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Teacher Backgrounder: Historical Context of Canadian 
Veterans’ Disability Advocacy 
 
This backgrounder provides information about the conditions Canadian service members faced in various 
conflicts and peacekeeping missions, which led to the physical and psychological disabilities they suffered. 
 
Key Takeaways for Teachers: 

- Canadian veterans have faced varying physical and psychological challenges depending on the conflict 
or mission, ranging from amputations and lung damage to PTSD and TBIs. 

- Veterans’ organizations have consistently advocated for comprehensive disability support and services, 
leading to advancements in healthcare and rehabilitation that extend beyond military needs to benefit all 
Canadians. 

- Understanding the historical contexts in which these disabilities arose is crucial for grasping the broader 
significance of veterans' disability advocacy in shaping Canadian healthcare and social support 
systems.  

 
 
World War I (1914-1918):   
 
Conditions Faced: 
 
Chemical Weapons: The use of mustard and chlorine gas caused severe respiratory damage, blindness, and 
long-term lung issues. Many soldiers also suffered burns from gas exposure. 
 
Trench Warfare: Soldiers spent months, sometimes years, in trenches, which were muddy, unsanitary, and 
exposed to the elements. This led to physical injuries (e.g., trench foot) and diseases (e.g., respiratory issues 
from gas attacks). 
 
“Shell Shock”: This term was used to describe the psychological trauma soldiers experienced due to constant 
shelling, explosions, and the stress of combat. Symptoms included tremors, paralysis, and extreme anxiety—
conditions that would later be understood as forms of PTSD. 
 
Impact on Veterans: Many veterans returned with amputations, lung damage, and psychological trauma that 
significantly affected their ability to reintegrate into civilian life. The early advocacy efforts by veterans and their 
families laid the foundation for disability pensions and treatment programs in Canada. This advocacy included 
the creation of new organizations like The War Amps and The Royal Canadian Legion. 
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Examples: 
 

1. Battle of Ypres (1915): 
● The Second Battle of Ypres was one of the first major battles for Canadian soldiers in WWI. It 

was also the first time chlorine gas was used by the Germans. Canadian troops were exposed to 
chemical warfare, leading to respiratory damage and long-term lung issues. 

● The intense shelling and trench conditions contributed to cases of “shell shock” among soldiers. 
2. Battle of the Somme (1916): 

● Canadian troops fought in the Battle of the Somme, particularly at Courcelette, where they faced 
heavy artillery fire, machine guns, and close combat in muddy, crater-filled battlefields. 

● The combination of relentless bombardment and witnessing the high casualty rates led to 
psychological trauma and physical injuries such as shrapnel wounds and amputations. 

3. Battle of Vimy Ridge (1917): 
● The Battle of Vimy Ridge was a defining moment for Canadian forces, who captured the ridge in 

a well-coordinated assault. However, they faced harsh conditions, including heavy shelling and 
gas attacks. 

● Many soldiers sustained severe injuries, including shrapnel wounds, and suffered from “shell 
shock” due to the intense artillery bombardment. 

4. Battle of Passchendaele (1917): 
● The Canadian Corps fought in the muddy and waterlogged terrain of Passchendaele, where they 

endured harsh weather conditions, constant shelling, and hand-to-hand combat. 
● The severe conditions led to a high number of casualties and significant cases of trench foot, 

respiratory issues, and shell shock. 

 
 
World War II (1939-1945)  
 
Conditions Faced: 
 
Frontline Combat: Canadian soldiers were involved in significant combat operations, such as D-Day and the 
Italian Campaign. The battles led to high rates of physical injuries, including amputations and bullet wounds. 
 
Bombing and Urban Warfare: Urban warfare and bombardments, especially in Europe, exposed soldiers to 
intense and prolonged combat, contributing to high rates of psychological trauma similar to WWI. 
 
POW Experiences: Some Canadian soldiers, particularly those captured during operations in places like Hong 
Kong, faced harsh conditions as prisoners of war (POWs), leading to malnutrition, physical injuries, and long-
term psychological effects. 
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Impact on Veterans: The large number of physically and mentally injured veterans post-WWII led to significant 
advocacy by veterans and organizations like the Royal Canadian Legion for expanded healthcare and 
rehabilitation services, resulting in the Veterans Charter of 1944, which aimed to provide comprehensive 
support, including medical care, vocational training, and housing. 
 
