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Most feared special forces in the world

United States Special Operations forces (SOF) — including Navy SEALs, Army Green Berets and Marine Corps Raiders — are the US military’s most highly trained soldiers, specialising in counterterrorism, counter-insurgency, and “direct action” combat raids, among other missions. Their operations are shrouded in secrecy. Although US commandos
operate on the African continent with the agreement of host governments, ordinary Africans are rarely told about the full extent of US activities — nor offered a say in how and why Americans operate in their countries. Even basic information, like the sweep and scope of deployments by elite US troops and clandestine combat by American commandos
on the continent, is mostly unreported across Africa. Image Courtesy of Mail and Guardian. But a Mail & Guardian investigation can, for the first time, reveal where US special operators have been active on the African continent — and offer exclusive details about low-profile missions that have been largely kept under wraps. In 2019, US Special
Operations forces were deployed in 22 African countries: Algeria, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Chad, Coéte D’Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Libya, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Somalia, Tanzania and Tunisia. This accounts for a significant proportion of US Special Operations forces’
global activity: more than 14% of US commandos deployed overseas in 2019 were sent to Africa, the largest percentage of any region in the world except for the greater Middle East. These figures come from information provided to the M&G by the US military’s Special Operations Command and Africa Command (AFRICOM). An interview with
Donald Bolduc, a retired brigadier general and head of Special Operations Command Africa (SOCAFRICA) until 2017, shed further light on these operations. He said that as of 2017, US Special Operations forces had seen combat in 13 African nations. America’s most elite troops continued to be active in 10 of those countries — Burkina Faso,
Cameroon, Chad, Kenya, Libya, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Somalia and Tunisia — last year. Advise, Assist, Accompany The military footprint of the United States in Africa is extensive. Previous reporting has revealed the existence of a string of military bases across the continent. Formerly secret 2019 AFRICOM planning documents show that there
were 29 bases located in 15 different countries or territories, with the highest concentrations in the Sahel and the Horn of Africa. More secretive still are the activities of US special operators. Their presence in African countries is rarely publicly acknowledged, either by the US or host nations; citizens are not told what these elite troops are doing on
their land. The US military is tight-lipped about exactly what its elite forces do in each country, but special operators have long conducted missions that range from capture-or-kill commando raids to training missions. The M&G has spoken to a wide range of sources to fill in the blanks, including US military officers and diplomats; active and retired
US special operators; African government and military sources; recipients of US military training in Africa and civilian witnesses. What emerges is a comprehensive picture of US special forces activities in Africa. Some operations are conducted under the auspices of the so-called 127e programs, named for a budgetary authority that allows US Special
Operations forces to use local military units as surrogates in counterterrorism missions. For reasons of security, Special Operations Command will not release information on 127e programs, said spokesperson Ken McGraw. However, the M&G has confirmed that in recent years the US has conducted at least eight 127e programs in Africa, most of
them in Somalia. These activities in Somalia were conducted under the code names Exile Hunter, Kodiak Hunter, Mongoose Hunter, Paladin Hunter and Ultimate Hunter, and involved US commandos training and equipping troops from Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia and Uganda as part of the fight against the Islamist militant group al-Shabab. Currently,
the US is conducting two 127e programs in Somalia, according to an AFRICOM official. The number of ground missions carried out by US commandos in Somalia has never previously been revealed, but US Air Force documents obtained by the M&G and corroborated by Bolduc indicate the scale of these efforts. The documents, from the 449th Air
Expeditionary Group based at Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti, show that the US and partner nations conducted more than 200 ground missions against al-Shabab between June 2017 and June 2018. This number is no anomaly. “That’s about average, annually, for the time I was there, too,” said Bolduc, who headed Special Operations Command Africa
from April 2015 to June 2017. Africa Command characterises missions with partner forces as “advise, assist and accompany” or “AAA” missions, but such operations can be indistinguishable from combat. During a 2017 AAA mission, for example, Navy SEAL Kyle Milliken, a 38-year-old senior chief petty officer was killed and two other Americans were
wounded in a raid on an al-Shabab camp about 65km west of Mogadishu, Somalia’s capital. AFRICOM does not disclose the number of advise, assist and accompany missions by country, but in an email to the M&G, the command acknowledged 70 such missions in East Africa in 2018, 46 in 2019 and seven in 2020 as of early June. Among the other
special ops-oriented efforts that are still active in the region — as of February this year — is Oblique Pillar, an operation that provides private contractor helicopter support to Navy SEALs and the units of the Somali National Army whom they advise; Octave Anchor, a low-profile psychological operation focused on Somalia; and Rainmaker, a highly
classified signals intelligence effort. Botswana Defense Force Commandos remove hostages and hijackers from an airplane during a training exercise at Thebephatshwa Air Base in Botswana on July 17, 2019. The exercise was part of a two-day culminating event that included a simulated airplane. Image courtesy of the U.S. military's press photos.
