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Eric Roberts’ story

2009 – Chief of Information Operations at Canadian Joint Task Force Afghanistan Headquarters

Captain Eric Roberts and Captain Terry Sykes during a visit to the military side of Kabul International Airport
Picture provided by Eric Roberts

Authors’ note

The principal authors of this text, aside from the individual recounting the story, are John Cochrane, a former
member of the unit, and his niece Marina Tinkler, a Concordia University student.
This record of events was prepared in 2015, many years after they occurred. The authors prepared this record
principally using information obtained during interviews with the individuals involved. Where possible, this
information was corroborated through interviews with others and a review of pictures and other publicly
available information. The record presents the events as the individuals involved remember them several years
after they occurred.
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Eric Roberts’ story

Eric Roberts was deployed to Afghanistan from April to November 2009. During his tour he worked as

the Chief of Information Operations at the Joint Task Force Afghanistan Headquarters located at

Kandahar Air Field (KAF).

After this deployment, he returned to Afghanistan in 2010 as an ISAF/NATO civilian employee and

worked for four years as the Senior Analyst for the PSYOPS/Combined Joint Psychological Operations

Task Force (CJPOTF) at NATO’s ISAF Headquarters in Kabul and the ISAF Joint Command Headquarters at

Kabul International Airport (KAIA).

Background

Eric joined the Royal Canadian Hussars (RCH) in 1993. He was one of three sons in a family that had

immigrated to Canada from Trinidad and Tobago, where his father had been a policeman. He and his

brothers were all encouraged to further their education, join the military and give something back to the

country that had welcomed them. Eric joined the RCH while his brothers joined the 2nd Field Artillery

Regiment which was also located at the Côte-des-Neiges Armoury.

Since he was studying at McGill University to obtain a Bachelor of Science with a major in Physics, Eric

was enrolled as an officer. After attending his officer training, he was employed at the unit in a variety of

roles. His last, longest and most senior position was that of Regimental Operations Officer, a position

that he filled for four years. As Operations Officer, he remembers being tasked one year to organise the

armoured training program for the three armoured militia units in Quebec. Since the training was being

conducted on a consolidated basis, he had to organise a program that was acceptable to all three units,

balancing the requests received from each of the commanding officers. In a subsequent year, he was

asked to organise the training necessary to convert the RCH from an armoured unit to a reconnaissance

unit.

After graduating from university, Eric became a principal in a company that provided science and

technology educational services to school boards, daycare centres and summer camps. For a fee, the

company would set up laboratories and lead the children through different chemistry or physics

experiments and other scientific learning experiences.

In 2005, he applied for a leave of absence from the unit to concentrate on his business activities. Shortly

after that, he received a phone call from Major Benoit Mainville, the former Deputy Commanding Officer

(DCO) of the RCH, who was then working as the DCO of Canada’s newly-created Psychological

Operations (PSYOPS) unit, located at CFB Longue-Pointe in the east end of Montreal. The PSYOPS unit

was a militia unit formed principally of soldiers recruited from other units in the Montreal area. After

completing the selection process and their PSYOPS training, its members were transferred to the unit,

but kept their regimental affiliations. Since the Regular Forces did not have an equivalent PSYOPS unit,

this militia unit frequently received requests to deploy personnel overseas and to provide remote

support for ongoing operations.
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Within the PSYOPS unit, Eric was asked to lead the development of the PSYOPS production team. The

production team generated the messages that were to be disseminated using leaflets, magazines, radio

broadcasts or TV programs. The work of this team was similar to the work that Eric was already doing in

his civilian career, marketing and selling the services of his company.

During one of his business trips to Toronto, Eric encountered a winter storm and lost control of his car.

The car spun around several times, crossed the median, entered the lanes on the opposite side of the

road, spun back into the median and returned safely to his side of the road. Although neither he nor the

car was hurt or damaged, the hair-raising incident got Eric thinking about his life, and prompted him to

make a change. He realized that he was a person who liked organising things in a chaotic environment,

but was bored managing an ongoing operation. He got more enjoyment from building his company than

from operating it once it was established. As a result of this epiphany-like realisation, Eric talked with

Major Mainville about his interest in taking on a more challenging role. The major proposed several

ideas, none of which interested Eric, until finally he proposed to nominate Eric for deployment to

Afghanistan. Eric immediately accepted this idea as he wanted to serve his country and do something

more meaningful with his life. The major responded by nominating him for a PSYOPS position in

Afghanistan that needed to be filled on a priority basis.

