006 to 11 November 
2007  

Deaths per year per 
1000 personnel, 12 
November 2007 to 17 
May 2009 

Canada 15.7 12.2 

United Kingdom 8.9 6.5 

United States 4.9 4.1 

                                                 
39 Independent Panel, p. 26.  
40 By the end of 2010, Canada was third country in terms of deaths in Afghanistan after the USA 

(1446) and the UK (348). The fourth country was France (52).  During the same period, Denmark 
had lost 39 and Estonia 8 lives. See Icasualities.org (2010). Coalition Death by Nationality, 
http://icasualties.org/OEF/Nationalityaspx?hndQry=US. 

41 Author Interview, National Defence Headquarters, Ottawa, 9 June 2010. 
42 Sheila M Bird and Clive B Fearweather (2009). Recent Military Fatalities in Afghanistan and 

Iraq by Cause and Nationality, p. 3, http://www.mrc-bsu.cam.ac.uk/Publications-
/PDFs/PERIOD9fatalitiesinAfghanistanandIraq.pdf. 
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Among the causes of death of Canadian soldiers in Afghanistan, improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) or landmines is by far the most common. Of the 154 
Canadian fatalities between 2002 and 2010, 96 were killed by an IED.43 This fact 
has led to criticism over a perceived lack of capacity and of protective equipment 
among the Canadian Forces in Afghanistan.44  

 
Photo: Combat Camera (2010) 

The fact that the Canadian Forces, like the US and British forces and those of 
some other nations, do not have any caveats, that is, rules that restrain how they 
are to be deployed, whereas the forces of most other countries in the coalition do, 
has also been mentioned as one reason for the comparatively high death rate 
among the Canadian Forces. The caveats of some countries prohibit night flying, 
for instance, or refuse to authorize helicopter flights that might expose pilots to 
combat. As a result, countries such as Canada have borne a more than 
proportionate share of the war fighting in Afghanistan.45 This lack of caveats in 

                                                 
43 National Defence (2010). Fallen Canadians, http://www.forces.gc.ca/site/news-nouvelles/fallen-

disparus/index-eng.asp. 
44 In an interview conducted by the author, one Canadian expert highlighted the lack of forces in a 

province bigger than France – “20 000 troops would be needed, not 2 0000” – and the constant 
underestimation of the insurgency as possible explanations for the comparatively high death rates 
in the Canadian mission in Afghanistan. The expert, who has personal experience of working with 
the PRT in Afghanistan, even claimed that sometimes when a Canadian convoy arrives in 
Kandahar the people around leave almost in panic “because they know it is a target”. Author 
interview, DRDC CORA, Ottawa, 8 June 2010. 

45 Independent Panel, p. 14.  
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the Afghanistan mission differs from the practice in some earlier Canadian 
missions.46  

In terms of the high financial costs, and the related perceived lack of 
transparency attached to the mission, a Rideau Institute study of October 2008 
estimates that the war in Afghanistan will directly cost Canadian taxpayers CAD 
20.7 billion by the end of 2011. Furthermore, the estimated loss to the Canadian 
economy of the soldiers wounded or killed will be an additional CAD 7.6 billion 
over the same period, putting the total cost of the war for Canadians at more than 
CAD 28 billion.47   

The Manley Panel report noted that there was an information deficit in Canada 
on the Afghanistan mission and recommended that politicians immediately 
address this. While public support for the troops was strong, Canadians were 
uncertain about Canada’s evolving mission. According to the Panel, governments 
since the start of Canada’s involvement in Afghanistan had failed to 
communicate with Canadians with balance and candour about the reasons for 
involvement, and the risks, difficulties and expected results of that 
involvement.48  

Although, as is mentioned above, a majority of Canadians does not support the 
mission in Afghanistan, the Manley Panel stressed that this is not the same as a 
lack of support for the Canadian troops serving in the mission. Support for 
Canadian troops in earlier missions was not always significantly strong. In the 
early 1990s, for instance, when Canadian soldiers were deployed in Somalia, 
some of them broke military discipline by torturing and killing a Somali youth. 
The Canadian public reacted to this crime with disbelief and then outrage and the 
government set up a commission of inquiry.49   