Botswana, 2019. Counter-Terrorism Training Another major theatre of US special operations is northwest Africa. Much of the world, for example, first became aware of US military operations in Africa in October 2017, after the Islamic State (IS) ambushed American troops near Tongo Tongo in Niger, killing four US soldiers — two of whom were
Green Berets. Those troops belonged to Operational Detachment-Alpha Team 3212, an 11-man unit working with a Nigerien force under the umbrella of Juniper Shield. Juniper Shield is the United States’ marquee counterterrorism effort in northwest Africa, involving 11 nations: Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco,
Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Tunisia. Under Juniper Shield, US Special Operations forces have long trained, advised, assisted, and accompanied local partner forces conducting missions aimed at terrorist groups, including al-Qaeda and its affiliates, Boko Haram and IS. The effort, according to the AFRICOM documents, was ongoing as of February.
The other key activity in the region is Exercise Flintlock — an annual special operations training exercise, conducted by Special Operations Command Africa, focused on enhancing the capability of nations in West Africa to plan and conduct counterterrorism missions. Participating African nations included Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Cabo
Verde, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Togo. Libya has also been a major focus. Last year, the United States withdrew its commandos from Libya as the civil war there flared. “Due to increased unrest...a contingent of US forces supporting US Africa Command temporarily relocated from the
country in response to security conditions on the ground,” AFRICOM announced in April 2019. Those troops have never returned, according to AFRICOM spokesman John Manley. But that has not, apparently, halted US operations focused on Libya. According to the AFRICOM documents, Operation Junction Serpent — a surveillance effort in Libya
that began as part of the 2016 campaign of airstrikes against Islamic State targets in the coastal city of Sirte — is still active. Under Junction Serpent, Joint Special Operations Command or JSOC — the secretive organisation that controls the Navy’s SEAL Team 6 and other special mission units — was given special authority to develop targeting
information for air strikes. A sister operation named Odyssey Resolve, involving intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance flights over Libya, was another component of the special operations campaign of air strikes in Sirte and was also ongoing as of February. U.S. Army Sergeant Kevin Fischer, Sight Security Team 1st Battalion 161st Field
Artillery, signals his security team to fill in the security perimeter, August 22, in the deserts of Djibouti. Image courtesy of the U.S. military's press photos. Djibouti, 2011. A 'Creeping Build-Up' Not all of the places where US commandos operate in Africa are in or near war zones. Take, for example, Botswana — one of the continent’s most established
and peaceful democracies. In response to questions from the M&G, the US Embassy in Botswana said that elite US troops participated in Exercise Upward Minuteman, a three-week training event held in June 2019 at the Thebephatshwa Air Base in Molepolole. The training involved 200 National Guardsmen from the North Carolina National Guard
and an unspecified number of soldiers from the Botswana Defence Force (BDF). It includes everything from weapons training to air and ground assault simulations. “The US Military enjoys a strong bilateral security co-operation relationship with the BDF since its inception. As such, we conduct a variety of military-to-military engagement that at times
includes special forces. Over the recent years we have conducted SOF-specific expertise exchanges in 2017 and 2019,” said the embassy’s public affairs officer, Ineke Margaret Stoneham. Botswana’s armed forces enjoy a relatively clean reputation. This is not true of all the countries with which the US has partnered. Take Burkina Faso, where US
special operations units have trained Burkinabe security forces in countering improvised explosive devices, and advised them ahead of counter-terrorism operations. In July, a Human Rights Watch report implicated Burkinabe soldiers in mass killings in the northern town of Djibo — and this is not the first time they have been accused of serious
human rights violations. Temi Ibirogba, a programme and research associate with the Africa Program at the Center for International Policy, warned that training, equipping, and assisting the militaries of nations accused of human rights violations empowers them and provides justifications for abuses. “If the most powerful democratic nation in the
world is supporting your military, you'll surely believe that the human rights violations you’ve committed are excusable,” she told the M&G. Speaking on background, a US State Department spokesperson told the M&G that, “The United States is deeply concerned by the growing number of allegations of human rights violations and abuses
perpetrated by state security forces in the Sahel, including those documented by Human Rights Watch.” The spokesperson added: “We exclude from assistance and training individuals or units guilty of human rights violations. We will, therefore, be following ongoing investigations closely to determine how these allegations will affect our legal