Preparation

Because of the urgency of the request, Eric was given only two months to organise his life and prepare

for a deployment to Afghanistan. With the help of his company accountant and some of its board

members, he sold the assets of the company, terminated the employees and wound down its

operations. Concurrently, he made all the necessary preparations for the deployment. Since he was not

leaving with an organised group, he had to make many of the arrangements himself. He used a checklist

provided to him by the unit’s orderly room as a guide. He found several groups in Valcartier that were

finalizing their preparations, attended some of their training and made arrangements to travel with one

of them to Kandahar.

Arrival

In April 2009, Eric arrived at the Kandahar Air Field (KAF), where he thought he was going to be

employed as the PSYOPS platoon commander. He was met at the airport by his new boss who explained

that the position of PSYOPS platoon commander had already been filled and that Eric was going to be

employed as an Information Operations (INFO OPS) planner at the Canadian Joint Task Force Afghanistan

Headquarters. Eric was very happy to be on the ground at KAF and readily accepted this new

assignment. Three weeks later, his new boss departed and Eric was asked to take over the job of Chief of

Information Operations for the headquarters.
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Transit on the Hercules transport plane from Dubai to
KAF.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Group photo taken on counter-insurgency course in
Kabul – The Tajbeq Royal Palace appears in the
background
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

First deployment - Information operations at the Joint Task Force Afghanistan Headquarters at KAF

Information Operations was defined as coordinated actions taken to disrupt the enemy's information

and systems, and influence their decision-making to the task force's advantage, while at the same time

defending the Task Force’s own information and systems. The Chief of Information Operations was

principally responsible to plan and synchronise these activities in support of the Task Force’s military

operations and objectives. To do this effectively, Eric needed to be fully aware of the Commander’s

plans and the upcoming operations of the units under his command.

At least twice a day, Eric briefed the Commander of the Joint Task Force, who at the time was General

Vance. The headquarters unit of Joint Task Force Afghanistan had two functions:

 In the Canadian Armed Forces chain of command, it was the coordinating link between the units

of Joint Task Force Afghanistan and the Canadian Expeditionary Force Command (CEFCOM)

Headquarters in Ottawa. It was also responsible for the delivery of logistics and administrative

support to the units and personnel of Joint Task Force Afghanistan.

 In the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) chain of command, it was the command and

control headquarters of Task Force Kandahar, the brigade-level formation conducting the ISAF

mission in Kandahar Province under ISAF Regional Command (South). This brigade-level

formation included a Canadian battle group, a US company-sized unit, some Canadian special

forces, the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team and several other units. The Joint Task

Force worked closely with units from the Afghan National Army (ANA) and other US forces in the

area.

The Joint Task Force Afghanistan Headquarters was located at Kandahar Airfield. It was situated in a

complex built by joining numerous prefabricated structures together. Depending on the level of activity,

it was manned by between twenty and thirty staff. Within the complex, there was a large semi-dark



Royal Canadian Hussars History documentation project
Individual and group experiences of RCH members during the Afghanistan deployment
during the period from 2006 to 2011

A06 Eric Roberts Story 20160920p.docx Page 5 of 20

room, with many desks, radios and computer screens. At the front of the room, were two large video

screens, which projected images transmitted from drones or other cameras located on or near the areas

of operation. Written messages would scroll upwards at the bottom of the screens. The noise level in

the room was low, unless there was an important operation being monitored, when the radio speakers

would be turned on.

A typical air operations centre, with a layout similar to the JTF Afghanistan HQ at KAF
Picture copied from RCAF Journal - SUMMER 2014 - Volume 3, Issue 3

Being the Chief of Information Operations, Eric had a closed office with a locked door. Unfortunately, his

predecessor departed so quickly that he did not have time to brief Eric or give him the keys. To gain

access to his new office, Eric had to ask the Engineers to drill their way through the steel door. In his

secure office, he was equipped with three computers, a regular desk phone and a secure phone to be

used for sensitive conversations. Each computer accessed a different network – one for the Canadian

Armed Forces, one for NATO, and one for general use.

Eric was often asked to participate in planning meetings for upcoming operations. His role was to assess

the impact of operations on the local population and the insurgents and make suggestions that would

achieve a favourable outcome. He remembers one of these meetings during which the participants

discussed how they could clear the insurgents out of an open area just south of Kandahar City for a short

period of time. One of the options discussed was to physically move troops into the area. Based on his

understanding of how the insurgents thought, Eric suggested that some helicopters be sent to fly low

over the area several times as if they were performing a reconnaissance. Eric’s logic was that upon

seeing the helicopters, the insurgents would think that a ground operation was about to begin. They

were then likely to vacate the area to avoid a direct military confrontation. Being a simple and efficient
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use of resources with no negative impacts on the population, this was the solution that was accepted by

the Commander.