According to the military, support for Canadian troops has improved 
dramatically since the 1990s – largely thanks to the work of the troops in 
Afghanistan. However, regional differences can be observed, as there seems to 
be more support for the troops in the English-speaking areas than in the French-
speaking, and also in areas closer to military bases or to the US border than 
elsewhere in Canada.50 Popular expressions of this public support include 
widespread grass roots movements, such as “Highway of Heroes” and “Red 

                                                 
46 It was explained to the author that the detailed caveats used in Bosnia led Canadian forces to be 

identified by the jocular “CAN’t bat”, something which might have influenced Canadian 
politicians not to use any caveats in Afghanistan. Author interview, DRDC CORA, Ottawa, 8 June 
2010.  

47 David Macdonald and Steven Staples (2008). The Cost of the War and the End of Peacekeeping: 
The Impact of Extending the Afghanistan Mission (Rideau Institute: Ottawa), p. 1, 
http://www.rideauinstitute.ca/file-library/costofthewar.pdf. 

48 Independent Panel, p. 20. 
49 Gross Stein and Lang, p. 12. 
50 Author interview, National Defence Headquarters, Ottawa, 9 June 2010. 
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Fridays”.51 Thus, even if the Afghanistan mission and the politicians who bear 
responsibility for it are criticized, support for the men and women serving in 
Afghanistan remains strong among Canadians. 
 

                                                 
51 Canadians killed in Afghanistan are flown into the Canadian Forces base in Trenton, Ontario. 

From there, they are taken by car on Highway 401 to Toronto, where the Centre for Forensic 
Sciences is located. Every time a convoy of vehicles takes the fallen soldiers and their families this 
way, a distance of some 140 kilometres, crowds of thousands line the overpasses on the highway 
to honour them. This grass roots movement is called Highway of Heroes. It has been growing 
since the first Canadian war dead were returned from Afghanistan in 2002 (Author interview, 
National Defence Headquarters, Ottawa, 9 June 2011). In August 2007, the stretch of 
Highway 401 between Glen Miller Road in Trenton and the intersection of the Don Valley 
Parkway and Highway 404 in Toronto was renamed the Highway of Heroes. “Red Fridays” is 
another grass roots movement. Its activists wear something red on Fridays in support of the troops 
(see http://www.redfridays.ca/index.htm). 
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4 The Evaluation Phase 
The Manley Panel, appointed by Prime Minister Harper in October 2007, 
published its report in January 2008. This was a time when the Canadian mission 
in Afghanistan was being questioned by both politicians and public opinion. 
Security had steadily deteriorated in the south and east of Afghanistan, where 
Canadian Forces were based, throughout 2006 and 2007. This was a fact that the 
Panel recognized, but the Canadian government had consistently denied. The 
implementation of the Manley Panel’s recommendations, therefore, served as a 
much-needed road map for Canada’s further involvement in Afghanistan.    

4.1 Assessing the Mission 
The Manley Panel observed shortcomings in the NATO/ISAF counterinsurgency 
campaign. The most damaging shortfalls were: insufficient forces in the field, 
especially in the high-risk zones in the south; a top-heavy command structure at 
ISAF headquarters in Kabul; the absence of a comprehensive strategy directing 
all ISAF forces collaboration with the Afghan government; limitations placed by 
some NATO governments on the operations of their units, which effectively kept 
those forces away from conflict; and inadequate coordination between military 
and civilian programmes for security, stabilization, reconstruction and 
development.52  

The Manley Panel proposed a new and more complex strategy for Afghanistan – 
a strategy that, in the Panel’s own words: ‘honoured the sacrifices already made 
by Canadians in Afghanistan, served Canadian interests, gave expression to 
Canadian values and corresponded realistically to Canadian capacity’. The new 
strategy had five elements:53 

First, the Panel recommended that the Canadian government take concerted 
diplomatic action to establish clearer, more comprehensive strategies and better 
coordination of the efforts in Afghanistan by the international community and the 
Afghan authorities as well as other governments in the region. One direct 
consequence of the Panel’s recommendations was the creation of the post of 
Representative of Canada in Kandahar. 