Examples: 
 

1. The Dieppe Raid (1942) 
● The Dieppe Raid was a disastrous amphibious assault involving Canadian forces who faced 

intense German defenses. Soldiers were exposed to heavy gunfire, mortar attacks, and difficult 
beach landings, resulting in numerous injuries and deaths. 

● Many of those who survived experienced significant trauma from the intense combat and the 
high casualty rates among their comrades. 

2. Battle of Ortona (1943): 
● Known as “Little Stalingrad,” the Battle of Ortona in Italy involved fierce urban warfare. Canadian 

soldiers fought house-to-house against German forces, facing sniper fire, booby traps, and close 
combat. 

● These brutal conditions led to high physical casualty rates and severe psychological stress 
among soldiers. 

3. D-Day and the Battle of Normandy (1944): 
● Canadian soldiers participated in the Juno Beach landing on D-Day (June 6, 1944) and fought in 

the subsequent Battle of Normandy. They faced heavy resistance, machine gun fire, and artillery 
bombardments during the beach landings and inland combat. 

● The intense and prolonged fighting resulted in many physical injuries, including shrapnel wounds 
and amputations, as well as psychological trauma from the relentless combat. 

4. Battle of the Scheldt (1944): 
● The Battle of the Scheldt was a critical operation to clear the waterways and secure access to 

the port of Antwerp. Canadian troops fought through flooded and heavily defended areas, facing 
mines, machine gun fire, and sniper attacks. 

● The harsh, swampy conditions and close-quarter fighting led to numerous injuries and long-term 
psychological effects for soldiers. 

 
 
Korean War (1950-1953) 
 
Conditions Faced: 
 
Cold Weather and Harsh Terrain: The mountainous terrain and cold weather of Korea presented significant 
challenges. Frostbite, trench foot, and other cold-related injuries were common among Canadian soldiers. 
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Close-Combat Situations: Soldiers often faced intense, close-combat situations and artillery bombardments, 
leading to physical injuries and psychological trauma. Many veterans from this conflict reported symptoms of 
what would later be classified as PTSD. 
 
Impact on Veterans: The need for medical and psychological support for Korean War veterans highlighted 
ongoing gaps in veterans' healthcare, especially concerning mental health services. Advocacy from veterans' 
groups during this period pushed for greater recognition and resources for these invisible injuries. 
 
Examples:  
 1. Battle of Kapyong (April 22-25, 1951): 

● The Battle of Kapyong is one of the most well-known battles involving Canadian forces during the 
Korean War. The 2nd Battalion, Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI), played a 
critical role in holding off a large Chinese offensive. Canadian troops were heavily outnumbered 
and faced continuous attacks over several days, including night assaults. They held their ground 
under intense artillery fire and close-quarters combat. 

● The prolonged fighting and the stress of defending against overwhelming odds led to high levels 
of psychological stress among soldiers, conditions now understood as contributing factors to 
PTSD. 

2. Battle of Hill 355 (October 1952): 

● Known as “Little Gibraltar,” Hill 355 was a strategically important position held by Canadian 
troops during several engagements throughout the war. The Royal 22e Régiment (Van Doos) and 
the 1st Battalion, Royal Canadian Regiment (RCR) were heavily involved in defending this hill. 
Canadian forces faced repeated artillery bombardments, mortar fire, and ground assaults, which 
placed soldiers under constant threat. The battle for Hill 355 involved hand-to-hand fighting in 
trenches. 

● The sustained intensity and fear of these attacks, along with witnessing casualties among their 
comrades, contributed to high levels of stress and trauma among soldiers. 

3. The Battle for the Hook (November 1952): 

● The Hook was a key defensive position along the front lines where Canadian troops frequently 
rotated in and out to hold their ground. It was subject to continuous shelling, and soldiers there 
faced the threat of being overrun by enemy forces. Canadian units, such as the Royal Canadian 
Regiment (RCR), were involved in defending these positions, enduring weeks of stressful and 
intense combat. 

