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DRAWING STRENGTH FOR THE FUTURE

 

Ethos – that determines 

whether we fail or succeed

be E cep onal

not just

Being E cep onal

pioneers of  

RADM Lew Chuen Hong
Chief of Navy
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Singapore: A Maritime Nation

Every day, close to a thousand ships pass through the Singapore Strait, one of the busiest waterways in the world, bringing 
Singaporeans’ daily necessi es and the raw materials our industries re uire

 

The seas are Singapore’s 
lifelines. Without them, 

Singapore would not 
survive, let alone thrive. 

The RSN, Safeguarding Our Maritime Nation

Part I: 
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“Our port is not merely  
a regional port but a 
global port. Our port 
makes the world our 

hinterland … The sea gives 
us ready access to other 

 
 

- Mr S. Rajaratnam,  
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History provides 
examples of how 

disrupted access to vital 

force entrusted with 
the mission of ensuring 

Singapore’s seaward 
defence and access to  

the SLOCs.

 

THE NEED FOR A MARITIME FORCE

Emden 

in 

Emden

.   
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Santa Catarina

This Singapore  is by far the most important sta  on on the East  and  of much higher value  

than whole con  nents of territory
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ENDNOTES

G erman Warship SMS Emden 

Emden
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The RSN: A Maritime Force for  
a Maritime Nation

“Like Singapore, the RSN had a humble beginning ... You were a Navy of just two wooden ships, 
RSS Panglima and RSS Bedok

th

 
early years.

EARLY YEARS OF THE SINGAPORE NAVY
th

wooden ships – RSS Panglima and RSS Bedok.

To augment the two wooden boats, more 

six Independence

Sea Wolf–

 Sea Wolf, the 

 

proper base. Brani Naval Base was opened in 

RSS Panglima RSS Bedok
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Born in Tumultuous Times: Konfrontasi

Konfrontasi

.

Terror at Our Doorstep: Laju Incident in 1974

again.

disrupt the oil supply from Singapore to 

Laju
Laju

vessels surrounded Laju

th

The Laju incident underscored the need for a robust capability 
to enforce Singapore’s mari  me security
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The SN was the rst Navy in Southeast Asia to 
successfully re an an ship missile in 

The early Navy kept up its tempo of daily 
Laju  

 
well and prevented the terrorists from 

fuel, and to repair their vessels so that they 

 
  

BUILDING THE 2ND GENERATION RSN

nd 

the world’s busiest port in terms of shipping 

By  the  1980s, it became 
clear that Singapore’s 

freedom of access to the 

Jubilee in 1992, sights 

The ac uisi on of the class missile corve es in 
the s signi cantly e panded the SN’s capability 
to protect Singapore’s SLOCs and to ensure Singapore’s 
survival

Victory
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A er the  Bo ing Day Tsunami, the SA  deployed three LSTs, embarked with helicopters, to assist in disaster relief 
opera ons  Supplies and e uipment were transferred via fast cra  to Aceh, Indonesia from the LSTs

earless Bedok-

nd

frigates, the RSN was 
in a stronger position 

to safeguard the SLOCs 
and operate beyond the 

region to engage partners 
in ways that were 

 

personnel to Sweden for submarine training. 

This paved the way for the RSN to build its 

were also laid to build the Endurance

ormidable-

County-

Sea Wolf

REALISING THE 3RD GENERATION RSN

rd  

Endurance
LSTs, the ormidable

submarines. 
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The missile corve  es, the mari  me patrol aircra   and the arpoon missiles allowed the Navy 
to see farther, strike faster

nd

We want to be the Best Li  le Navy in the World  We’re not like the S Navy – we don’t have to 
do everything  We don’t have to  ght globally in the Seven Seas and be responsible for three

uarters of the world’s surface – that doesn’t bother us  But we know uite clearly the things 
we have to do in order to achieve the mission, and the capabili  es that we have to build up  
And those areas we want to be the best  We want to be very, very, very good – world class  
There is no reason why we can’t be, and that in a sense is our vision  Whatever we choose to do, 
Number One!”

The Vital orce

Surging into the Missile Age

watershed for the Navy. Small but nimble, the missile 

Gabriel missiles.

were beyond line of sight. The Israeli Navy used 

Sea Wolf

See Farther, Strike Faster

that others would take it seriously.

air and underwater.

strike far beyond the ships’ radar horizon.

against established navies. 
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LSTs and Frigates

The new LSTs and frigates enabled the RSN 

region to engage partners in ways that were 

previously not possible.

