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‘When India conducted surgical 
strikes, the world experienced our 
power and realised that India practic-
es restraint but can show power when 
needed’ 
— Prime Minister Narendra Modi at 
Washington, 26 June 2017

‘when we play maggie plays’ was 
displayed prominently on a billboard 
at the gates of the British special air 
section (sas) Training centre at cre-
denhill, herefordshire, Uk, on return 
from the Falkland war. The sas are the 
proverbial mother of all special Forc-
es (sF) raised by ‘Phantom major’ Da-
vid stirling during world war ii. The 
message was clear: when the British 
sas operates it is to either project or 
protect national interests and the de-
cision-making is at the highest levels.

The special operation Forces (soF) 
in india have mainly been employed at 
the tactical level except for operation 
cactus (maldives) wherein 50(i) Para-
chute Brigade/ 6 Battalion the Para-
chute (Para) regiment spearheaded 
and successfully executed a military in-
tervention operation in november 1988 
to rescue the then President of maldives 
from a coup and restore the duly elected 
government of President Gayoom. 

The only other occasion of a spe-
cial operation contributing directly 
to a national aim or a cause was the 
airborne drop/assault by 2 Para in 
1971 war at Tangail, which was direct-
ly instrumental in the early capture of 
Dhaka and liberation of Bangladesh. 
it is only now that Prime minister na-
rendra modi has realised and exploit-
ed the full potential of the soF/ Para 
sF in executing the ‘surgical strikes’, 
first against the nscn(k) on 9 June 
2015 in myanmar, post the ambush 
on 6 Dogras in chandel, and more im-
portantly, in Pakistan occupied kash-
mir (Pok) on 28/29 september 2016 
against terrorist launch-pads after the 
terrorist attacks on the Uri military 
base. The impact of the surgical strikes 
was at the strategic domain and hence, 
a direct concern at the top political 
levels — the Prime minister. The indi-

an Para sF have played a pivotal role 
in shaping national strategy, raising 
the costs for Pakistan in its state policy 
of waging a ‘low cost high effect war’ 
on india. 

historically, the sF have been em-
ployed at the tactical level, be it the 
1971 war, op Pawan (sri lanka), op 
Vijay (kargil) and counter Terrorism 
(cT)/ counter insurgency (ci) op-
erations in Jammu and kashmir and 
northeast. The Para and Para sF Units 
have undoubtedly excelled as evi-
denced by the number of coas unit ci-
tations and gallantry awards. This has 
helped the sF to hone their skills and 
acquire the much needed and critical 
combat experience. Despite a proven 
record of success over the years, al-
beit mostly at the tactical level in ci/
cT operational scenario, the soF have 
been hampered by unimaginative em-
ployment, lack of optimal structures, 

access to national decision making 
and an ever-growing hollowness in 
capabilities and capacities on account 
of voids in requisite arms and equip-
ment. now that the Para sF has been 
employed in the strategic domain, 
executing surgical strikes against Pa-
kistan, hopefully the government will 
wake up from their slumber and pro-
vision the long-awaited wherewithal.

as india now grows to be a risen, 
responsible regional power and a net 
security provider in the region it will 
need the soF to project and protect its 
national security interest and assets. 
while addressing the indian commu-
nity at washington during his recent 
visit, Pm modi drew the loudest re-
sponse when he spoke on the surgical 
strikes conducted after the Uri attack 
last september. surgical strikes trig-
gered the imagination and interest of 
all indians, instilling a sense of pride in 
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the nation state as it responded to Pa-
kistan-sponsored terror attacks. This 
was made possible by a select band of 
soldiers who pride themselves at being 
the best in the business in the world. 

The Para (sF) are by far the most 
battle hardened and combat rich force 
in the world on account of their con-
stant and continuous deployment in 
cT and ci operations in Jammu and 
kashmir and northeast. The Para 
and Para (sF) personnel of the indi-
an army are all volunteers drawn from 
the 1.2 million strong volunteer army, 
the very best opt to serve in these units 
and with a selection percentage of a 
little under 20 per cent, those select-
ed make dream combatants, capable 
of delivering under the toughest, most 
challenging and dangerous situations. 
success and mission accomplishment 
comes naturally to them. They are dif-
ferent; in fact, they are a ‘bunch of mis-
fits who fit well together’. 

