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Chapter 2. SOF and the New Borderless 
World

Dr. Emily Spencer

For commanders privy to the strategic-level decisions and problem sets 
that exist, it is clear that we live in a complex world that is fraught with 

conflict and social and political issues to which there are no easy or clear 
solutions. Notably, the ability to walk away from these hot spots is not an 
option for any nation. As such, as a global citizen, Canada must carry its 
share of the burden of establishing and maintaining global security and 
stability. Even if the Canadian public does not always see a need to act, if 
Canada is to maintain influence in the world and with her partners, par-
ticularly her trading partners, then the country must be seen as being a con-
tributing member to global stability. With challenging threats to Canada’s 
national interests such as terrorism, narco-trafficking, and TOC, the pre-
dilection to isolationism is now anachronistic. Globalization and increased 
media technologies have created a virtual borderless world. Events in one 
part of the world reverberate around the globe. In the end, no nation, includ-
ing Canada, is immune from threats emanating in seemingly far off places.

In retrospect, the Cold War was a relatively simple time when the rules 
of international politics and conflict seemed understandable and were gen-
erally respected. After all, the bi-polar world divided between the United 
States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance, and 
their adversary the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact alliance made con-
flict manageable. Both sides had an understanding of what was at stake, 
respected spheres of influence, and used proxy forces to contest areas of 
contention while always being careful to avoid any direct conflict between 
the two superpowers. Military forces were easily recognizable and leaders 
and politicians followed a generally agreed upon protocol. Quite simply, we 
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knew who the enemies were, how they would fight, where they would fight, 
and how we could negotiate to avoid any actual confrontation. There was 
a common, even if unwritten, agreement on the rules of how international 
affairs and conflict would be undertaken and managed. 

The 21st century world is a much more complex, dynamic, and dangerous 
place. During the Cold War the specter of nuclear Armageddon was always 
present; however, the likelihood of rational state actors actually pulling the 
trigger was minimal. Today, with increased globalization, technological 
advancements, the rise of powerful and influential non-state actors, disin-
tegrating failed and failing states, the advance of violent extremist groups, 
and accompanying TOC, the threats we face are exponentially greater than 
those of the Cold War era. 

In essence, we now live in a virtual borderless world, and the means to 
secure national and international security and stability increasingly rely on 
the ability of governments to cooperatively employ agile, high-readiness 
forces that can deliver precision strategic effect rapidly at minimal cost. It is 
for this reason SOF have become a key component in most Western govern-
ments’ military tool-boxes. Moreover, when employed cooperatively as part 
of a Global SOF Network, they offer a potential solution to borderless threats. 

The transformation of the contemporary security environment from the 
Cold War to where we are today did not happen overnight. Rather it marks 
an evolution of world affairs, scientific advancements, and conflict. In the 
aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall in late November 1989, the world 
underwent a number of key vicissitudes. First, it was the end of the bi-polar 
world. The U.S. became the sole superpower, and NATO became a power-
ful influence in the world. This change had a number of effects. Countries 
and regions that had fallen under the sponsorship of one or the other of the 
superpower-block alliances suddenly found themselves without essential 
subsidies and support. As a result, failed and failing states sprung up. With 
an absence of governance, generally understood to mean a loss of a govern-
ment’s effective control of its territory, its inability to maintain a monopoly 
on the legitimate use of force, the inability to provide basic public services, 
and the erosion of legitimate authority to make internal decisions and/or 
deal with the international community, some of these states spiraled into 
anarchy and chaos. 

Without the former constraints that the Cold War had imposed, the West, 
and particularly NATO, apparently rejected the tenets of the 1648 Treaty of 
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Westphalia that had arguably become the bedrock of international relations, 
and which maintained that all states have sovereignty over their territory 
and that no external powers have a right to interfere. Instead, beginning in 
the 1990s, the West quickly began to intervene in the affairs of some dis-
integrating states, such as the Former Yugoslavia, citing the humanitarian 
crises and genocide as just cause. Importantly, these failing states gave rise 
to non-state actors, such as criminals, warlords, and terrorists who used the 
chaos and absence of authority to further their own ends.