Second, given that the most damaging and obvious deficiency in the ISAF 
mission identified by the Panel was the insufficient military force deployed 
against the insurgents, the Panel recommended that Canada’s military mission in 
Kandahar should not have a fixed end date. The end date for the mission at that 
time was February 2009. The Panel stated that any withdrawal date should be 
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dependent on the achievement of defined measures of success. Canada should 
stay until the job was done, because an abrupt departure of Canadian troops, 
without new ISAF forces to take their place, would trigger a security collapse in 
Kandahar province. Furthermore, the extension proposed by the Panel was to be 
expressly contingent on the deployment of additional troops to the province by 
one or more ISAF countries. 

Third, the panel urged that Canada’s civilian reconstruction and development 
engagement in Afghanistan should concentrate more on aid that was of direct 
benefit to the Afghan people. This called for more emphasis to be placed on 
project assistance, including at least one “signature project” identified with 
Canada and led by Canadians.54 This recommendation led to the creation of the 
six priorities and three signature projects, and to the government’s determination 
to augment the number of civilians deployed at the PRT in Kandahar.55 

Fourth, the Panel recommended that the effectiveness of Canada’s military and 
civilian activities in Afghanistan, along with the progress on Afghan security, 
governance and development, should be tracked more thoroughly and 
systematically. A direct response to the Panel’s recommendation was the creation 
of a Cabinet Committee on Afghanistan, a special Parliamentary Committee and 
an Afghanistan Task Force. The taskforce is responsible for coordination 
between the DFAIT, the DND and CIDA as well as other departments and 
agencies that have some form of involvement, such as the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police and the Correctional Service of Canada. 

Fifth, this new Canadian policy approach should include a rebalancing of the 
government’s communications with Canadians about Canada’s activities in 
Afghanistan – providing more information and analysis on the diplomatic and the 
reconstruction and development dimensions. The Panel strongly recommended 
that the information deficit experienced in connection with the Afghanistan 
mission should be immediately redressed by politicians.56 A direct consequence 
of the Panel’s recommendation was the creation of quarterly reports to the  
Canadian parliament on Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan.  

Today, almost three years after the report of the Manley Panel, most experts 
agree that the implementation of the Panels’ recommendations significantly 
improved the work of Canada’s mission in Afghanistan. The whole-of-
government approach, the importance of good civil-military relations, and the 
importance of a matrix, common agreed benchmarks, delegated authorities, good 
communication back to the Headquarters, as well as political engagement and 
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good communication with Canadians back home are all key requirements that 
were stressed by the Manley Panel.57  

However, the wider questions of whether Canada’s mission in Afghanistan will 
ultimately be considered a success, or whether the international coalition will 
leave Afghanistan in better shape than it was when it arrived in 2001, are more 
complicated to answer.58 Nevertheless, these questions are bound to arise as 
Canada and, in future, the international coalition enter the final phase of the 
mission in Afghanistan – the transition phase.   

4.2 Transition 
In the years 2002–2005, the Canadian mission in Afghanistan was extended 
annually for one year at a time. In May 2006, however, the new Conservative 
minority government of Stephen Harper, in office just three months, introduced a 
motion to extend the military mission in Kandahar past its end date of February 
2007 by two years – to February 2009. The motion was narrowly passed by 149 
votes to 145 in the lower house, the House of Commons.59 The timing of the 
extension was controversial in the light of Canadian public opinion’s opposition 
to the war and the growing rate of casualties and fatalities among Canadian 
troops in Kandahar at the time. 

In January 2008, the report of the Manley Panel raised the essential question of 
transition, that is, how Canada could move from a military role to a civilian one, 
and how to oversee a shift in responsibility for Afghanistan’s security from the 
international community to the Afghans themselves.60 The question was how to 
leave the Afghans a country better governed, more peaceful and more secure 
than before the international coalition arrived.  