The surgical strikes executed on the 
night of 28/29 september 2017 were 
and are unprecedented. The selection 
of the targets was very apt — seven 
terrorist launchpads across the line 
of control (lc) in Pakistan occupied 
kashmir (Pok) within a few kilome-
tres of the lc, located on either side of 
Pir Panjal nearly 350 km apart. seven 
troops comprising 140 odd Para (sF) 
commandos, one target per troop in-
serted on foot on a zero moon night, 
totally undetected in a heavily manned 
and mined lc, destroyed the designat-
ed targets by fire assault from close 
ranges, without any collateral dam-
age to civilian population in Pok and 
thereafter executed the most difficult 
part of the operation (having lost sur-
prise), extrication to own side without 
a single casualty. 

For anyone who has served along 
the lc — the enormity of the task it-
self would have sent shudders. The lc 
is not only heavily-manned and mined, 
the Pakistani troops deployed are trig-
ger happy despite a prevalent cease-
fire. surgical strikes are a very sensitive 
and delicate operation with no room 
for error. 

Firstly, all those who executed knew 
well that it was a ‘one-way ticket’. sec-
ondly, any soldier having been left 
behind would have been a national 
embarrassment. he would have been 
paraded as a Pakistan victory and an 
indian military failure. in numbers it 
achieved little, as per some reports 
only 39 terrorists were killed. of course, 
Pakistan denied any such action. The 

strikes at the terrorist launchpads 
is a masterstroke by the nation and 
the army where in a single operation 
they have executed both ‘punitive’ op-
erations avenging the martyrdom of 
the 19 soldiers of the Uri attacks, and 
‘pre-emptive’ operations, by destroying 
the terrorists and their launchpads. The 
strategic signalling has left no doubts 
that india will respond militarily to 
cross-border terrorism. 

The key question, however, remains 
to be answered — is india as a nation 
and the armed forces fully exploiting 
the potential of our soF? are they op-
timally structured and equipped? a 
clear and concise answer is no. There 
are major causative factors which 
need to be addressed.

There is a plethora of sF in the indian 
security context. without debating the 
quality and requirement of the over two 
dozen self-styled and self-proclaimed 
sF ranging from the state police and the 
central armed Police Force (caPF), the 
focus of this article will remain on the 
soF of the armed forces. india boasts of 
the second largest army, the fourth larg-
est air force and a blue water capability 
for the navy to ensure our territorial 
integrity against external threats and 
internal security. what the nation lacks 
is a credible rapid deployment and ef-
fective special operations capability, 
to meet emerging security challenges 
in the regional and global context. The 
three services have their integral soF. 
These are service-specific and more of-
ten than not, there is competition and 
conflict of interests, rather than coop-
eration and coordination, be it their 
roles and tasks, equipping, training and 
command and control. The poor mil-
itary response to the Pathankot terror 
attack is indicative of the conflict of in-
terests. 

The existing soF of the armed forc-
es include nine parachute (special 
Forces) battalions, five parachute bat-
talions of the army, the parachute bri-
gade, an 800-strong marine comman-
do Force (marcos) organised on the 
concept of the Us marines and a 1,000 
strong indian air Force (iaF) Garuds, 
likely to grow to 10,000 to ensure se-
curity of air force bases (post Pathan-
kot), as per some media reports. The 
nsG and the special Group manned 
and led by the army for internal secu-
rity and hostage rescue are under the 
ministry of home affairs (mha). These 
are all elite forces, where every man 
is a volunteer, highly trained and mo-
tivated. This force is among the most 
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battle-hardened and combat rich force 
equal to, if not, better than the best in 
the world. The soF is both a force mul-
tiplier and a substitute. These forces 
provide the theatre commanders with 
a low cost option to target high val-
ue military objectives in depth areas, 
thus giving the much-needed strategic 
and operational reach and flexibility 
during war.

a major weakness is the lack of a 
lean and mean, agile and versatile 
force under a single commander and 
understanding of the capabilities at 
the apex level, though this seems to 
have changed after the surgical strikes. 
This can be achieved by reorganising 
part of the soF under the special op-
erations command (soc). The soc 
should be structured and organised 
as a truly integrated tri-service com-
mand under the cDs with integral lift 
capabilities. The roles assigned to the 
soc in pursuance of national security 
objectives would be power projection 
and intervention to safeguard our 
national interests and assets in the 
region; assistance to friendly foreign 
countries (FFc), albeit on invitation, 
and; augment the war effort. 