obligations under US law. To date, we have no information indicating that US-trained or -equipped individuals or units have been implicated in any of the abuses reported.” Andy Duhon, a former US Special Operations forces officer with more than a decade of experience operating in the Sahel region, questioned the effectiveness of the US military’s
involvement in Africa. He said that the US does not understand what African countries want and, as a result, is unsure how to best intervene. “The US isn’t doing enough. It wants to help but it needs to do a better job of understanding grassroots organisations, governments and the military, instead of just sending money towards long-term training
and equipment programmes,” said Duhon. Comfort Ero, the International Crisis Group’s Africa Program Director, said that the extent of US Special Operations forces in Africa illustrates the “creeping build-up” of the US military on the continent. Although, she added, it’s a mixed message: “There’s a build-up on the one hand, and restraint on the
other. It’s clear that the US does not want to be on the frontline.” Ero said that the lack of transparency — from both US and African governments — on the US military’s presence in Africa is a cause for concern, as is their apparent willingness to work with authoritarian governments. “It does feed into that broader concern that some states are being
propped up ... the US is seen as legitimising and further prolonging authoritarian tendencies, or states [that] are not seen as having legitimacy.” With additional reporting in Gaborone by Joel Konopo of the INK Centre for Investigative Journalism. Editing by Simon Allison. Produced by Kiri Rupiah. There were many unique and interesting units that
arose from all corners of the globe during World War II. From the Gurkhas of Nepal to the formation of the first British Special Forces unit to the Spetsnaz, we take a look at eight of the most interesting. Gurkha Motto: Better to die than to be a coward. The Gurkhas are an elite battalion of soldiers from Nepal. Their name supposedly derives from the
Hindu warrior saint Guru Gorakhnath. They are typically enlisted from various Nepal hill ethnicities, but are not tied to a specific group or region of the country. Their weapon of choice, the Khukuri, is perhaps one of the most iconic military blades around. There are various Gurkha military units in the general Nepalese, British and Indian armies.
However, the unit have survived in a tenuous position of classification. Though they could be viewed as a mercenary unit, they are exempt under Geneva Conventions, much like the French Foreign Legion. There were ten Gurkha regiments during World War II, consisting of two battalions that totaled twenty pre-war battalions. In 1940, after the
Dunkirk evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force, the Nepalese government increased the Gurkha battalions’ collaboration with the British to 35. These were established across India to help maintain peace and defend rear areas. Gurkhas also fought in Syria, North Africa, Italy, Greece; they fought against the Japanese in the Burmese jungles,
northeast India and Singapore. A large number of men were recruited for non-Gurkha units such as paratroopers, signals, engineers, and military police. 250, 280 Gurkhas served across 40 battalions, as well as eight Nepalese Army battalions, Parachute, training, garrisons, and porter units in close to every theatre of war. They earned 2734 bravery
awards, but suffered around 32,000 total casualties. Free French Forces Motto: Rhin et Danube. The Free French Forces (known as France Libre and Forces francaises libres) formed during World War II. Led by Charles de Gaulle (a French general who rejected the armistice) and effectively a government-in-exile, they continued to fight against Axis
powers as part of the Allied forces. The Free French Forces began in London in June 1940 and supported the French Resistance in occupied France. Along with their campaign against Axis forces, they fought against the Vichy regime (Nazi occupied territories in French regions), and served on battlefronts from the Middle East, Indochina and North
Africa. The Free French Navy acted as a supplemental force to the Royal Navy in the North Atlanctic and to the Royal Canadian Navy. The Royal Air Force, Soviet Air Force and British SAS also saw help from the Free French until a larger, unified commands were established. The Armée d’Afrique formally united with Free French Forces to create
Armée francaise de la Liberation in 1943. Their numbers grew to exceed 400,000 by mid-1944, and the forces participated in the Normandy landings and the invasion of southern France. At 1,300,000 they eventually became the fourth largest Allied army in Europe. British Commandos The first instance of modern Special Forces arose in 1940 during
World War II. Winston Churchill had called for “specially trained troops of the hunter class, who can develop a reign of terror down the enemy coast”. Shortly before this, Staff Officer Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke had submitted a proposal. This was quickly approved, and on June 23, 1940, the first Commando raid occurred. By late 1940, they
