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On 10 September 2000, Operation
Barras was launched for the British:
when Special Forces, Airborne Troops
and Conventional Forces fight as a
single system
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On 10 September 2000, in the jungle of Sierra Leone, the British Armed Forces launched one

of the most celebrated hostage rescue operations of the contemporary era.

Operation Barras is often remembered primarily as an SAS operation. But reducing it to the
Special Forces component alone means missing perhaps the most interesting lesson of the
intervention: a highly specialized unit can solve the decisive problem, but to do so it
needs other forces capable of creating, expanding and maintaining the conditions

necessary for success.
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Barras demonstrates in an almost didactic way a continuity between Special Forces, airborne

troops and conventional forces.

Not a ranking of soldiers, but a distribution of capabilities, tasks and levels of autonomy.

From the capture of hostages to the intervention

On 25 August 2000 a patrol of the 1st Battalion, Royal Irish Regiment, deployed in Sierra
Leone, fell into the hands of the West Side Boys, an armed militia that controlled an area near

Rokel Creek.
Eleven British military personnel were captured along with the Sierra Leonean liaison officer.

Negotiations initially led to the release of some of the prisoners, but the situation of the

remaining hostages became progressively more dangerous.
London therefore decided to intervene militarily.

Even before the assault, Special Forces capabilities came into play. Reconnaissance teams
were clandestinely infiltrated into the area, remaining hidden in the vegetation and observing

the movements, positions and habits of the militiamen.

That information would become essential for building the rescue plan.

This is the first link in the chain: to see without being seen, to understand the objective
and to prepare the intervention.

Special Forces strike the decisive point

At dawn on 10 September, Barras began.

The Special Forces component had to reach Gberi Bana, where the hostages were being held,

penetrate the village rapidly, neutralize the immediate threat and recover the prisoners.

The operators were inserted by helicopters directly onto the objective, while reconnaissance

elements already present in the jungle provided information and support.

It was the classic task in which a relatively small force can produce an enormous strategic
effect: to enter the most delicate point of the enemy's disposition and resolve a

mission that cannot simply be entrusted to numerical superiority.
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But just as the Special Forces attacked Gberi Bana, on the other side of the waterway a very
different battle was beginning.

The paratroopers: preventing the enemy from reacting

Elements of the 1st Battalion, The Parachute Regiment - 1 PARA were deployed against

Magbeni, the other main settlement of the West Side Boys.

Their task was fundamental: to prevent forces in the area from converging against the group

engaged in freeing the hostages.

The paratroopers were transported by helicopter and initially had to move through a swampy

area.

In the early stages of the clash, a mortar round caused several casualties, also hitting elements
of the command chain. The action continued nevertheless and Magbeni was captured after

fierce fighting.
Civil prisoners were also freed and vehicles stolen from the British patrol were recovered.
This step is central.

The SAS could focus on the hostages because the paratroopers were preventing the

rest of the threat from concentrating on the SAS.
It was not a secondary role.
It was another mission within the mission itself.

And it required different capabilities: more men, greater capacity for sustained combat, terrain
control and tactical autonomy even when the initial situation did not proceed exactly according
to plan.

And above them flew other soldiers

Barras was not merely a ground operation.

Chinooks and Lynxes guaranteed insertion, mobility, evacuation and fire support. A Sierra

Leonean Mi-24 Hind also contributed to the action.
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The helicopters allowed the various components to move rapidly in an extremely difficult

environment and helped to neutralize enemy positions.
This aspect too is significant.

The operator who enters the enemy position to recover a hostage inevitably represents the

most spectacular image of the operation.

But behind that man exists a much larger structure: flight crews, intelligence,

communications, medical support, command, logistics and infantry.

Remove one, and the entire equation changes.

Special Forces, airborne troops, conventional forces
Barras therefore allows us to read a logic that remains extremely current.

Special Forces can operate with few men, great autonomy and the ability to infiltrate or strike

extremely sensitive targets.

Airborne troops can be rapidly projected, fight with greater autonomy, capture or isolate a

space and provide mass and combat power around the SF operation.

Conventional forces, finally, have the substance necessary to control territories, protect
infrastructure, logistically sustain an operation and above all transform a tactical success

achieved by a few men into a result that can be maintained over time.
This is not necessarily a rigid sequence of the type:

SF - airborne troops - conventional forces.

Rather, it is the representation of the depth of a complete military instrument.
Each level possesses different capabilities.

And each level becomes truly effective when integrated with the others.

Barras and the birth of a new relationship between SAS
and paratroopers
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The experience gained in operations like Barras also contributed to the evolution of British

military organization.

In 2006 the Special Forces Support Group - SFSG was established, designed to provide

direct support to British Special Forces.
The 1 PARA became its main ground component.

The concept was clear: to pair with the small units of the Special Forces a force capable of
guaranteeing greater mass, isolation of the operating area, firepower and the ability to sustain

more extended combat.

In a sense, Barras had already shown on the ground how important it was to create a bridge
between Special Forces and high-readiness airborne infantry.

There is no "best soldier”

And perhaps this is the most important lesson.

In public debate, military units are often transformed into a ranking:

Special Forces against paratroopers.

Elite units against conventional infantry.

But war works differently.

A raider does not replace a battalion. A battalion does not replace a raider squad.

And a paratrooper does not replace a pilot, an explosives expert, a signals operator or a

logistician.

Selection, training, equipment, autonomy and above all mission change.

Effectiveness arises precisely from the possibility of placing these capabilities side by side.
Barras demonstrated this in an almost perfect manner.

Special Forces identified and struck the heart of the problem.

The paratroopers prevented the enemy from concentrating its forces against the main action.

The aviation guaranteed mobility, support and evacuation.
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The rest of the British military instrument made it possible to plan, sustain and conclude the

intervention.

The result was the liberation of British hostages and numerous civilians held by the West Side

Boys.

The victory nevertheless came at a price: one British serviceman was killed and others

were wounded.
Operation Barras therefore remains more than a celebrated SAS raid.

It is an example of force integration: men with different specializations, tasks and levels of

autonomy working towards the same objective.
Because in combat there is not necessarily a "best" soldier.

There is the right soldier, with the right training, in the right place at the right time.

And above all there is a force capable of making all its elements fight together.
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