Eric was also often consulted when units called the headquarters to ask permission to engage targets

they had identified. This often involved targets identified by drone pilots, snipers or ground units. These

interventions occurred at different times during the day. To stay in contact with the headquarters, Eric

had a pager and a cell phone. Sometimes he would need to get out of bed and return to the

headquarters, look at the images being projected on the large monitors and help the duty officers make

a decision. If he was not available, one or more of the members of his staff would be consulted. Their

priority was to assess how the intervention might affect the population. He remembers several

incidents. One involved a request from a drone pilot who had requested permission to engage a man

spotted digging in a field at 4 am in the morning. Eric remembers hearing that one of his staff members

had opposed the intervention, thinking that this man might be a farmer who was changing the flow of

water from an irrigation ditch, once his field had received his quota of water. Another incident involved

a request from a drone pilot who had detected a group of men, all carrying rifles. After Eric asked what

other activities were occurring in the area, a group of women was detected not far away. Again, Eric

opposed the engagement, thinking that the group might be an Afghan wedding party. Another request

came from a sniper who transmitted a live video showing two young Afghans digging a hole in a road.

Eric and the duty officers at the headquarters concluded these individuals were acting with malicious

intent and agreed to authorise an engagement. In this capacity, Eric’s greater familiarity with Afghan

practices and customs allowed him to help others differentiate between innocent civilians and the

insurgent forces. While there were clear rules of engagement that permitted Eric and others to reach

objective conclusions, he found this experience to be stressful because a wrong decision based on faulty

information or understanding of the situation had a direct impact on people’s lives.

To make informed decisions, Eric also needed to be constantly collecting information about the impact

of the Task Force’s operations on the population, and the reactions or actions of the insurgents.

Information was collected through different sources. The units under command of the Joint Task Force

regularly passed information about their activities up the chain of command. Information was also

collected during meetings with representatives from higher headquarters and with other military

formations operating in the area. Another source was Eric`s cultural advisor, Ahmed. This person was a

local Afghan who worked principally at the headquarters, but who had also established a network of

contacts in and around Kandahar City. Eric would meet with Ahmed every day to exchange information.

On one occasion, Eric mentioned his desire to gain a better understanding of the insurgents’ mentality,

so Ahmed quickly proposed to organise a meeting with a person who had formerly served as an

insurgent. On many occasions, Eric’s information-gathering network enabled him to better understand

what was happening on the ground. One example of this was when it was reported to the headquarters

that the water well in one small community had been blow up by the insurgents. Eric’s contacts,

however, passed him information indicating that the attack was really an act of revenge perpetrated by

the residents of a nearby village who had no well themselves.

Eric’s staff who worked at the headquarters, helped him collate and analyse information, manage

projects, prepare presentations and develop operations. In his capacity of Chief of Information
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Operations, Eric also oversaw a number of projects and managed a contingency budget of several million

dollars. One project, undertaken to win the favour of the local population, involved the payment for

repairs made to a mosque, after it had been severely damaged by an insurgent attack.

Another significant project was the acquisition of several thousand small transistor radios that were

distributed free of charge to the population. Since many of the Afghans were illiterate, radios were

essential to ISAF’s information dissemination strategy and the key way of contacting the Afghan

population, including the insurgents. Thousands of small radios were distributed by units of the Task

Force. These radios, which were extremely robust, had four possible power sources – electricity, solar

power, rechargeable batteries and a hand crank. Each radio also had a built-in flashlight and a recharger

that could also be used to recharge a cellphone. Between 2001 and 2010, ISAF distributed hundreds of

thousands of these radios to the population. So many radios were distributed that, during his second

deployment, Eric often saw them being sold at local markets.

Picture of the 4-way radios distributed massively to the
Afghan civilians.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Young boys listening to a portable radio
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

ISAF Messages were also transmitted to the population via road side billboards and the local television

stations. The headquarters regularly rented billboards to display messages discouraging the use of

drugs, encouraging participation in elections, and encouraging people to report potential insurgent or

criminal activity. Eric also remembers having an idea early in his tour that he could have some big signs

installed on the sides of houses. When he experienced resistance to this idea, he took a trip outside the

base to see why. Upon seeing how the Afghan residences were built out of plastered mud, he realised

that his idea might have been practical in Canada, but not in Afghanistan.
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Preparing to depart from KAF with the PSYOPS team to
meet with some Afghans
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Meeting some Afghan farmers along the road.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Passing an Afghan compound along the road. Seeing this type of structure made Eric realize that they could not
put signs on the sides of buildings.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Eric also remembers organising a TV interview in which a local announcer interviewed the General and

his Afghan counterpart about the security measures that had been put in place in and around Kandahar

City for the upcoming elections.