This period also saw an evolution in social and political discourse. A 
steady diet of scandal encompassing the leadership of governments, captains 
of industry, religious organizations, the military, and police drove many 
societies from a position of trusting those in authority to one of demanding 
accountability and transparency of their ruling bodies.1 As such, publics 
switched from having an attitude of deference to exhibiting an attitude of 
defiance. 

Furthermore, this period witnessed exponential scientific and technologi-
cal advancements in nano-science, digitization, computerization, and satel-
lite and information technologies to name but a few. These advancements 
fueled globalization to an extent never before realized. For example, recent 
trends in globalization exacerbated identity issues by pitting the ‘haves’ 
against the ‘have-nots’ in intra-state, as well as regional and international 
contexts. Globalization also assisted in the proliferation of cheap, accessible 
technologies, weapons, and information. This change has empowered lesser 
states and non-state actors and facilitated the interaction among terrorist 
groups and transnational criminal groups, thus, making them more potent 
and resilient adversaries. 

Significantly, adding to the complexity, this period also witnessed an 
ever-increasing ubiquitous presence of the media. Instantaneous feeds from 
operational areas around the globe were pumped directly into the homes 
of civilians around the world in real time. Beginning with CNN and other 
news agencies, seemingly innocuous tactical situations on the ground were 
catapulted into the strategic sphere. In essence, the reporting of seemingly 
minor events could generate hostility around the world and create interna-
tional incidents for domestic governments if the actions or words of their 
representatives, military or civilian, were construed as disrespectful or 
unnecessary. This possibility became even more likely when the message 
was aired out of context. 
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The global transformation of the security environment further acceler-
ated in the wake of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center Twin 
Towers on 11 September 2011. The resultant Global War on Terror and the 
corollary conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, fueled by the continuing evolu-
tion of societal, political, and technological structures, pushed the world 
closer to the virtual borderless paradigm we have today. The new, more 
interconnected world facilitated planning, financing, communicating, and 
the sharing of ideas, tactics, techniques, and procedures, as well as lessons 
learned for would-be antagonists. As such, non-state actors, whether transna-
tional corporations, organized crime, narco-traffickers, or terrorist networks, 
to name a few, used the new technologies to push their agendas. This change 
made them more efficient and effective. 

The explosion of the Internet and social media has added to the complex-
ity and difficulty.2 In essence, the world is often aware of events before the 
official chain of command, political and/or military, can verify or comment 
on the veracity of the event. Flash mobs, riots, if not entire movements, can 
spring up without notice due to graphics and video shared through social 
media. One need only remember the aftermath of the erroneous report by 
Newsweek in 2005 of U.S. servicemen flushing Qurans down the toilet at 
Guantanamo Bay or the 2011 calamity of Pastor Terry Jones burning a Quran 
and the weeks of rioting, deaths, and millions of dollars of damage that 
resulted in order to begin to appreciate the global reach of the Internet and 
social media. Perhaps most notable is the Arab Spring in 2011 that subse-
quently toppled a number of Middle East regimes and whose aftermath is 
still being felt. 

In the end, we live in a very interconnected, arguably borderless, world 
that impacts the dissemination and conduct of information, travel, business, 
disease, and warfare, to name a few. Regardless of physical space, social 
connectivity is generally no longer delayed or deterred by geographic or 
political realities. As a result, physical borders are being treated as mean-
ingless to groups that have the social strength to transcend them. In short, 
the borderless world of the Internet and social media has created a virtual 
borderless world of ideas which has given groups and movements the power 
to pass through the imposed geopolitical borders of the ‘real world.’ As such, 
a nation can no longer turn a blind eye to international events, since what 
happens ‘over there’ more often than not impacts us ‘over here.’ For instance, 
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one need only look at the global recession, the foreign fighters issue, TOC, 
or the Ebola crisis to see this trend.