The iaF has enhanced its lift capa-
bility with the induction of the c-130J 
hercules and c-17 Globe master in ad-
dition to the in-service il-76 and an-
32 aircrafts, thus giving the country 
the requisite reach to effectively inter-
vene and safeguard our national inter-
ests in the regional and global context. 
The indian navy, too, is in the process 
of acquiring four landing craft/multi 
role support vessels at a cost of UsD 
2.6 billion and nine Japanese shinmay-
wa Us2 amphibious aircraft, to up-
grade the maritime lift capability for 
soF and amphibious operations. To 
fully exploit this credible lift capability 
and the strategic reach of soF, there 
is an urgent need to have integrated 
structures to effectively safeguard our 
national interests as mandated.

There is also a need to clearly define 
the constituents of soF and the overar-
ching philosophy that should guide their 
employment. while special operations 
are carried out from the tactical to the 
strategic level, in the context of this pa-
per soF must constitute only those forc-
es that are specially trained, equipped 
and organised for conduct of special 
operations at the operational and stra-
tegic level. That implies that such oper-
ations must impact and be conducted 
at the theatre level and beyond. The size 
of the force is of little consequence and 

must be appropriate to their tasking. 
india’s geopolitical, geo-economic and 
geostrategic interests and aspirations 
dictate that it build credible capabilities 
and capacities to protect and project the 
national interests. 

among the world’s major democ-
racies india faces the most complex 
threats and security challenges span-
ning the full spectrum of conflict from 
small wars to collusive and hybrid 
wars to conventional and nuclear 
wars. india faces adversarial relations 
with a mischievous Pakistan which 
continues to wage a constant and con-
tinuous proxy war in Jammu and kash-
mir, and an emerging world power and 
aggressive china with whom we share 
a 3,488km long disputed borders. 

The internal security situation re-
mains a major challenge as the terror-
ist now have access to state-of-the-art 
small arms, weapon systems and ex-
plosives, at times even more advanced 
than those being issued to the secu-
rity forces. The soF is not only highly 
trained and motivated but also the 
most cost-effective, and hence plays 
a critical role in ensuring national se-
curity. in keeping with the future and 
emerging security challenges, the na-
tional security structures and the soF 
should prepare to counter threats in 
the multi-domain warfare, linear wars 
are now only a subset of multi-domain 
wars. The soF is not only agile but also 
most suited to adapt to future security 
challenges. The role of the soF to meet 
and mitigate these threats that under-
mine india’s strategic interests needs 
to be defined. These are:

In War
n secure/destroy high value targets 

in strategic and operational depth 
in furtherance of national military 
objectives.

n strategic and operational level 
direct action, reconnaissance and 
surveillance tasks.

n creating strategic and operational 
dilemmas at the highest decision-
making levels of the enemy.

In Peace, or No War
No Peace
n The soF will be the first responder to 

any emerging or impending threat to 
our national interest and assets in the 
region. 

n Punitive and pre-emptive operations 
akin to the surgical strikes in keeping 
with the revised counter Terrorism 
strategy.

n hostage rescue and evacuation of 
indian nationals and diplomats.

n reinforcement or assist in evacuation 
of United nations Peacekeeping 
missions.

n assist Friendly Foreign countries 
(FFc) from threats by inimical 
elements from within, albeit on 
invitation.

n assist in haDr missions in the region 
and beyond.

n capacity building of armed forces and 
soF of FFc. 

n securing india’s sea lines of 
communication (sloc) in concert 
with naval Power. 

n ensuring the safety and security 
of indian diplomats and citizens 
abroad in a crisis situation. 

The sF, much like the armed forces, 
are poorly equipped with critical de-
ficiencies in firepower, communica-
tions, surveillance, insertion capabili-
ties and mobility. The soF requirement 
is of low population, high technology 
arms and equipment. The procure-
ment procedures for soF are the same 
as for all other arms and equipment as 
per the Defence Procurement Proce-
dure (DPP). This has obviously result-
ed in near zero procurements. indige-
nous development of high technology 
equipment is not attractive enough for 
Defence research and Development 
organisation (DrDo) and ordnance 
Factory Board (oFB) due to the limit-
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ed quantities required. in any case, the 
inordinate delays in development by 
DrDo, leave the services with little op-
tion other than imports. 