Although Eric’s role was principally one of coordination, he was also responsible to oversee the

operations of the PSYOPS platoon that was attached to the Headquarters. The PSYOPS platoon was a

group of approximately 30 individuals commanded by a lieutenant. The platoon included a number of

PSYOPS operators as well as several drivers and interpreters. The PSYOPS platoon spent most of its time

deployed in the field. The PSYOPS operators were responsible to accompany the different military units,

meet with the locals and disseminate and collect information. They had their own vehicles but no

security and would regularly travel with the combat troops. Eric remembers that on one occasion,
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several of these operators were sent with an American unit that was conducting a clearing operation in a

remote village. During the operation, the PSYOPS team was planning to carry speakers and to use pre-

recorded messages to warn the local population to stay inside while the soldiers searched the village for

insurgents. Eric remembers this incident because the American unit was being transported to the village

by helicopter, on which, it was initially thought, there was not enough room for the PSYOPS operators.

The PSYOPS team contacted Eric and asked him to intervene, because they were concerned that their

absence might result in an unacceptable rate of civilian casualties. By the time Eric intervened through

the chain of command, the problem had been resolved and space had been found for the PSYOPS team.

One of the task force’s operations that Eric supported was aimed at reinforcing the authority of the

government in the Dand district of Kandahar City. This was an area just south west of the city where the

insurgents were particularly active. The General and his Afghan counterpart were determined to help

strengthen the district government and to improve security for its residents. To achieve this, the number

of patrols and control points in the area was increased to make the military much more visible.

Furthermore, through CIMIC projects, arrangements were made to have the local government employ

residents to repair or improve the infrastructure of the district. If the locals worked for their

government, they would be less inclined to seek employment with the insurgents. Through the PSYOPS

platoon, an effort was made to encourage people to report insurgent or criminal activity to the local

police force. The messages disseminated by the PSYOPS platoon were also aimed at countering the

intimidation and propaganda disseminated by the insurgents. This was not always easy, as the

insurgents used very violent and effective intimidation techniques. They also sometimes instructed

naive children to carry bombs hidden in packsacks. One of the projects that Eric organised to help the

District Leader was the delivery of a Radio-in-a-Box (RiaB). The RiaB was a shipping container that

contained a small radio transmitter, a power source, a small studio and some storage space. It allowed

the District Leader to broadcast his personal messages by radio to the population of the district. Overall,

Eric felt that the level of security in the district improved during this period, especially due to the

increased presence and improved performance of the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the Afghan

National Police (ANP). His contribution to the collective effort was to help the local population realize

there had been an improvement and to get them to feel more comfortable in the more secure

environment. He remembers having developed messages that described the security measures that had

been put in place as a ¨ring of steel¨ around the community. He was particularly encouraged when he

heard that some local residents had responded by calling the hot line to report some potential insurgent

activity. This indicated to Eric that their level of trust in the government and the security forces had

increased.

Early in the operation, Eric organised a meeting with the Dand District Leader to get a better

understanding of the situation. With Ahmed’s help, this meeting was held at a safe location. It was a

place where an Afghan could go without raising too much suspicion from the ever-present lookouts

posted by the insurgents. Both arrived separately and both departed separately. These precautions

were necessary because the insurgents had made a dozen or so attempts on the District Leader’s life.

Eric found this individual to be very smooth and easy to deal with. The next day, however, Eric found out

that the General had established a protocol whereby the General himself was the one who met District
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Leaders. Eric apologized for having broken this protocol and overstepping his boundaries. He afterwards

considered this meeting to be an important learning experience.