However, the Panel report was also clear that it could find no operational logic 
for choosing February 2009 as the end date for Canada’s military mission in 
Kandahar – and that there was nothing to establish February 2009 as the date by 
which the mission would be completed. On the contrary, the Panel was 

                                                 
57 Author Interview, START, 9 June 2010. 
58 The answers given by experts in interviews conducted by the author in Ottawa tend to diverge 

widely on these questions, with independent experts presenting a more negative view (e.g., “we 
will leave Afghanistan worse than it was when we came”, Author interview, DRDC CORA, 
Ottawa, 8 June 2010), and officials more closely related to or responsible for the mission, perhaps 
understandably, presenting a more positive view of the mission itself and the future prospects for 
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59CTV (2006). “MPs Narrowly Vote to Extend the Afghanistan Mission”, 17 May 2006, 
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convinced that a premature withdrawal from Afghanistan, either full or partial, 
would imperil Canadian interests and values.61 The Panel’s recommendations 
were crucial to parliament’s decision, on 13 March 2008, to extend the 
Afghanistan mission once again, this time for a further two years and ten months, 
until December 2011. Although this motion was passed by a larger margin (198 
votes to 77), the decision led to major protest rallies across Canada against the 
country’s military role in Afghanistan. 

Throughout 2008 and 2009, the question of transition became more and more 
intrusive as Prime Minster Harper and Minister of National Defence MacKay 
stated that they would not seek another extension beyond 2011. The decision to 
withdraw the Canadian military from Afghanistan was not affected by the 
election of Barack Obama as President of the United States. During the 
presidential campaign, Obama had promised to send more troops to Afghanistan 
while scaling down the number of troops in Iraq.62 Despite continued pressure 
from Washington, Ottawa insisted that its combat mission would end in 2011.63 
Continued public resistance to any extension of the military mission, affected by 
the rising death toll and the potential cost of another extension, as well as the 
political difficulty in driving a parliamentary motion through the House of 
Commons, made Harper repeatedly promise that the Canadian military presence 
would end in 2011. The fact that the Canadian mission was approaching the end 
of its first decade probably also contributed to this position. 

Nonetheless, in October 2010 the government began signalling that a 
Conservative motion for a third multi-year extension past 2011 would be tabled 
in the House of Commons, and in November The Globe and Mail reported that 
the USA was pushing Canada to keep its military forces in Afghanistan as 
trainers.64 This was in line with the results of the Kabul conference in July 2010, 
at which the Afghan government and its international allies, including Canada, 
had agreed that training was the key to transition. By continuing to train more 
and better Afghan security forces, the goal was to hand responsibility for security 
back to the Afghans by 2014.65  

Finally, on 16 November 2010, Minister of Foreign Affairs Lawrence Cannon, 
Minister of National Defence Peter MacKay and Minister of International 
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Cooperation Beverly J. Oda announced a new role for Canada’s engagement in 
Afghanistan that will build on the significant progress made in the areas of 
security, diplomacy, human rights and development. The Canadian mission will 
leave Kandahar and southern Afghanistan and regroup in Kabul, where the 
Canadian Forces personnel will be deployed in a non-combat role as part of 
NTM-A in order to continue training Afghan National Security Forces until 
March 2014. Canada will provide up to 950 military trainers and support 
personnel.66  

The objective of the Canadian mission in 2011–2014 will remain the same: to 
build a more secure, stable and self-sufficient Afghanistan that is no longer a safe 
haven for terrorists. Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan will focus on four key 
areas: 

 investing in the future of Afghanistan’s children, and youth development 
programming in education and health; 

 advancing security, the rule of law and human rights, including through 
the provision of up to 950 trainers for the Afghan security forces; 

 promoting regional diplomacy; and  

 helping deliver humanitarian assistance to the Afghan people.67 

According to Peter MacKay, combat operations are likely to cease earlier than 
July 2011 to ensure that new troops are not taking up Canada’s slack on the 
battlefield in the middle of the summer – traditionally the most intense period of 
fighting in Afghanistan.68  

Canada’s new Afghanistan policy seems to be an acceptable compromise for the 
government as it satisfies Washington, Canada’s closest ally, which had pushed 
for Canada to stay, and, at least partly, both public opinion in Canada and the 
Liberal opposition, which had pushed for a complete withdrawal of Canadian 
troops from Afghanistan. It also seems relevant to the needs of the Afghanistan 
government, since the Afghan security forces need training before they can reach 
full capacity. However, the new policy may once again challenge the 
requirement for transparency, as the training and mentoring teams deployed in 
Afghanistan are frequently involved in combat.  
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5 Key Points 
The official objective of Canada’s mission in Afghanistan is to help Afghans 
build a more secure, stable and prosperous country that is no longer a safe haven 
for terrorists. This objective legitimizes an operation that is UN-mandated, 
NATO-led and implemented, together with more than 40 other countries and 
international organizations, at the request of the democratically elected 
government in Afghanistan. 