● The prolonged exposure to danger, the physical and mental toll of constant vigilance, and the 
casualties suffered all contributed to the conditions known to cause PTSD. 
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Peacekeeping Missions (1950s-Present):   
 
Conditions Faced: 
 
Complex and Dangerous Environments: Canadian soldiers have participated in peacekeeping missions in places 
like Cyprus, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Afghanistan, often navigating complex, dangerous environments where they 
were exposed to landmines, crossfire, and attacks. 
 
Exposure to Atrocities: Many soldiers on peacekeeping missions witnessed violence, human rights abuses, and 
genocide (e.g., Rwanda), which led to significant psychological trauma. The intensity of these experiences 
resulted in long-term mental health issues for many veterans. 
 
Impact on Veterans: 
Peacekeeping missions revealed the psychological toll of witnessing atrocities without the capacity to intervene 
fully, leading to increased cases of PTSD and moral injury. Veterans’ advocacy groups, like the Royal Canadian 
Legion, pushed for improved mental health services and broader recognition of these issues. 
 
Examples: 

1. Rwandan Genocide (1994): 
● Canadian soldiers, under the command of Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire, were part of the 

United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). They were tasked with monitoring the 
situation and protecting civilians during a time of extreme violence. 

● Despite their efforts, Canadian peacekeepers witnessed widespread atrocities and the inability of 
the UN to intervene effectively. The psychological toll of being unable to prevent the violence or 
protect vulnerable populations significantly affected the soldiers involved. Lieutenant-General 
Dallaire became a passionate advocate for veterans and has shared his own experiences with 
PTSD. 

2. Bosnian War (1992-1995): 

● During the Bosnian War, Canadian troops served as part of the United Nations Protection Force 
(UNPROFOR). They were deployed to protect civilians and maintain safe zones amid a brutal 
conflict. 

● Canadian peacekeepers were exposed to the aftermath of ethnic violence and saw the impact of 
forced displacement and conflict on civilians. The trauma of witnessing these events, coupled 
with limited capacity to intervene, led to lasting psychological effects on many soldiers. 
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3. Somalia (1992-1993): 

● Canadian soldiers participated in the United Nations Operation in Somalia II (UNOSOM II), aiming 
to stabilize the region and provide humanitarian aid during a period of severe conflict. 

● They were exposed to intense violence and the suffering of civilians caught in the conflict. The 
experience of witnessing violence and the inability to fully address the needs of those they were 
trying to protect caused significant stress and trauma for many peacekeepers. 

 
 
Afghanistan War (2001-2014): 
   
Conditions Faced: 
 
IEDs and Explosive Devices: Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) caused a high rate of traumatic injuries, 
including amputations, traumatic brain injuries (TBIs), and other physical wounds. 
 
Extended Deployments: Soldiers faced extended and multiple deployments, often experiencing long periods of 
high stress and combat. This contributed significantly to the development of PTSD and other mental health 
conditions. 
 
Impact on Veterans: The high rate of physical and psychological injuries among Afghanistan veterans prompted 
increased advocacy for better healthcare services, including advanced prosthetic technology and specialized 
mental health programs.  
 
Examples:  
 
1. Improvised Explosive Device (IED) Attacks: 

● Canadian soldiers frequently encountered IEDs while conducting patrols and missions in 
Afghanistan. These devices caused significant casualties and injuries, leading soldiers to witness 
the aftermath of these attacks on their comrades and civilians. 

● The constant threat of IEDs created a heightened state of anxiety and stress, as soldiers had to 
navigate roads and areas with the knowledge that an explosion could occur at any moment. 

2. Witness Impacts on Civilians: 

● During combat operations against insurgents, Canadian soldiers sometimes found themselves in 
situations where civilians were unintentionally caught in the crossfire. Witnessing the harm or 
suffering of non-combatants in these engagements had a significant emotional impact on 
soldiers. 

● The psychological toll of seeing civilians affected by the conflict, despite efforts to minimize 
harm, contributed to the stress and moral injury experienced by Canadian troops. 
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3. Witnessing the Aftermath of Attacks on Villages: 

● Canadian soldiers often responded to attacks on Afghan villages perpetrated by insurgent 
groups. Arriving on the scene, they would witness the destruction of homes and infrastructure, 
as well as the effects of violence on local populations. 

● Being confronted with the suffering of civilians, particularly those they were tasked to protect and 
support, created a deep sense of frustration and helplessness among soldiers, contributing to 
long-term psychological trauma. 
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