A second and equally important operation where Eric was intimately involved was the Joint Task Force’s

support for the Afghan presidential elections in August of 2009. This was the second democratic election

in Afghanistan since the defeat of the Taliban regime and its success would reinforce the legitimacy of

the new system of government. From his network of contacts, Eric knew that the insurgents were

claiming that the government was not legitimate because of problems during the previous elections and

because it was not Islamic. They were also discouraging people from voting in the election because an

election would make the government legitimate. The insurgents tried their best to intimidate the

population, threatening that they would cut off people’s hands, fingers and tongues. To counter this,

Eric asked his PSYOPS platoon and other units to disseminate information aimed at reinforcing a sense of

security within the population, and highlighting the importance of voting. All the armed forces in the

region were on duty on Election Day. To reassure the population, the Afghan security forces were very

visible on the streets, rural roads and at the polling stations. The Canadian, American and other coalition

forces deliberately stayed in the background but provided much needed support to the Afghan security

forces. In spite of the security provided, the insurgents were able to intimidate many voters, explode

numerous bombs and even organise an attack on the President’s palace in Kabul on the day of the

election. In spite of these events, the Afghan citizens did indeed vote in great numbers.

Generally, the election was a success. Through his network, however, Eric received information that

gave him reason to suspect some of the voting results. Eric heard from his Afghan contacts that, at one

polling station, only a few people had showed up whereas the voting results showed a higher than

expected number of ballots. The discrepancy between the number of voters who entered the polling

station and the number of ballots counted seemed to indicate that some of the votes were fraudulent.

Many rumours circulated that the President’s brother had somehow organised some of the irregularities

in the Kandahar area. In spite of or due to the irregularities, the incumbent – Hamid Karzai - was re-

elected as President.

Immediately after the elections, many of the headquarters’ staff, including Eric, departed on vacation.

Eric spent his three-week vacation in Greece.
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Camp life at KAF

Throughout his rotation, Eric lived and worked in a secure area on the base at KAF. For living quarters,

he shared a room in a shipping container with the PSYOPS platoon leader.

Sleeping quarters and bathroom facilities at KAF
Photos provided by Eric Roberts

All his meals were taken in a large cafeteria, where special meals were served on occasion.

Canada Day BBQ at KAF
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Mini-putt golf course just outside the Tim Horton’s
restaurant at KAF
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Although his job required that he work mainly at the headquarters, he often left the base to meet

representatives of other organisations. He regularly travelled outside the base to meet with his

counterparts at the nearby Afghan National Army base, Camp Hero.
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Initial return to Canada

At the end of his tour in November 2009, Eric decided he wanted to return to Afghanistan on another

deployment. He wanted to return because he had found that the deployment had been the most intense

experience of his life. He was highly impressed with the headquarters staff’s work ethic. The

Commander and the other officers in the headquarters were perfectionists who wanted every single

detail to be taken care of. They had a precise way of working and were not willing to accept even small

omissions or faults. Even though Eric was only a captain, he had to work with many senior officers and

get things done for the Commander. He found that his previous experience working as the operations

officer for the RCH had prepared him well, but that his recent experience in Afghanistan had propelled

him to a much higher level.

To achieve his goal of returning to Afghanistan, he sent an email to his Commanding Officer (CO) in

Montreal requesting a new posting. But before any new posting could be identified, Eric received a note

from one of his contacts stationed at the NATO’s ISAF Headquarters in Kabul informing him of an

ISAF/NATO civilian job opening for someone with his skills and experience, and encouraging him to

apply. Eric applied for the job and in short order returned to Afghanistan as an ISAF/NATO civilian

employee.

2nd Deployment - NATO ISAF Headquarters in Kabul

During his second deployment to Afghanistan, Eric worked at the NATO ISAF Headquarters in Kabul. This

headquarters, which was commanded first by General Stanley A. McChrystal, and then by General David

Petraeus, was a corps level headquarters and the most senior headquarters in the country. Eric started

working as a PSYOPS target audience analyst at the headquarters in April 2010. The work of the six

target audience analysts at the headquarters was organised by topic but the scope was country-wide

rather than province-specific. Eric was assigned the topics of governance and counter-narcotics.

After approximately 4 months, the section chief resigned, leaving a vacancy that none of the analysts

wanted to fill, due to the heavy burden of responsibility and the high level of stress associated with the

position. Eric was encouraged by the others, including the analyst with the most seniority, to take the

job. He remembers objecting to this encouragement and arguing that the most experienced analyst

should be the one to take the job. Eric remembers that the argument became so animated that at one

point he wondered if the two of them were going to physically fight in an effort to get the other person

to volunteer for the job. In the end, the most experienced analyst left on vacation and Eric was called

into the Commander’s office and appointed to the position. On hearing the news, many of the other

analysts approached him and pledged their support, so that he would not burn out. After accepting this

position, Eric stayed in the position until the summer of 2014 – a period of four years.

