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Moving Beyond the 1-0 Paradigm: 
Enhancing the RSAF’S Value in Peace

by LTC Tan Hwee, Roy, MAJ Oh Wai Mun, Lance & CPT Tan Xi Jie

INTRODUCTION

During the 2015 General Elections, Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) candidates 

called for the defence budget to be cut by 40% and to be re-allocated to other areas of 

urgent need such as healthcare. As Paul Tambyah, the SDP candidate for Holland-Bukit 

Timah GRC, explained, “Every day more Singaporeans die of heart disease than were 

killed during Konfrontasi; every year, more Singaporeans die of cancer than during the 

Japanese Occupation.”1  While calls for cuts in the defence budget are not new per se, 

they seem to be growing in traction.

One may argue that politicians have and will always play up issues to score political 

points. However, the tone of conversation within Singaporeans towards defence appears 

to have shifted over the years. At a Parliamentary sitting on 6th March, 2012, MP Dr Lee 

Bee Wah had asked Parliament whether top athletes could be ‘exempted’ from National 

Service (NS) in gratitude for the honour they have bestowed on the country, even 

though she was presumably aware of the three fundamental principles that NS must 

abide to—critical need, universality and equity.2  The collective commitment towards 

defence cannot be taken for granted.

The need for a strong defence force to ensure the survivability of a small and 

vulnerable nation-state was clear in the founding years of independence. There was 

strong public support and mandate to build the SAF. The socio-political context has 

since shifted. As Singapore grew and prospered, a new generation of Singaporeans, who 

have experienced an extended period of peace, may no longer appreciate the criticality 

and importance of a strong military in the same way as our predecessors did. While 

Singaporeans generally support the need for defence, building a strong defence force 

requires a significant investment of resources. As the threat of war grows increasingly 

remote in their minds, they are starting to question ‘how much’ defence is really needed.
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There has also been pressure to reallocate resources to fund other competing 

national needs, such as in the areas of social welfare, education, healthcare and 

transport. Such pressures are likely to persist in the years ahead. As the Singapore 

population ages, the need for healthcare services and its supporting infrastructure  

will grow. 

The emergence of evolving security threats, such as terrorism, has also brought into 

question the utility of sustaining a strong conventional defence force. The efficacy 

of conventional capabilities such as tanks, ships and fighter aircraft in the context of 

threats, which need not manifest into a full-blown conflict, nor originate from a state 

actor, is unclear. One criticism of the SAF is that of being a ‘1-0’ doomsday machine—

its impressive suite of capabilities having questionable utility beyond being a great 

deterrent against a potential aggressor.

In this changing societal context and evolving public expectations, how can the 

RSAF remain relevant in the eyes of Singaporeans in an extended period of peace, while 

preserving its core mission to protect Singapore and Singaporeans?

This essay will first maintain that a strong RSAF is, and will continue to be, 

critical to safeguard Singapore’s security and sovereignty. Second, the RSAF has a 

duality of mission in peace, and already contributes to many peacetime matters, 

for instance in securing broader national security interests and expanding policy 

space. This essay will propose possible contribution areas beyond the traditional 

security realm that could enhance the RSAF’s overall ability to enhance its missions. 

Initiatives to enhance our strategic communications efforts, which will underpin our 

overall efforts, will also be proposed. 

FORCE FOR WAR - THE CONTINUING RELEVANCE OF A STRONG RSAF

The mission of MINDEF/SAF remains unchanged—to enhance Singapore’s peace and 

security through deterrence and diplomacy, and should that fail, to secure a swift and 

decisive victory over the aggressor. This mission continues to be relevant—history has 

never been kind to small states and our inherent vulnerability as a ‘little red dot’ has 

not gone away. Therefore, we can ill-afford to take Singapore’s survival and existence 

for granted. To that end, the primary value of the SAF remains to deter aggression and 

to preserve Singapore’s sovereignty. As the ultimate guarantor of Singapore’s survival 

and sovereignty, the RSAF, as part of the SAF, must continue to sharpen its warfighting 

edge, to anchor deterrence and to defend against any potential adversary.
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One should never mistake peacefulness for peace. Although traditional threats of 

inter-state conflict and coercion appear to have receded into the background, they 

have not disappeared. In the realist tradition of international relation and geopolitics, 

one is either at the table, or on the menu. The strong will take advantage of the weak. 