Conflict flourishes in this environment. It breeds humanitarian crises, 
which create migration and refugee issues, as well as the need for interna-
tional relief efforts. For example, the Syrian Civil War itself has killed an 
estimated 160,000 to 190,000 people, displaced more than 6.5 million, and 
forced more than 3 million Syrians to flee to neighboring countries.3 More-
over, present day conflicts often attract foreign fighters. This attraction has 
become a serious concern in Western nations since unprecedented numbers 
of Europeans and North Americans are traveling to the world’s trouble-spots 
to fight, often for extremist organizations. The concern is particularly one of 
receiving a ‘blow back’ effect, where foreign fighters return or are sent home 
or to other Western countries to continue the fight. One study revealed that 
one in nine foreign fighters engage in an attack on their originating country 
or another Western nation.4 In addition, as we have seen with the Islamic 
State, the conflict can very easily and quickly spread throughout the region. 

The issue becomes how a nation copes with this chaotic, ambiguous, 
unpredictable world. There are no real rules or ‘unwritten’ protocols to con-
flict anymore. The plethora of non-state actors and rogue states make pre-
dictability and recognized processes impossible. As such, a nation requires 
the ability to gain rapid situational awareness to determine what exactly 
is occurring. Nations also need the ability to rapidly dispatch substantive 
capability, whether humanitarian, economic, or military, to deal with the 
emergency, which normally for a middle power such as Canada is as part 
of a coalition. Notably, the word ‘substantive’ is used to underscore the fact 
that governments require an agile, credible contribution that is recognized 
as such by its allies and partners. Humanitarian aid, logistical support, and/
or supporting political rhetoric are not enough. To earn and maintain a seat 
at the table requires risk acceptance and leadership that is associated with 
operational capability that can and will be deployed in harm’s way. This 
juncture is where SOF play an important role. Indeed, SOF are a critical 
enabler within governments’ military toolboxes in this new borderless world. 

SOF bring to the fore an uncontestable value proposition. First, SOF pro-
vide governments with high readiness, rapidly deployable discreet forces that 
can provide discriminate, precise kinetic and non-kinetic effects. These alter-
natives provide governments with an immediate ability to deploy capability 
within a wide range of options. Second, SOF are dependable and credible. 
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Their reliance on highly trained, technologically enabled forces that can 
gain access to hostile, denied, or politically sensitive areas has provided SOF 
with a series of operational accomplishments that have been recognized. As 
such, their past record and continuing performance lowers the risk of their 
employment, but at the same time is generally accepted as a substantive 
commitment of capability by allies. Also mitigating risk is the low signature/
profile of SOF. Small, capable teams allow for a relative ‘easy in’ and ‘easy out.’ 

In addition, SOF enhance strategic decision making. The characteristics 
given above support the deployment of SOF to assess and survey potential 
crises to provide ‘ground truth’ and situational awareness for government 
decision makers. Having accurate, precise, timely information dampens stra-
tegic risk and enables political and military decision makers to contemplate 
the necessary decisions and weigh the various options based on trustable up-
to-date information. Finally, SOF provide a highly trained, specialized force 
capable of providing a response to ambiguous, asymmetric, unconventional 
situations that fall outside the capabilities of law enforcement agencies, the 
conventional military, or other government departments.

For example, CANSOFCOM, which was layered on top of JTF 2, the 
nation’s counterterrorism unit that was established in 1993, was created to 
assist in meeting the requirement of the complex contemporary operating 
environment (COE). The germination of the command began in February 
2005, when General Rick Hillier, then Chief of Defence Staff (CDS), told his 
general officers at a special general/flag officer seminar in Cornwall, Ontario, 
that, “We need an integrated Canadian Forces that consists of maritime, air, 
land and special forces, woven together to make a more effective military.”5 

This speech marked the first time that a CDS spoke of Canada’s SOF capabil-
ity within the context of a fourth environment within the Canadian Armed 
Forces (CAF). Later that year, on 19 April 2005, General Hillier declared that 
he intended “on bringing JTF 2, along with all the enablers that it would 
need, to conduct operations successfully into one organization with one 
commander.”6 This decision would prove to be a major step for CANSOF. As 
a result, on 1 February 2006, as part of the CAF’s transformation program, 
CANSOFCOM was created. 