At this headquarters, Eric was in charge of collecting information from the outlying regions and

synchronizing the messages that were being disseminated to the population. To collect information, he

attended multiple meetings and made numerous trips.



Royal Canadian Hussars History documentation project
Individual and group experiences of RCH members during the Afghanistan deployment
during the period from 2006 to 2011

A06 Eric Roberts Story 20160920p.docx Page 13 of 20

Peaceful-looking villages seen during a flight to one of the outlying regions
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Sometimes he flew to the outlying locations and other times he travelled by road. He was provided with

a driver and a car, which was an old beat-up Toyota Corolla. An old car was used to blend in with the

normal road traffic and avoid raising the suspicions of the insurgents. When they travelled by road, no

security vehicles were provided. They also dressed down to avoid attracting attention and to encourage

the locals to perceive them as being non-threatening. The locals were more likely to discuss freely with

NATO employees who were not carrying a weapon. In spite of this, Eric’s Afghan driver insisted on

bringing a pistol, which he wanted to have ready in a cup holder in the console between the two front

seats.

View of typical houses in Kabul
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Picture of the car console showing the driver’s pistol on the left
and Eric’s can of Red Bull Energy Drink on the right
Photo provided by Eric Roberts
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On one of these trips, Eric was asked to collect information and assess the consequence of a possible

NATO withdrawal from the northern parts of the country. This withdrawal was being considered

because the volume of insurgent activity was low in the north and so that more resources could be used

in the south. Eric’s response, based on his personal observations, was that the different parties in the

north were busy fortifying and arming their compounds for any eventuality. If NATO withdrew and was

not replaced by a strong ANA presence, there was a risk of conflict between the different armed groups,

even if it did not involve insurgents.

On another trip, he visited the far western area of the country, the area occupied by the Hazaras tribes.

Up to that time, the consensus was that these people were very liberal and very business-oriented and

not prone to violence. During his visit there, Eric noted that virtually all the election posters of the

female candidates had been defaced. While indeed the area had a lower risk of problems than the area

of Kandahar, there were indications that attitudes towards women might be changing.

Meeting in the Hazaras tribal region to gather more
information on women’s’ affairs
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Attending school during a visit to the Hazaras tribal
region.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

After travelling on one of these fact-finding trips, one of the other analysts reported that he had met a

man who said to him over lunch, “You are nice - I like you so I am going to make sure that no one tries to

kidnap you.” Generally, the analysts tried to keep moving and to avoid staying too long in any one

location in order to deny the insurgents the time to organise any trouble.

One of the research topics that had been assigned to Eric when he started working as an analyst was that

of narcotics. ISAF’s principle concern was that the insurgents were exporting narcotics to finance their

operations. Eric quickly learned that the export trade principally involved poppy plants that are used in

the production of heroin. The farms that grew the poppies were concentrated in Helmand province to

the west of Kandahar City. The poppy plants were extremely easy to grow given the soil conditions and

the arid climate. The plant was very robust and very profitable to grow, even in drought-like conditions.

The insurgents had developed a business network that apparently supplied nearly 80% of Europe’s

demand for heroin. ISAF was principally interested in disrupting this network through precise
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operations. Previous ISAF rotations had found that efforts aimed at destroying the crops were

counterproductive. Deprived of their livelihood, the farmers would look for other sources of income.

They would often get hired by the insurgents to act as combatants or to plant improvised explosive

devices (IED’s). Beyond the tactical considerations, Eric was saddened to see the negative effects of the

poppy crop on the farmers, their workers, families and other members of the surrounding communities.

Since these people harvested the plants and extracted the resins themselves, they generally were

affected by absorbing the narcotic through their skin. Their addictions resulted in wide-spread use of the

drug as well as many family and social problems. These problems were known to the insurgents who

had nearly eradicated poppy farming and the use of narcotics when they ruled the county. Since the

situation had now changed, however, they were encouraging poppy farming, in spite of the social

damage being done. The Afghan government had launched a voluntary program aimed at encouraging

the farmers to grow other crops, but it was not very effective given the intimidation tactics of the

insurgents and the large profits that could be made by growing poppies. Because of the wide-spread use

of the narcotic, Eric had to be careful when visiting parts of the country. He remembers one visit when

he had a bad cold and was feeling terrible. When he shared this information with his Afghan host, the

latter immediately offered to make him a very special tea that would make him feel much better. Eric

inquired about the contents and immediately refused when he learned that it would contain some

poppy resin. He also was careful to inquire as to the materials being burned in a hookah pipe before he

accepted any invitations to share it.