The RSN started taking part in high-end 

Endurance, embarked on a four-

rigate SS  and her sea security teams were 
deployed in the ulf of Aden in  for counter piracy 
opera ons  With the frigates, the SN became even more 
capable of deploying further a eld  

By the mid-2000s, the 
RSN was ready to take 
on leadership roles in 

international exercises 
and operations.  

 

as a professional and trusted partner. By the 

further enabled the RSN to adopt a more 

from Singapore.

Steadfast 

Hawaii. The RSN took a similar journey for its 
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The li oral mission vessels L Vs  represent the future of the SN  It was a momentous occasion when the rst of class 
L V SS  was commissioned by Prime inister Lee sien Loong on Navy Day, th ay 

SN and Indian Navy ships in a naval forma on in the 
Singapore Indian ari me Bilateral E ercise  in the 
South China Sea  The SN’s class submarine, SS 

, led the forma on, followed by le  to right  INS 
Satpura, RSS Supreme and INS  This was the 

rst me an class submarine e ercised with the 
Indian Navy

Submarine Force

also a useful engagement tool, and has been 

Just as the new LSTs and frigates transformed 

further raised the RSN’s professional standing 
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reality for the Singapore Navy.

The Silent Hunters

The RSN’s frigates and helicopters operate in far  ung places, keeping pace with well established navies

Submarines provide the RSN with a strategic capability
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Endurance

As I re  ect on Sail Navy , I think the Singapore Navy is the only navy in the region that has 

sailed around the world – what’s more, on RSS  maiden voyage!”

 Endurance

Endurance made Singapore Navy 

miles, and brought RSS Endurance

RSS Endurance
th 

RSS  in New ork City for the nited States Navy’s Interna  onal Naval Review as part of Sail Navy 

THE RSN AT 50

Independence was 
th

when the RSN marked her Golden Jubilee. The 

sovereignty from the early days of the Navy, 

the future of the RSN: a Sharper, Smarter and 
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rom two wooden ships to a balanced, capable mari  me force  leading this naval forma  on during the leet Concentra  on 
Period in Nov  is the class submarine, followed directly by a Formidable class frigate, V  and V 

 On the right  anks are the e class LSTs and Formidable class frigates respec  vely  On the le    anks are 
the class missile corve  es and the class L V leading the Specialised arine Cra  

The RSN today is a balanced 

that safeguards Singapore’s 
seaward defence, protects 
its SLOCs, and contributes 

to regional peace and 
security.

other navies. This builds mutual trust and 

to grow.

its people.

our mission of ensuring Singapore’s survival. 
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18     Peace at Sea

Peace at Sea
By Professor Tommy Koh

CHAOTIC VERSUS ORDERLY WORLD

INTRODUCTION

No country, big or 
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THE UNITED NATIONS AND THE RULE OF 
LAW

 
 all 

economic zone, archipelagic sea lanes passage, 

UNCLOS AND PEACE AT SEA

UNCLOS AND DISPUTE SETTLEMENT
In , the Interna onal Court of us ce awarded 
Pedra Branca to Singapore  Countries are able to resolve 
disputes peacefully through such avenues in accordance to 
interna onal law, which contributes to peace at sea
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THREATS TO PEACE AT SEA

 
 against shipping;

 

 
 
 

PIRACY AND ARMED ROBBERY

piracy  

ROLE OF THE SINGAPORE NAVY

Singapore against any 
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Viking, a 

UNFAITHFUL INTERPRETATION

 

ACTING UNILATERALLY

ILLEGAL, UNREPORTED AND  
UNREGULATED FISHING 



22     Peace at Sea

CONCLUSION

 Professor Tommy Koh is an Ambassador-At-Large with the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Centre 
for International Law at National University of Singapore. He was the 
President of the United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea from 
1981 to 1982.
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The Evolving Environment and 

Implications for the RSN
By Ambassador Barry Desker

Singapore’s economic success has been due largely to its development as an entrepôt and 
global transhipment hub, in tandem with a strong manufacturing base. This has been underpinned 
by its free and safe access to sea lines of communica on S Cs . The SN has played a vital role in 
safeguarding Singapore’s mari me interests. 

eing a small country with an open economy, Singapore is highly suscep ble to both regional 
and interna onal events. The contours of its regional mari me environment are rapidly changing, 
shaped by geopoli cal contests over the mari me commons, as well as the prolifera on of non
conven onal threats. These changes pose important ues ons for the SN. Not only will it have to 
adapt to the changing conte t, it will have to play an ac ve role in shaping that conte t to secure 
Singapore’s survival and prosperity. 