A strong conventional military force therefore continues to be relevant. The European 

experience is instructive. At the end of the Cold War, there was an unprecedented 

broad reassessment of the position and role of armed forces. The Cold War had hitherto 

provided the core institutional justification for European armed forces. With the end 

of the Cold War, European leaders felt that there was little need to invest resources in 

defence. Some countries have since downscaled their military spending, and some have 

gone further to dismantle their military apparatus. Norway had sold its previously top 

secret Olavsvern submarine base, which is now rented out to Russian research vessels, 

purportedly conducting oceanographic surveys on behalf of the Russian military.3  

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 has since conjured up a geopolitical reawakening 

Over 3,000 people march in protest against the recent annexation of Crimea.
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in the region. Conscription was reintroduced in Lithuania, just 7 years after it was 

suspended, prompted by fears of the “existing geopolitical situation.”4

The RSAF underpins the SAF’s ‘visible strategic deterrence’. The ability to project air 

assets quickly over great distances allows us to defend against threats far away from 

Singapore’s shores, at a place and time of our choosing. With superior air capabilities, 

we mitigate our lack of strategic depth as a ‘little red dot’. We demonstrate to potential 

adversaries that we can ‘bring the fight to their doorsteps’ should our survival be 

threatened. Strong peacetime showing of the RSAF’s capabilities and peacetime 

readiness also strengthens Singaporeans’ confidence in the SAF.

To establish effective deterrence vis-à-vis potential adversaries, it is not enough for 

us to be internally confident about the capabilities that we have built up and sharpened. 

Crucially, others must recognise the strength of the RSAF. One effective platform to 

achieve this is defence interactions and exercises. The RSAF plays a significant role in 

this regard through its participation in numerous exercises with established air forces 

around the world. Through strong performances at these exercises, we establish the 

SAF as a strong, professional and capable armed force. Others can judge for themselves 

when they see the RSAF in action. It also gives us the opportunity to benchmark 

against combat-proven air forces. 

Given this, it is imperative that the RSAF continues to sharpen its wartime combat 

capabilities and edge. As the only aviation combat entity in the country, we must 

continue the task of protecting Singapore’s skies seriously. Sustained investments in 

the RSAF will ensure that it continues to be militarily relevant and capable to protect 

Singapore’s skies for the future. Beyond advanced equipment and technologies, our 

focus to enhance the professional proficiencies of our airmen and women must also 

continue unabated.

FORCE FOR PEACE - RSAF’S SECURITY CONTRIBUTIONS IN PEACE

Deterrence, while necessary and critical, cannot guarantee Singapore’s peace and 

security on its own. While militaries must continue to anchor its ability to defend 

itself in a conventional conflict, of which the possibility cannot be ruled out, they are 

increasingly called upon to deal with a wider range of security threats.  The previous ‘1-

0’ doomsday machine view of the military has given way to a ‘full-spectrum’ view, where 

militaries contribute to operations beyond war. These can include dealing with the 

threats of global terrorism, natural disasters, biological pandemics and cyber security.
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Today, the RSAF already undertakes many peacetime responsibilities to safeguard 

Singapore’s security. In particular, we defend against threats in the air domain from 

state and non-state actors alike. Our air defence forces remain on the highest alert to 

respond quickly to air-related threats, which can manifest in mere minutes, not hours. 

The threats are real, and the consequences can be catastrophic. The terrorist attack on 

the United States (US) World Trade Centre in September 2001 illustrates the seriousness 

of such threats. In the early 2000s, Singapore intelligence agencies had uncovered a 

terrorist plot by Jemaah Islamiyah to hijack a commercial airliner to crash into Changi 

Airport. In 2008, the RSAF had scrambled armed fighters to intercept and force down 

an unidentified aircraft heading towards Singapore. The RSAF remains vigilant against 

emerging threats in the air, and stands ready to defend our skies, not just during office 

hours, but 24 hours every day.