As the lead analyst, Eric also learned that he had to be careful when summarising information and

passing it on because it might be used for political purposes in the NATO countries. On one occasion,

Eric encountered extreme resistance when he organised a visit to the Italian area of responsibility in the

western area of the country. Although he eventually made the visit and met his counterparts at the

Italian headquarters, he found the visit to be very tense. It was only after his return that he was able to

learn the reason for the tense relations. It arose primarily because, after a similar visit, his predecessor

had submitted a negative report criticizing a tactic used by some of the Italian forces. That report had

been sent to the Italian government and had even been discussed in the Italian parliament. On another

occasion, Eric was asked by the Commander to help prepare a presentation for an upcoming US

congressional visit. Eric realized that these politicians might use the information as a basis for their

future decision-making and they would very likely use it to brief the US President.

One of the frustrations that Eric experienced during his employment at the headquarters was the

knowledge gap between the military staff and the target audience analysts. Each of the military staff

rotated after a period of six to twelve months whereas the target audience analysts stayed several years.

During his time in Afghanistan, Eric found that his understanding of the situation grew exponentially.

After every change of military staff, however, he had to start over with his basic explanations. The

PSYOPS team usually gave each incoming rotation a cultural briefing and provided recommendations for

the various operations.
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Eric giving an information briefing to the multi-national
CJPOTF command staff at the NATO ISAF HQ
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Receiving a certificate of appreciation from the
Commander of the Combined Joint PSYOPS Task Force
– Colonel Cirstea, from Romania.
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

During Eric’s four years in Kabul, there were numerous attacks on government, ISAF and other

installations. Eric particularly remembers an incident in September 2011 when the American embassy

and ISAF headquarters next door came under attack. The attack occurred when the insurgents snuck

into a large building under construction overlooking the embassy and the military base, and proceeded

to use it as a fire base. The insurgents’ intent seemed to be to harass and kill the occupants of the two

sites rather than to capture them. The attack commenced just as Eric and one of the other analysts had

started to walk to an adjacent base for lunch. As they neared the gate to exit their compound, a large

explosion could be heard and alarm sirens started to wail. Shortly thereafter, the sound of intense firing

came to their ears. From their offices, they were able to watch a CNN live newscast that was reporting

that the US embassy was under attack. The intense firing continued all afternoon. Later on that day, the

base security team moved all the headquarters staff into the Gymnasium, which was the only concrete

building on the base. As they moved towards the gym, Eric remembers looking up and seeing a low-

flying ANA helicopter fire rounds of munitions at the building occupied by the insurgents. The

headquarters staff were kept in the gym for just under 24 hours, until gun fire finally subsided, the

insurgents were cleared from the area, and the area was cleared of unexploded ordinance. During the

firefight, the staff were not allowed out of the gym, because the security team had posted snipers

around the base, as a precaution against potential infiltrators. Throughout much of the 24 hours, the

firing was continuous and intense, even during a rainstorm, during which Afghans normally stop and take

shelter. The situation was eventually resolved by the Afghan security forces, with support from ISAF.

Afterwards, Eric heard that the Canadian soldiers securing the ISAF headquarter had participated in the

fire fight, and had expended most of the ammunition that had been allocated to them for the entire

tour.
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Eric in front of the ISAF HQ PSYOP task force building in
Kabul. The offices were on right behind the car park
and the residences were on the left
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

PSYOP analysts taking shelter in a gym during an
attack on the American embassy that was located
beside the ISAF headquarters
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Another round of Federal Elections

During his time in Kabul, Eric had the experience of working during both a provincial and another federal

election. During the new federal election, the messages that were provided to the media were similar to

those disseminated during the previous elections, but this time they were designed by the Afghan

Election Commission. The PSYOPS teams across the country worked with the media, the Afghan

government and the Electoral Commission to encourage people to vote and to reassure them that

adequate security would be in place to protect them. The insurgents were also disseminating the same

messages as they had in the previous elections – that the government was illegitimate, that it was not

Islamic, that it could not provide adequate security during the elections and that the people should not

vote.

ISAF worked closely with the Afghan National Army (ANA), the Afghan National Police (ANP) and other

security agencies to provide adequate security. During the previous elections, the insurgents had

managed to set up roadblocks. At some of these roadblocks, the insurgents had intercepted voters on

their way home and cut off their inked fingers. To prevent a repeat of this, the much-strengthened ANA

and the ANP force were out in force. However, because information had been collected indicating that

the population needed to see Afghans rather than ISAF forces providing all the security, the ISAF forces

were stationed in over watch positions, ready to intervene, but further back from the front lines.

