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Timecode Content 

0:20 Why volunteer?  Spring of 2005 he was finishing his Political Science 
degree at University of Calgary. No strong ideas about what to do next.  
But he was ready to apply to Regular Force, but at the end of April LCol 
Manley, the CO at the time, called everyone onto the parade square at 
Mewata and told people there was an urgent need for people for 
Afghanistan.  He literally told them they had the weekend to make up 
their minds.  It sounded more appealing than Regular Force.  They 
started training in Edmonton that Sunday.  He did a Psychological 
Operations course in the States and then started his workup training 
with 1 PPCLI. 

2:30 Why the urgency?  There was a Defence and Security Platoon task that 
went to 41 CBG and it was decided the LER would man it, about 40 
people, but it later became apparent they couldn’t fill all the vacancies.  
At a late stage, they needed more soldiers.  He and Lt Jason Heller filled 
PsyOps positions instead.  He says he had no visibility on Highlanders 
going on TF 1-06 until that Wednesday night.  So it was pretty fast.  It 
worked out perfectly for him as he was finishing his final exams. 

4:30 Training?  PsyOps was embryonic, so he spent six weeks training at 
Fort Bragg.  With 1 PPCLI, the training was not geared towards the 
specialists, so they filled in as duty officer or did some Influence 
Activities work.  Using a  loudspeaker.  A conventional scenario.  Their 
enemy force was the LdSH with a full squadron of tanks.  They would 
counterattack with tanks!  Bizarre.  The last hurrah for the tanks, it was 
thought at the time.  They tried to work in counterinsurgency, but with 
only limited success.  Used the generic exercise already planned for the 
high readiness cycle.  Rudimentary efforts at simulating villagers, 
civilian play.   

7:20 There were some villages constructed of sea containers.  Lots of 
emphasis on live fire.  Military members would play the roles of 
villagers once weapons had been cleared. 

8:00 Cultural training? A day of language training and a day of cultural 
training.  Same for everyone.  Because he’d taken the American course, 
he taught one of the first tactical PsyOps disseminators courses.  This 
exposed him to some different, experienced operators, including Arabic 
speakers who would act as villagers within a real scenario.  More 
refined, but not Afghan-specific.  Very limited. 
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9:40 American course was very good, intended for higher level planners. 
Analyzing target audience, designing products etc.  It was all in Spanish, 
to get them accustomed to working in a foreign language environment.  
But not tailored to Afghan mission. 

10:40 Expectations?  They got a lot of information ahead of time.  They were 
two organizations.  Roto 0 PRT team was already there. But the 
manoeuvre element was Amercian, TF Gun Devil.  They sent people to 
brief Canadians prior to deployment.  So they were conscious of real 
enemy, fighting happening. He wasn’t surprised.  But he expected a 
stability operation with plenty of patrolling.  But Americans were also 
coming into contact, trolling for contact… appearing vulnerable (ie, 
squad size instead of platoon) in order to lure enemy into a fight.  He 
wasn’t prepared for how violent it would become. 

13:00 First impressions?  Silly big assed tents, stuffed with 300 people.  You 
get the impression it’s a disorganized mass of people, but pretty quickly 
he went out to PRT compound and that felt more familiar, more 
Canadian.  Canadian kitchen with Canadian cooks.  Real efforts to make 
people comfortable, living in a warehouse with plywood dividers, some 
privacy.  During their handover process, he was privileged to speak to 
people the average soldier wouldn’t meet.  For example, a British 
member of DFID who warned them about Afghan police kidnapping 
kids from cars at random.  Oh, those are the people we’re working with 
. 

15:30 An interpreter told him to help Afghan people directly, “don’t go 
through the government.”  Off the bat, he was hit with these realities.  It 
wasn’t as rosy as he’d been led to expect.  People’s interests weren’t as 
straightforward.   

16:45 The interpreter—“Junior”—was the son of the Ministry of the Interior 
representative to the PRT. His whole family moved into the PRT for 
security reasons.  They were “true believers” who wanted things to 
work, the government included.  He had good relationship with B Coy, 1 
PPCLI, tasked to provide force protection for the PRT.  In April 2006, in 
the operation where Capt Goddard was killed, he was in a Gwagen with 
MCpl Paul Franklin that got IEDd.  Franklin was decorated for pulling 
Junior out of the vehicle.  Junior lost both his legs.  His father was in the 
compound at the time, and heard his son might have been hurt.  He 
went to the command post and was banging on the door, but wasn’t 
permitted in.  Palmer spoke to him.  The father was extremely 
distressed.   