The purpose of CANSOFCOM was clearly articulated as the need “to force 
develop, generate and, where required, employ and sustain Special Opera-
tions Task Forces capable of achieving tactical, operational and strategic 
effects required by the Government of Canada.”7 The command consisted of 
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a small headquarters, JTF 2, a new Tier 2 combatant unit called the Canadian 
Special Operations Regiment, 427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron, 
and the Joint Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Defence Company, which 
was officially changed in September 2007 to the Canadian Joint Incident 
Response Unit. The command has come a long way in nearly 10 years and 
has proven its value to the CAF, Government of Canada, and the Canadian 
people as a result of its pursuit of operational excellence, quality personnel, 
and its agility, adaptability, and dependability in the execution of its tasks. 

CANSOFCOM has demonstrated its ability on a number of short-fuse 
operational deployments around the globe. It has displayed the characteris-
tics and attributes of what military analysts, political decision makers, and 
scholars have referred to as a “force of choice.” They have done so, because 
CANSOF:

1. Are capable of rapid deployment into any environment;

2. Are proficient at deploying small, highly capable teams that have a 
low signature/are low-visibility or clandestine and do not represent a 
major foreign policy engagement;

3. Serve as a catalyst to unify, extend the reach, and maximize the effects 
of other instruments of national power;

4. Are capable of working with conventional and indigenous forces, as 
well as other government departments; 

5. Provide the government with a wide spectrum of special operations 
options, lethal and non-lethal, to deter, disrupt, dislocate, and when 
necessary, destroy those that would do harm to the nation, its allies, 
and friends, or its national interests, in hostile, denied, or politically 
sensitive areas; and 

6. Importantly, represent a highly trained and educated, adaptive, agile-
thinking force capable of dealing with the threat that has not yet been 
identified. 

Clearly, SOF are capable of providing national governments with a wide 
range of viable options in the face of an increasingly volatile security envi-
ronment. As such, it is not difficult to imagine the power that a Global SOF 
Network could have. Individual costs would be lowered while simultaneously 
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global reach would be extended and response time greatly diminished—
clearly advantages in today’s borderless world.

Notably, the concept of SOF networks is neither new, nor is it laden 
with risk. In fact, recent experience demonstrates the value of this course 
of action. For example, NATO SOF Headquarters was able to assure an 
increase in SOF partnering efforts and the expansion of overall SOF capabili-
ties throughout the International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan. 
After only six years of operations, NATO SOF Headquarters standardized 
SOF practices throughout Europe, resulting in an estimated fivefold increase 
in the number of operators deployed to Afghanistan. As such, it seems to 
be a natural evolution to continue to build stronger military ties with allies 
and partners and to extend these networks beyond NATO’s purview. This 
increased interconnectedness is particularly relevant within the SOF com-
munity as individuals are already specially selected, trained, and equipped 
to perform high-value tasks within high-risk environments, including in 
politically sensitive or denied areas. 

Specifically, we need to rally like-minded nations that share common 
interests and form collaborative networks of allies and partners in order to 
decisively engage, deny, degrade, and deter violent extremist organizations 
and any other menace to global stability and security. These individuals, 
organizations, and the perils that they represent are not deterred by national 
boundaries and maintain a global reach. As no nation is safe from attack, 
it logically follows that we are all responsible for shouldering the burden of 
contributing to the solution. Ultimately, strengthening SOF networks pro-
vides a collective solution to counter worldwide threats. In the end, we must 
accept that the new borderless world has resulted in the fact that we need to 
tackle issues at their root, namely ‘over there’ so they do not come and bite 
us, ‘over here.’ SOF are particularly adept at this task. And a Global SOF Net-
work is even more capable than any one nation’s SOF could be alone. Even 
as nations value sovereignty in the tradition of the Peace of Westphalia, they 
must recognize that today’s borderless world requires borderless solutions.

Endnotes
 1. Within the Western world corporate scandals such as the collapse of Enron, the 

continuing sexual scandals revolving around the Roman Catholic Church, the 
revelations of abuse of power and corruption by the judiciary, police and poli-
ticians, as well as excesses of senior military officers, all combined to create a 
movement for more transparency and accountability of public figures and those 
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