During the lead up to the elections, the insurgents stepped up their attacks on selected targets with a

view to showing the population that the Afghan security forces and ISAF could not provide effective

security for the elections. On several occasions, these attacks occurred at places that Eric regularly

visited. On one occasion, he was asked to attend a meeting at the Serena Hotel with people planning to

monitor the elections. He was, however, unable to attend the meeting because he had other tasks to

complete. On that very day, the hotel dining room was attacked by four insurgents, who killed a number

of clients. On another occasion, a bomb exploded at the Supreme Court building, just after Eric left. On
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another occasion, a group of insurgents attacked a convenience store where Eric regularly stopped to

buy gum on his way back to camp. On yet another occasion, a large car bomb exploded just outside their

military compound and damaged Eric’s sleeping quarters. During this time, Eric limited his trips outside

the compound to mission-critical movements only.

Election posters seen in the local market place. Note
that each candidate has a symbol that allows illiterate
voters to fill out their ballots without help
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

Fresh vegetables on sale at the local marketplace
Photo provided by Eric Roberts

After reviewing many indicators and consulting with other agencies, Eric concluded that the national

election was a success. It was marked with much less violence and fraud than the previous election.

Over 50% of the eligible population voted, including a high proportion of women. Eric remembers

hearing a story about a man whose fingers on one hand had been chopped off by the insurgents after he

had voted in the previous election. He had boldly stated in a media interview that the insurgents would

have to cut off the fingers on his other hand because he was determined to vote again.

Activities outside of work

During his time at the ISAF Headquarters in Kabul, Eric followed the same routine every day, except

Friday. He would rise around 4:30 am and go to the gym for a one-hour workout before having breakfast

and going to work, carrying a huge mug filled with tea. At the end of his day, he would return to the gym

for another workout, and then meet with friends to chat about current events before retiring to his
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quarters. At his quarters, he would relax by studying investment analysis and economics, checking up on

his investments and watching movies or TV.

On Fridays, the day off for the team, he would often go to the Serena hotel to have brunch with some of

his contacts. Because of his role, he developed a number of contacts at the different embassies and

other organisations.

After having lived in Kabul for several years, Eric decided to spend a portion of his vacation visiting the

Afghan countryside. He did so at the encouragement of a Canadian friend who came to Kabul and joined

him on the adventure. Using his extensive knowledge of the country, Eric planned a weeklong excursion

to the north eastern part of the country, where there was virtually no insurgent activity. He selected

hotels that he thought would be safe because they were owned by Afghan government officials or other

highly protected people. He rented a car, and was joined by one of his drivers. They travelled along the

mountainous highways visiting Baghlan, Jalalabad, and Bazarak, the ancestral home town of Ahmed

Chah Massoud, a powerful military commander during the resistance against the Soviet occupation. The

area was very mountainous and the streams were pristine. When they stopped at one seafood

restaurant along the way, the owner of the establishment escorted them down to a stream to select

their fish. The owner promptly netted the selected fish and prepared it for their dinner. Even though

they were passing through areas that were supposedly clear of insurgent activity, they did see some

evidence of bombing and they did see a military unit conducting an operation. Eric felt responsible for

the safety of the group so he drank numerous cans of Red Bull during the trip. He wanted to always be

completely alert, ready to deal with any eventuality. On one occasion, as it was getting dark they passed

a pickup truck that seemed to be carrying armed combatants. Fortunately, it was dark enough that they

were able to pass it without being noticed. After this unusual and sometimes stressful vacation, Eric

returned to his regular duties at the headquarters.

Return home and life thereafter

After serving four years as the Senior Analyst at ISAF headquarters in Kabul, Eric decided he needed to

move on. He agreed to stay in the position until the national elections were conducted but departed and

returned to Canada shortly afterwards.
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Eric greatly appreciated the experience of working at the NATO headquarters with people from many

different countries. During his time there, he developed many deep friendships with both NATO and

Afghan staff. Many of these friends have kept in contact, inviting Eric to visit their homes on special

occasions and during his vacations.

Group picture of the PSYOPS Target Audience Analyst team at the ISAF HQ in Kabul. The members of the team
came from several different countries.
Picture provided by Eric Roberts

At the time Eric was interviewed to prepare for this document, he was working as an independent

investor, starting an investment literacy website and keeping himself physically fit by swimming, biking,

and running.