20:15 Palmer couldn’t tell him what had happened.  In the end, the CO talked 
to him and explained.  It was one of those moments that made him feel 
“this is real.  Pretty serious.” 

21:00 How close could he get to the Afghans?  On his second tour, he was in 
more of a staff role.  But he got more personally invested while at the 
PRT.  Feeling for their situation.  Junior was better off than most 
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Afghans. His family could take care of him.  But to lose your legs in a 
third world country changes your prospects drastically.  After his 
convalescence he remained employed at the PRT in a sedentary way.  
His written English was good.  He had a 3-4 month convalescence. 

23:00 His own tasks?  In the PRT, there was a one-man PsyOps show—him.  
Lt Heller ran a tactical team in the battle group.  Palmer did his work in 
the city of Kandahar.  For example, contracts with six different radio 
stations.  They did product development, materials to tell people to stay 
away from the convoys.  Speaking at the university to students.  NATO 
newspapers.  They also supported village medical outreach—while 
they were still doing those.  They’d use loudspeakers to direct the 
crowds, hand out information on tiplines (eg, please report enemy 
activity to make your village safer). 

25:30 Memorable day?  They did a VMO (two in a two-day period), Talukan or 
Nakhonay.  He doesn’t remember.  You couldn’t casually drive there in 
2008, he recalls.  They did the VMO with B Company’s support.  300 
people were treated.  There had been some advance notice, but as they 
were dispersing the crowd, he used the loudspeaker to encourage this, 
and crowd started to grumble.  An interpreter with B Coy, an unusual 
Afghan (6’4”, intimidating), took one look at PsyOps, rolled his eyes.  He 
had an AK in one hand and a switch in the other.  He started yelling and 
laid into several kids with his switch, then pointed his AK at the crowd. 
“A couple hundred people just vanished.  At the time I thought we’d just 
undone the goodwill we’d created.  But perhaps we weren’t 
communicating in the most direct manner…”   They later stopped doing 
VMOs for some reason.  He liked them, but said the medical community 
didn’t. 

29:40 Mostly, it has to do with their inability to provide comprehensive care, 
follow-up.  Medics might identify a kid with a rare heart condition, pull 
some strings to provide care… but it’s hard to sustain.  “They didn’t 
want to get pulled into those kinds of traps.  But I think there’s a lot 
they could fix with sutures and some basic advice.”  More useful from 
an IA standpoint than medical perhaps. 

31:15 How effective?  Limited.  “We weren’t really doing classic 
counterinsurgency at that point, or even establishing relations at low 
levels.  The battle group was everywhere; we didn’t own any ground.”  
All the media was government-run and they would broadcast what 
troops desired, but overall it was rudimentary.  It was better in 2008, 
when he returned.   

32:50  In 2008 he returned as the battle group Information Operations 
Officer. It’s a staff planning function, intended to synchronize the unit’s 
kinetic effects with Influence actors (CIMIC, PsyOps etc).  When they 
heard about incidents via the public affairs net, they would collect info 
and produce a release to distribute via the local media to ensure the 
coalition version of events was being communicated.  They were also 



Maj Ryan Palmer, 18 June 2016   
 

 

holding more ground by then in the form of combat outposts, gaining 
more local understanding. They had Radio Rana, a Canadian PsyOps 
station operated out of Kingston, staffed by Afghan Canadians.  
Reporters were on the ground, but the on-air talent was in Kingston.  
Locals thought it was locally-produced, and it was popular—in part due 
to the pop music it played. A nuanced IA tool. 

35:50 Comparison of the two battle groups?  On both tours, the BG mindset 
was very kinetic.  “They wanted to go out and fight the enemy. The 
difference was the better understanding of the operational 
environment in 2008.  Being better neighbours.  In 2006 they’d drive at 
100 kph through Kandahar City, thinking they could avoid IEDs.  It led 
to escalation of force incidents because people couldn’t actually get out 
of the way in time.” 

37:15 Things were better in 2008.  There were official policies on speeds in 
built up areas, for example.  You moved with traffic. Escalations of force 
were pretty rare.  It was a fraction of what it was in 2006.  “But I 
wouldn’t say we’d adopted a real counterinsurgency model.  Most of 
the time, battle groups spent their days doing combat team attacks.  
Required.  But clear-hold-build was not really in effect.”  They’d taken 
over from 3 R22R who’d built about 20 outposts in Zhari and Panjway, 
and they didn’t have the surplus troops to do much patrolling.  When 
he got there, in the fighting season that followed, it became clear these 
outposts weren’t sustainable. 