Beyond national defence, the RSAF has a broader part to play in peace to safeguard 

other national security interests. Singapore’s national security interests have become 

more diverse, and the SAF has increasingly been called upon to deal with a wider range 

of transnational security challenges. In an interconnected world, a security problem in 

one part of the world can quickly spread to another. The export of terrorism from the 

Middle East region and the spread of piracy problems in the Gulf of Aden are examples. 

The Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) task group getting ready to launch the Searcher UAV into the Afghan sky.
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In the last decade, the RSAF had deployed helicopters to support the numerous SAF task 
group deployments to the Gulf of Aden for counter-piracy operations. Over a six-year 
period, the RSAF had sent a UAV Task Group, and supplemented the Imagery Analyst 
Teams deployments with RSAF analysts, to support coalition efforts for stabilisation 
and reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. KC-135R air-to-air refuelling tankers were 
also deployed to support coalition operations.

Humanitarian Aid and Disaster Relief (HADR) is another area that the RSAF will likely 
need to step up its existing contributions. No affected country by itself has the ability 
to withstand the impact of natural disasters alone. It is economically unsustainable for 
a country to prepare for such contingencies based on its own resources. When natural 
disasters strike, existing infrastructure is often wiped out and normal functions disabled. 
In these conditions, militaries are often the only organisation remaining to respond at 
such short notice and will often need the assistance of the international community 
and regional militaries in the immediate aftermath. Even for a more developed country 
like the US, the resource contributions from other countries that included Singapore, 
had greatly aided disaster relief efforts in the wake of the devastation from Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005. 

RSAF’s C-130s deployed for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief operations to search for the missing  
AirAsia QZ8501 flight in December 2014.
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Over the last decade or so, the SAF has mounted over 20 HADR operations. The 

RSAF played a central role in many of them because of airpower’s inherent ability to 

project forces and provide supplies quickly over long distances. The RSAF’s C-130s were 

the first to arrive on-scene to commence search operations for the missing AirAsia 

QZ8501 flight in December 2014. Our KC-135Rs transported a civil defence rescue team 

in less than a day after the February 2011 Christchurch earthquake. This was closely 

followed by the airlift of about 110,000 lbs of critical supplies by our C-130s. One of 

the RSAF’s most significant contributions was the delivery of critical supplies to areas 

decimated by the 26th December 2004 tsunami, under the ambit of Operation Flying 

Eagle. RSAF C-130s commenced relief operations within one day of activation, and this 

made an instrumental difference to address the post-disaster unfolding human tragedy 

on the ground. Our ability to contribute meaningfully to the numerous HADR operations 

over the last decade had rested on the RSAF’s high level of readiness, to respond in  

short notice.

It is worthwhile to note that the SAF is not alone in such commitments. Many 

militaries around the world also perform roles beyond the traditional role of defence 

against external threats. For example, in the Ebola crisis in West Africa, the US 

military was able to leverage on its ability to mount a rapid and large-scale response 

in an effort to turn the tide in the fight against Ebola. The US Department of Defence 

quickly deployed personnel, built critical infrastructure and provided much needed 

medical supplies, leading to a drop in the number of confirmed Ebola cases within 

five months.5 United Nations peacekeeping is another example where militaries go 

beyond their traditional role in guarding against external threats. Being an organised 

and armed force, a military is keenly suited for creating stability in some of the most 

challenging environments.6

Moving forward, it is likely that the RSAF will have to play a bigger role in such 

operations in the future. The Asia Pacific region accounts for about 70% of all natural 

calamities globally. Within the scientific community, there is broad consensus that in 

the context of climate change, extreme weather conditions will continue to persist, if 

not escalate. For the RSAF to contribute more meaningfully in the area of HADR, there 

will be a need to build greater capacity. From a sustainability perspective, the RSAF 

therefore ought to seek more dual-use capabilities that can be flexibly applied in peace 

and war.