it has been over two decades since 
the army has been trying to procure 
essential arms and equipment for the 
soF, like combat free-fall parachutes, 
small arms, sniper rifles, light strike ve-
hicles, underwater diving equipment, 
communication equipment, laser tar-
get designators, heavy drop equipment 
and aTGms. These still remain in var-
ious stages of procurement or devel-
opment. even low technology equip-
ment like Parachute Jump Boots and 
airborne helmets being indigenously 
developed continue to be in the devel-
opment and trial stages for over two 
decades. The criticality has been com-
pounded with the raising of additional 
Parachute and Parachute (sF) units. 
The envisaged procurements have not 
kept pace, leading to the existing in-
ventory being rationalised, in effect the 
poverty has been shared.

after marking time for a decade un-
der the previous regime, the moD woke 
up from slumber under defence min-
ister manohar Parrikar, signing 110 
defence contracts worth rs 1,13,995 
crores and according ‘acceptance 
of necessity’ (aon) for another 101 
schemes valued at rs 2,39,000 crores. 
These are all big-ticket projects es-
sential to capability development of 
the armed forces. however, the urgent 

and critical need of a sF soldier to be 
equipped with even an effective as-
sault rifle remains unaddressed. The 
soF should be provided the requisite 
wherewithal to fight effectively, ensur-
ing protection and survival of soldiers 
across the complete spectrum of con-
flict from small and hybrid wars in the 
sub conventional domain to conven-
tional and nuclear wars. The soF lack 
even insertion equipment like combat 
freefall (cFF) Parachutes, light strike 
Vehicles (lsVs), and underwater com-
bat diving equipment. after the sep-
tember 28/29 surgical strikes, the de-
fence ministry gave a go-ahead to the 
three services with a purse of rs 2,000 
crore to procure essential equipment 
and weapon systems. however, this is 
not the first time that such knee-jerk 
reactions have occurred, the story was 
rather similar after the June 9 surgical 
strikes against the nscn(k) in myan-
mar, as also on earlier occasions like 
ops Pawan, cactus and Vijay.

The Para and Para sF alone have  
immediate and urgent plans to pro-
cure around 1,100 combat freefall 
parachutes, 11,000 fully loaded (with 
all sights) state-of-the-art lightweight 
assault rifles, 300 sniper rifles, 72 
lightweight rocket launchers, 12 bore 
shotguns and pistols, 3rd generation 
aTGms, automatic General Purpose 
machine Guns, night Vision Devices, 
laser target designators, communica-
tion equipment, survival and protec-

tion gear, special mountaineering and 
climbing equipment, among others. 
The lack of GPmGs was recognised 
during the surgical strikes in myan-
mar and Pakistan occupied kashmir 
(Pok). For many years now the sF are 
using the russian origin Pika machine 
Guns captured from foreign terrorists 
in Jammu and kashmir. it is difficult 
to comprehend as to how the mha 
succeeds in procuring state-of-the-art 
weapons for the caPF, wherein the 
ministry of defence (moD) succeeds 
only in delaying all procurements, even 
of similar weapons which are in service 
with the caPF. it is hoped that this will 
get corrected by the impetus to mod-
ernisation and priority in making up 
critical voids accorded by the Prime 
minister and defence minister after the 
surgical strikes.

it is also reported that the defence 
ministry has asked the army to process 
the procurement of the equipment for 
the sF under the fast-track procedure 
under the DPP 2016. similar efforts 
earlier have failed as in effect the fast-
track procedure actually takes much 
longer than the normal procurement 
process and is more prone to failure 
or foreclosure. The more pragmatic 
way of meeting the urgent and imme-
diate needs of the Para and Para sF 
would be to constitute empowered 
committees (ec) to procure the req-
uisite equipment. This proposal was 
mooted by me as the DG infantry in 
2012, though agreed upon in principle 
it was never implemented for reasons 
best known to the moD. The procedure 
exists and has been successfully imple-
mented in case of the ec on siachen 
equipment and clothing.

soF is not only more effective and 
exciting, but also more efficient and 
decisive and have delivered in all wars 
and ci/cT operations. now that the full 
potential of the sF has been recognised 
at the highest levels of the government, 
it is an imperative to review and imple-
ment structural changes and ensure 
that the requisite wherewithal is pro-
vided immediately and procedures are 
in place for constantly and continuous-
ly upgrade the weapons and equipment. 
To raise the costs for Pakistan the soF 
should be prepared for more strikes. as 
the saying goes the battle has been won, 
the war continues.;

(The writer is director CENJOWS. He 
is a former director general military 
operations and colonel of the Para-
chute Regiment)
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