The Canadian mission in Afghanistan, which started in 2001, has gone through 
several phases of development. To some extent, the first phase of deployment 
(2001–2004) was characterized by a lack of strategic thinking, inadequate 
planning and obscure political preferences. The initial incentive was more to 
support Canada’s principal ally, the United States, after the terrorist attacks of 11 
September 2001 than to rebuild the war-torn Afghanistan.    

By 2005, another phase had emerged, during which the Canadian mission in 
Afghanistan found more substance. The mission received new impetus through 
its linkage with the ongoing processes of reviewing national defence and foreign 
policy doctrines. The 3D concept (defence, diplomacy and development 
assistance) and the whole-of-government approach meant that Canada’s assets in 
Afghanistan began to be focused in a coherent strategy. Paradoxically, this 
process coincided with a dramatic increase in loss of life among Canadian 
soldiers due to the serious deterioration in the security situation in the Kandahar 
region of southern Afghanistan, where the Canadian PRT was located.   

The report of Independent Panel on Canada’s Future Role in Afghanistan, 
published in January 2008, was critical in the sense that it pressed for further 
improvements and the establishment of clearer, more comprehensive strategies 
and better coordination of efforts both within the Canadian mission and in 
contacts with the other members of the coalition and the Afghan authorities. Its 
practical implications were, for instance, the introduction of the six priorities and 
three signature projects, as well as the appointment of a civilian Director of the 
PRT and improved communication with the Canadian public, among other 
things, through quarterly reports to parliament.  

The final phase – the transition phase – of Canada’s Afghanistan mission began 
in 2010. This process involves, primarily, the reorganization of the Kandahar 
PRT from an exclusively Canadian to a bi-national Canadian-US team, the first 
step in a full US takeover of the PRT. The next major change will come in July 
2011, when the 2900-strong Canadian military deployment in Kandahar will be 
replaced by 950 military trainers and support personnel in Kabul to train the 
Afghan National Security Forces. This non-combat role is supposed to be 
completed in 2014 – the  conditional timetable set for NATO’s withdrawal from 
Afghanistan.  
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One key point of this study is that the Afghanistan mission has served as a 
driving-force for domestic defence reform in Canada. According to the views of 
the military expressed in interviews for this study, there was a continual loss of 
skills from the Canadian Forces before Afghanistan. The Afghanistan mission 
provided them with a new focus. It led to higher levels of military spending, 
better equipment and training, and a massive change in the mentality of the 
Canadian Forces. Nowadays, again according to the military, there are “no 
problems with volunteers that want to go Afghanistan. Competition is fierce and 
any of the rotations could have doubled”.69  

Another key point is that Canada’s mission in Afghanistan has led to a general 
improvement in Canada’s mission capacity. Whole-of-government, 3D, signature 
projects connected to specific and interrelated priorities and benchmarks are 
likely to be integrated into future missions long after Canada has left 
Afghanistan. 

A third key point relates to the limit of circumstances. When deploying troops to 
international missions, there seems to be both a time limit for politicians, who are 
the ones that decide over the mission, and a limit to the number of casualties in a 
mission that the people at home can bear. In the Canadian case, a period of 8–10 
years seems to have been the upper time limit for a combat mission, after which a 
serious discussion on transition became urgent. However, missions often tend to 
be longer lasting than expected at their start. The option of “early in, early out” in 
international missions is extremely rare, and thus nearly always unrealistic. 
Therefore, policy makers should have realistic expectations based on adequate 
research and planning before taking a decision on deployment; and the real 
reasons for the mission should be communicated to voters.  
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