The RSAF is also an instrument of policy—it contributes to the expansion of national 

policy space. Strategically, this gives Singapore a ‘voice’ regionally and internationally, 
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which allows us to ‘punch above our weight’. A key part of expanding policy space 
is through defence diplomacy efforts. This rests upon the establishment of strong 
and friendly ties, through extensive military interactions and cooperation. The RSAF 
operates eight long-term training detachments across Australia, France and the US 
and numerous other short-term training detachments in overseas locations throughout 
the world. Almost 24 hours a day, RSAF personnel would be interacting with their 
foreign military and civilian counterparts. The RSAF’s participation in operations, such 
as the recent fire-fighting assistance in North Thailand, and the deployment of Chinook 
helicopters from the RSAF’s detachment in the US after Hurricane Katrina, further 
strengthens our partnership with key partners around the globe.7 A strong web of 
defence relationships contributes to a robust, open, and inclusive regional security 
architecture.8 This in turn strengthens diplomacy, one of the two key pillars of defence 
to bolster’s MINDEF/SAF’s ability to secure Singapore’s peace and security.

POSSIBLE CONTRIBUTIONS BEYOND THE SECURITY MANDATE

The SAF is responsible for underwriting Singapore’s survival through its deterrent 
capabilities. As we move forward, should the role of the SAF, and by extension the RSAF, 
move beyond the security sector, to contribute not only to Singapore’s survival, but 
also to Singapore’s success?

This is not a new idea per se. In the early days of Singapore’s independence, our 
defence planners had envisaged the role of the SAF beyond defence aims. In asking 
Parliament to pass the National Service Bill in 1967, Dr Goh Keng Swee, who was 
widely recognised as the SAF’s principal architect, said that the four National Service 
branches—the full time Army, the People’s Defence Force, the Vigilante Corps and 
the Special Constabulary—do not only teach technical skills to National Servicemen 
(NSmen) but also instruct moral values. He said, “This will teach them what good 
citizenship means and explain the nature of their social responsibilities.”9

The RSAF already has a significant impact on other non-defence areas, even as 
it remains focused on its imperative mission to address external security threats to 
Singapore. Moving forward, the approach need not be to do more things, but to do more 
smart things. This means finding more overlap areas that, in strengthening non-defence 

areas, can in turn strengthen the RSAF’s ability to achieve its mission. 

Nation Building 

Over the years, the SAF has undertaken, albeit unknowingly, a wider social and 
political role in the area of nation-building. While this was not the primary role of 
the SAF in the early years of Singapore’s independence, the potential contributions in 
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nation-building had always been considered by our first generation of leaders. Indeed, 

it would have been difficult to imagine that our young men would ever go to war to 

defend a Singapore that they had no affinity to, to lay down their lives for fellow 

Singaporeans whom they hardly associate with.

The outcomes of nation-building efforts are closely aligned to MINDEF/SAF’s objectives 

of enhancing Singapore’s peace and security. The ability to galvanise the strength of 

the entire Singaporean population, to rely on the unity of its people, in times of crisis 

further bolsters deterrence vis-a-vis potential aggressors. Through nation-building, 

the common bond between the populace and nation will be strengthened, the pivot 

from which national power would be leveraged from. While enhancing nation-building 

efforts will inevitably place institutional demands, which may in turn entail potential 

resource trade-offs with other priorities, such investments into nation-building ought 

to be taken in the context of RSAF’s longer-term strategic contributions to enhance 

Singapore’s peace and security.

The RSAF already has many National Education programmes in-place, from which 

nation-building efforts could be built upon. For instance, today, at the Air Force 

Training Command, core values inculcation modules have been instituted as part of 

the core curriculum for all our airmen and women. Through these modules, our airmen 

and women have enhanced their ability to exercise values-based decision-making. To 

enhance the RSAF identity, and to encourage airmen to reconnect with their sense of 

service and purpose, airmen and women are encouraged to tell their story of what they 

do, why they do it and the high points of their experience in service. Having their 

experience formed into a coherent Air Force Story provides a point of reference from 

which to draw meaning and sense-make the sum of their experience during active or 

national service. In a similar vein, nation-building modules in our curriculum could be 

further enhanced and refined. Moving beyond the Air Force story, the RSAF could also 

encourage its airmen and women to share their ‘Singapore Story’, from which a common 

tapestry of stories could be woven for all to share.

The RSAF’s Black Knights aerobatics team could also play a bigger role in this regard. 

Just as sports can positively contribute to the formation of national identity and 

engender national unity, the Black Knights could help to rally Singaporeans together. 