39:45 Talukan and others west of FOB Sperwan Ghar could not be accessed 
by a vehicle. One route in/out and covered in IEDs.  So you walked 
there, or once a month a combat team would drive down the 
Arghandab River to “crush a road” using engineer assets to resupply 
the outposts.  Not sustainable, so they started to close down some of 
the outposts. “I wasn’t convinced the BG was really holding anything, 
except for a little bubble around FOB Masum Ghar and Bazaar-i-
Panjway.” 

41:15 Halfway through his second tour, they had a plan to start establishing a 
permanent security presence around FOB Sperwan Ghar, then to link it 
to Masum Ghar.  He went to SPG for a week and patrolled with B Coy.  
To familiarize himself with the area for the sake of his operational 
planning.  The culmination of his second tour was to have enough 
resources in SPG to control the dozen villages around it.  But in the end 
they switched the focus to clearing out Taliban from Zhari. He was 
disappointed, because they didn’t establish a security bubble around 
SPG as planned. To shield Kandahar City.  “It was quite clear to us we 
were stretched far too thin.”  This is when additional forces started to 
move into Kandahar—Americans, specifically. 

44:15 How much respect was there for IA?  It varied widely.  Some people 
thought it was a waste of time, others thought they could do better.  By 
2008 there was recognition the Influence piece was important, but 
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many were reservists and pushed off to the side, dealing with 
institutional barriers.  For example, for many years Americans had 
distributed hand-cranked radios.  But engineer squadron commander 
on 1-08 decided the parts could be used as switches to make IEDs.  
“That might have been true, but I don’t think the distribution of 
switches led to IEDs being put in the ground.  It led to obsessive 
behavior around discarding batteries in garbage too.” 

46:45 He did a roadside campaign, leveraging the fact IEDs killed more 
civilians than soldiers.  They came up with a small billboard that said 
“Taliban put a bomb here, put your family at risk, so call your District 
Coordination Centre…”  Signs were placed where there had been IED 
strikes.  Some people felt those signs could be used as aiming markers 
at those same sites.  “You site your IED, then find an aiming marker.  I 
spent a lot of timing managing those knee-jerk reactions.”  

49:00 On 2008 tour, he spent half to two-thirds of his time on intelligence 
collection.  At that time there were no intelligence dedicated to White 
intelligence collection on police, officials etc.  Wanted to find a way to 
collect and disseminate information, to “get it out of people’s heads”.  
This eventually became a significant portion of intelligence gathering 
and led to establishment of a White Situational Awareness cell within 
the All-Source Intelligence Centre. 

51:10 Relationship with Canadian civilians?  More in 2006 than in 2008.  But 
he dealt with a working group that assessed the situation.  He thought 
CIDA did  good things like vaccinations and microcredit oriented 
towards Afghan women. Great programs.  He doesn’t know if they 
contributed to operational objectives.  They were at arms-reach from 
coalition forces, without a Canadian stamp on them.  Sometimes they 
asked for soldiers to “report” on a project done through a third party in 
a location where Canadians couldn’t safely get to.  He feels a significant 
proportion of them “were not real”. 

53:45  In 2006, he worked with DFAIT through the PRT.  They put a lot of 
effort into the north Shawali Kot, anticipating a Canadian role there, but 
the Canadian troops focused more on Panjway and Zhari, further south. 

54:55 2006:  A couple moments that stand out.  He went on leave in June 
2006.  When he came back, the situation had changed quite a bit.  He’d 
seen that PRT operations would draw down, in part because B Coy was 
tasked elsewhere, instead of providing force protection to PRT.  [The 
tempo had increased].  Various officers were reallocated from PRT.  He 
got pulled to BG Headquarters and became the daytime duty officer.  
This was his core job, with some PsyOps responsibilities.  At the same 
time, the CO of the PRT, Col Tom Doucette, was fired.  So there was a 
huge change at the PRT, and its operations were drastically reduced.  
He spent last two months of tour as a duty officer.  Quite different from 
his previous role.  He’d received some training in Canada. Some people 
had been reassigned or fired out of the job.  A hard one for a junior 
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officer.  He found it rewarding.  More like what he’d been trained to do 
as an infantry officer, in the middle of things, during some major 
operations. 