were organized into the Special Service Brigade, which consisted of four battalions. The unit’s training regime was innovative for the period, physically demanding, and advanced from normal British Army training. A candidate’s training began immediately, with an 8-mile march, and exercises were conducted with live ammunition and explosives to
lend an extra layer of realism. The Special Service Brigade reached a wartime strength of 30 individual units and four assault brigades. Commandos served across every theatre of war, ranging from the Arctic Circle, Europe, the Mediterranean, Middle East, and South Africa. Operations ranged from small groups landing from sea or by parachute to
spearheading the Allied invasion of Europe and Asia, to name a few. Office of Strategic Services The Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was formed by the United States during World War II under Medal of Honor recipient William J. Donovan. This organization would be the predecessor of the Central Intelligence Agency, which was in charge of
intelligence and Special Forces missions. During World War II, the OSS conducted were involved in numerous missions and activities. This included collecting intelligence by spying, acts of sabotage, propaganda war, organizing and coordinating anti-Nazi resistance groups in Europe, training anti-Japanese guerilla movements in Asia, and other
activities. At the height of the OSS, there were nearly 24,000 people employed. One of the most notable events during World War II was its penetration of Nazi Germany by OSS operatives. Their operation consisted of training German and Austrian agents for internal missions in Germany. Operatives included exiled communists and Socialist party
members, labor activists, anti-Nazi prisoners-of-war, and German and Jewish refugees. In this recruitment, the OSS took on one of their most important spies, Fritz Kolbe, a German diplomat. Soviet SMERSH Motto: Death to Spies! SMERSH, a Russian contraction of “Death to Spies” was a blanket term for three independent counter-intelligence
agencies within the Red Army. Formed in late 1942, or perhaps earlier, the name itself was coined by Joseph Stalin. Its main purpose was to subvert the attempts by German forces to infiltrate the Red Army. A transcript from an interview session from 1943, conducted by the SMESH. From the Russian historical journal Rodina, issue no.9, 2008 Their
duties fell under: counter intelligence, counter-terrorism, preventing outside activity or foreign intelligence within the Red Army. They combated “anti-Soviet elements” in the Red Army and protected the front lines against penetration by enemy spies. They also investigated traitors, deserters, and cleared military and civil personnel returning from
captivity. Red Orchestra The Red Orchestra was the name given by the Gestapo to an anti-nazi resistance movement in Berlin, as well as the name of Soviet espionage rings operating in German-occupied Europe and Switzerland in the height of World War II. The nomenclature “Red Orchestra” was conceived by the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA),
the counter-espionage division of the SS. They referred to resistance radio operators as “pianists”, transmitters as “pianos”, and their supervisors as “conductors”. Spetsnaz GRU Motto: Any mission, any time, any place. Perhaps the most well-known of Russian Special Forces, the Spetsnaz was firstly proposed by Mikhail Svecgbykov. He pictured an
organization that was capable of unconventional warfare in order to overcome battlefield disadvantages. Putting these concepts into practice was Ilya Starinov, known as the “grandfather of the spetsnaz”. During World War II, sabotage and reconnaissance forces were put together by the Second Department of the General Staff of the Soviet Armed
Forces; they were subordinate to the commanders of Fronts. Waffen-SS Motto: My Honour is Loyalty. The Verfugungstruppe were a paramilitary special unit of the SS best classified as “dispositional troops”. They were trained as part of the Wehrmacht, using live ammunition in full military maneuvers. The Waffen SS were already in a tenuous
position at the start of World War II, and their future still hung in the balance during the war. Hitler believe that because they had yet been truly tested, they would suffer great causalities in live combat and damage the unit’s reputation. This became a reality when Germany attacked Poland, and the Verfugungstruppe suffered heavy losses. The
prolific Wehrmacht from 1939-1941 kept the SS in the shadows as far as combat was concerned. To make up for the unit’s losses in the Polish campaign, Himmler created two further divisions. These new units consisted of people from the Totenkpofverbande (Death’s-Head Unit), who had weapons training, as well as uniformed policemen. The
Waffen-SS made up for their losses in Poland by contributing to the attack on France in 1940. Their success earned six commanders the Knight’s Cross and Hitler ordered Himmler to create another division: Wiking. The Waffen-SS also recruited units from all over the world to flesh out their ranks. So, which unit do you think is the most interesting?
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