The Black Knights’ performances at air shows and national day parades have proved to 

be a crowd favourite and Singaporeans have turned up in droves for these events. These 

performances, as a demonstration of the RSAF’s professionalism and capability, can also 

serve as a source of pride for Singaporeans.
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RSAF’s black knights do a curtain split during NDP 2008.
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Seeding Capabilities for the Future

The RSAF also has the ability to seed ‘transformational’ capabilities within Singapore 

industries, to prepare the country for future challenges. The role of the military has been 

used to great effect in the US. For example, the rise of Silicon Valley in California had 

been attributed to its extensive connections to the US military. The relationship was 

first forged in World War Two (WWII), which has now evolved to produce technologies 
ranging from chips that powered ballistic missiles to today’s data-mining software 
employed to ferret out terrorists. Many of these technologies have their financial roots 
in government grants, that supported early research into complex concepts, or military 
contracts, that provided revenues alongside commercial sales of an early product, such 
as semiconductors. Fairchild Semiconductor, considered the pioneer start-up of today’s 
Silicon Valley, won its first business through military contracts, building chips that 
helped send American astronauts to the moon and helped build missiles that armed the 
US in the Cold War. The first initial public offering out of Silicon Valley was in 1956 for 
a company called Varian, which sold microwave tubes for military applications.10
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Similarly, we must recognise that the actions of the RSAF could have knock-on 
effects on the wider Singapore society. For example, the RSAF has trained many aviation 
engineers to sustain its air operations. Over the years, this has created a sizeable number 
of aviation professionals that has in turn given rise to a vibrant commercial aviation 
industry. Today, Singapore is one of the most comprehensive aerospace Maintenance 
Repair and Overhaul (MRO) hubs in Asia, accounting for a quarter share of the region’s 
MRO output.11 One could argue that the local aviation industry, which contributes 5.4% 

to Singapore’s GDP, would not have been sustainable if not for the RSAF.12

The role of the RSAF in seeding a vibrant aviation industry is an instructive example 

for future possibilities of the RSAF’s non-defence related contributions. One opportunity 

is for the RSAF to spearhead the mainstream adoption of robotics and automation 

technologies to enhance the productivity of its workforce. These technologies have 

the potential to ameliorate the impact of the demographic trend of declining birth 

rates on the RSAF. Through the RSAF’s early adoption of such technologies, a viable 

market for these technologies could be created. The consequent development of a 

strong supporting commercial sector will in turn provide a good platform for these 

technologies to be developed around more commercial uses, to aid Singapore companies 

to raise its workforce productivity. 

UNDERPINNING OUR EFFORTS IS STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS

Beyond generating greater value in peacetime, it is perhaps just as important to 

capture this value in Singaporeans’ minds. Our citizens should recognise the RSAF’s 

value, both to the country and to the individual. This goes beyond enhancing the 

RSAF’s public standing, to establishing a shared understanding of the RSAF’s value. 

This rests upon the ability to communicate effectively with our key stakeholders. In 

building on and strengthening the RSAF’s relationship with the public, the RSAF secures 

the societal will necessary for continued investment into maintaining a credible air 

force. There are three levels that communications could be enhanced: (1) say more – to 

communicate the value of the RSAF in peace; (2) say better – to improve outreach and 

build trust and relationships; and (3) say together – to encourage advocates to speak 

up for the RSAF.

Say More – Enrich Content

As the ultimate guarantor of Singapore’s security, the primary value of the SAF is in 

deterring aggression. An extended period of peace has arguably blunted our people’s 

threat perception and consequently, the need for a strong RSAF. We could consider 

better communicating the threat to our people. There is a need to strike a balance 
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between being too alarmist, and being too muted. We have to take into consideration 

regional sensitivities, so as to avoid triggering a downturn in bilateral relations. One 

possibility is to craft custom threat narratives to cater to different audience profiles, 

such as to senior government officials, Regular servicemen, National Servicemen and 

the wider public.

The value of peace, for the defence ‘price’ we pay, could be better emphasised. 

Defence falls into the category of services that most Singaporeans do not feel the 

direct effects of on a daily basis, but if the service were removed, the lack of defence 

would be felt too late and the price would be grave. Such value is better understood 

in the context of ‘when peace is lost’. In our history, many of these events pre-date 

our independence in 1965. The terror inflicted on the populace during Konfrontasi 

and the horrors of the Japanese occupation in WWII are examples. It is useful to 

leverage on such stories in our history to remind Singaporeans that peace should not 

be taken for granted.