58:30 One moment that sticks with him:  He was doing a regular nightly 
briefing and a big portion of the BG was in Helmand, helping 3rd 
Battalion, Parachute Regiment [Brits].  They were forming some ad-hoc 
convoys to resupply artillery ammunition.  The operations officer 
casually said, “What are the PsyOps guys doing tomorrow?”  He said 
they were needed to provide some security for the resupply convoy.  
Palmer found the team.  Heller had a sense of what was coming, 
pretended to hide his face.  He didn’t have a good reason not to send his 
team members as dismounts, but he felt it wasn’t a good use of their 
time.  Palmer didn’t anticipate PsyOps would have any more missions 
on the tour, so he disagreed.  It was significant because on the return 
trip their Bison was hit by a vehicle-borne IED.  Cpl Jason Warren of the 
Black Watch was killed, along with the PPCLI driver Cpl Gomez.  Two 
other PsyOps soldiers were wounded.   “I’ve always thought about that.  
If I’d made an excuse, maybe they wouldn’t have been where they were.  
I think about that a lot.  I don’t question my decision. The army’s full of 
tasks. If my boss had told me to go, I would have.  But neither Jason 
Heller nor I were there, because they were looking for soldiers not 
officers, there’s a little bit of guilt about that.  We felt that we weren’t 
where we should have been.  I still think the decision was correct.  It 
wasn’t like they were wrong to be there.”  

1:03:20 Heller has never held it over him, but they did discuss their initial 
conversation.  “What if either of us had gone instead? What would that 
have meant?  It didn’t create animosity, but I still keep in touch with 
him.” 

1:04:15 Their last operation, Operation Bravo Corridor, relates to Operation 
Medusa, after they left. It became apparent Zhari situation was 
deteriorating and Taliban was occupying Pashmul to challenge 
government authority in the area.  A major operation was needed to 
clear out Pashmul, but 1 PPCLI didn’t have the resources.  There were 
also a number of ambushes on Highway One, so the operation was 
planned to clear out compounds along the highway, using a variety of 
elements.  The day prior, there was activity indicating a significant 
enemy presence in Pashmul, no surprise. But on the strength of this 
intelligence the CO took half the force to push into Pashmul and this 
was where WO Tower got his Star of Military Valour.  “I don’t want to 
retell this story, I just had a peripheral role.  But it’s worth noting the 
operation wasn’t planned this way.  Everyone knew it was a major 
battle group operation, but off the cuff it was given to two platoons and 
four people were killed.  Although they got to the White School, only a 
handful made it and they had to be rescued by WO Tower. It’s worth 
noting.”   
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1:08:30 There’s a chapter in Col Bernd Horn’s book about Op Medusa that 
relates to this, but none of what he just said is mentioned.  So he wants 
to set the record straight. 

1:09:00 In April 2006 a new police chief was appointed for Panjway, Abdul 
Razik.  Within a few weeks, he or some of his people are alleged to have 
conducted some killings to settle some smuggling scores (He was from 
Spin Boldak).  This is when the security situation deteriorated in Zhari.  
When the ANP started to get aggressively ambushed, with triggered the 
first operation into Zhari where Nicola Goddard got killed.  He doesn’t 
think there are many leaders who are aware of this dynamic.  That 
what lit the powderkeg in Zhari was a police officer settling some 
personal scores.  He was returned to Spin Boldak. 

1:11:40 He only figured it out later when Sarah Chase visited the 2008 BG 
during its workup training.  Others might have figured it out, but it’s 
not like it shaped our policies.  At least for the first three years of the 
war, “for the most part, people didn’t know that kind of thing, or even 
wanted to know that kind of thing.  Some commanders are exceptions.  
But most people didn’t want to think about this kind of stuff or deal 
with it.” 

1:13:45 What does it mean to him, being part of 2006?  Very proud.  May never 
get the opportunity again.  But he thinks “we might have rose-coloured 
glass with regards to our involvement.  Haven’t accounted for how 
naïve we were.  Which is not to say people weren’t putting their hearts 
and souls into this.  Don’t want to question people’s motives.  They 
were doing their best.  Not easy decisions.  Rose-coloured glasses.  
Over-glamourized. Similar to Op Medusa.  Important part was what 
happened after Medusa.” 

1:16:00 Coming home?  His experience was different from older colleagues with 
more experience.  It was a high point of respect for Canadian military.  
The day after he got home, he was completely out of the military 
environment, on leave.  But people knew what they had been doing.  
“There was a period where you couldn’t buy a meal in uniform in 
Calgary.  And you feel unworthy. Most of us weren’t particularly heroic.  
Just doing our jobs.” He felt there was unfinished business for him in 
2006, and immediately made it known he wanted to go back.  So by 
March 2007 he was in Shilo starting his workup training.  “I never 
really thought I was done.  I had it in my mind I might go back.”  That 
didn’t happen, but he’s still interested in other deployments. He’s tried 
to stay abreast of what happened there later.  Now you can see pictures 
on Google of the “abandoned” PRT compound.  In quasi-disrepair. 

 Additional visuals desired: 
 

 