For the public to recognise RSAF’s value in peace, a key enabler is to raise their 

awareness of RSAF’s peacetime contributions. The manner in which this is done ought 

to keep pace with the changing content consumption habits of our intended audiences. 

Singaporeans are already one of the most active social media consumers in the world, 

with the world’s second highest social penetration rate of 59%, more than double 

the global average of 25%.13 We could therefore better leverage on online news and 

social media outlets to disseminate our messages. Where traditional newspapers and 

magazines served to ‘broad-cast’ our messages, online media outlets offer us the 

unprecedented opportunity to ‘narrow-cast’ our messages quickly with relative economy 

of effort. Online videos and interactive content further enhances our ability to engage 

our audiences in a way that print media were never able to.

Say Better – Enhancing Engagement

Beyond generating greater awareness, the RSAF could also do more to engage the 

public. The relationship with the public could transform beyond one of a security 

supplier-consumer, to one of stakeholders who are invested in the success of the RSAF.

Enhanced outreach programmes have the potential to transform this relationship. 

Existing platforms, such as the RSAF45@Heartlands exhibitions and the Community 

Outreach Programme are good baselines from which we could further enhance our 

efforts. These events allow us to engage Singaporeans in the heartlands who otherwise 
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may not have the opportunity or inclination to find out more about the RSAF through 
open houses in the airbases, which are typically inconvenient to travel to. Through face-
to-face interactions at these outreach programmes, we establish human touch-points 
with the community. When Singaporeans think about the RSAF, it is no longer just about 
an organisation operating advanced equipment, but also about the fellow Singaporeans 
working tirelessly behind the scenes to keep our skies safe. Moving forward, it would 
also be useful to increase our touch-points with Singaporeans. For example, we could 
engage younger Singaporeans through the SAF-Schools Partnership programme.

On a related thread, our engagements with the public must be grounded on public 
trust and confidence. While information is typically embargoed for operational security 
reasons, the public could perceive the RSAF as ‘having something to hide’ when we 
appear to hide under the cloak of ‘security’. 

Say Together – Encouraging Advocates

Initiatives in engaging the public have traditionally been organised from a top-down 
approach and primarily driven by the RSAF’s defined objectives and messages. With 
changes in our social context, engagements with the public ought to adopt a more two-
way approach that also focuses on building relationships with stakeholders so that they 
can in turn advocate on behalf of the RSAF.

Our most important stakeholder is our internal audience—our Regulars and NSmen. 
Every Regular and NSman is also part of the Singapore society, and they have touch 
points with their friends and families. In engaging our people well, they can in turn help 
advocate for the cause of the RSAF, and further spread the good word about the work 
undertaken by the RSAF. Third-party advocates can further bolster the RSAF’s public 
standing, and lend greater credence to the value we claim to generate in peacetime.

CONCLUSION

Heraclitus, a Greek philosopher, had once remarked that “the only thing that is 
constant is change.”14 Much has changed in the RSAF’s operating context since it was 
first established almost five decades ago. One of the secrets in the success of today’s 
RSAF is our ability to adapt to these changing circumstances. As we move forward 
into the next phase of transformation, we must remain flexible and nimble, to fit the 
evolving context that the RSAF operates within.

The RSAF plays a critical role in securing Singapore’s peace and security. Credible 

wartime RSAF capabilities provide visible strategic deterrence against our potential 
aggressors. This is a key direct enabler of economic development in Singapore. While 
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the RSAF must continue to anchor the deterrence mission, there is scope and need to 
contribute beyond the defence area. The RSAF’s ability to better address transnational 
security threats, such as natural disasters and terrorism, will further strengthen 
Singapore’s security. There are additional roles that the RSAF can play in, for instance 
in nation-building. In moving beyond the RSAF’s 1-0 paradigm, we can strengthen 
the RSAF, strengthen the SAF and strengthen Singapore. This will in turn enhance 
Singapore’s peace and security, the springboard on which we can build Singapore’s 

future success story.
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