A MORE CONGESTED AND  
CONTESTED MARITIME SPACE

The sia aci c region is home to  
countries with millions dependent on the sea 
for trade, connec vity and resources. The 
mari me region has become more contested’, 
with countries asser ng compe ng claims 
over territory and resources as they become 
more developed. n the ast and South China 
Seas, there are ongoing disputes that impinge 
on the territorial seas, exclusive economic 
ones and a endant rights to exploita on 

of resources of coastal states. These issues 
will increasingly become core to the na onal 
policies of coastal states in the region, leading 
to changing strategic priori es. 

 efence spending in the sia aci c 
countries is expected to grow in tandem with 
rapid regional economic growth. According to 
the Stoc holm nterna onal eace esearch 
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ns tute, total defence spending in the Asia
aci c is forecast to hit S  billion per year, 

with the region accoun ng for one in every 
three dollars spent on defence worldwide 
by the early 2020s. A large part of defence 
spending by coastal states is channelled 
towards building naval capabili es, re ec ng 
their growing interest in the mari me domain.

As the mari me space becomes more 
congested and contested, it is impera ve 
for coastal states and their navies to put 
di erences aside and nd new ways to build 
trust and manage tensions at sea. This is 
important for Singapore, which has a vital 
interest in the freedom of access to key 
S Cs based on interna onal law. This is also 
important to all user states because the seas 
connect all. n this context, the SN has both 
the duty and opportunity to promote a stable 
mari me order. t is incumbent on the SN 
and regional navies to develop opera onal 
arrangements and protocols to govern ac ons 
at sea, prevent miscalcula ons and promote 
mutual trust. The Code for nplanned 

ncounters at Sea, endorsed in 20  by 2  
navies in the Asia aci c region, is one good 
example.

SECURITY THREATS

ari me terrorism and criminal 
ac vi es transcend na onal boundaries. The 
phenomena of self radicalisa on and terrorist 
a acks in global ci es present an ever present 
threat to Singapore’s security. n 20 , Al
Qaeda in its online magazine, Resurgence, 

urged ihadist militants to a ack economically 
sensi ve estern targets, such as oil tankers, 
along the Malacca Strait, and singled out 
Sembawang as a logis cal node for the nited 
States S  Navy’s Seventh Fleet, and a viable 
target for a ack. Apart from sabotage at sea, 
terrorist elements could exploit the porous 
mari me borders to smuggle perpetrators 
and arms ashore. n addi on, sea robbery 
and piracy remain a threat to the security of 
Singapore’s sea lanes. These issues are part 
of a growing set of transna onal problems, 
which re uire collabora ve solu ons between 
countries. 

These challenges present opportuni es 
for states and navies to nd common ground 
for co opera on. The Malacca Straits atrol 
between Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore 
and Thailand has been largely successful in 
elimina ng piracy in the immediate region. 
Moving forward, emerging security issues 
such as mari me counter terrorism will 
provide greater scope for the SN and regional 
navies to strengthen collabora on and further 
expand the common security space.

IMPACT OF CHANGING  
DEMOGRAPHICS

In naviga ng the future environment, the 
SN will face two sets of challenges. The rst 

will be in responding e ec vely to the evolving 
set of security challenges in the mari me 
domain; the second will be in doing so 
sustainably in a resource constrained context. 
The issue of demographic decline is endemic 
to developed countries and Singapore is no 
excep on. ith the children of baby boomers 
reaching enlistment age in the 2000s, the 
enlistment number peaked in 2011 with 
21,000 men conscripted for na onal service. 
This is projected to decline back to levels in the 
1 0s of about 1 ,000 men by 20 0. 

Constraints in manpower will impose 
a need for the SN to further leverage on 
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automa on to increase manpower e ciency, 
and priori se investments in human capital to 
enhance combat produc vity in line with the 
parallel development in capabili es.

IMPACT OF A MATURING ECONOMY 

Investment into advanced technologies for 

Singapore’s defence capabili es and training 

systems is necessary, but re uires a large and 

long term nancial commitment. Singapore 

has been able to make signi cant investments 

in defence over the last few decades, within the 

favourable context of high economic growth 

and sustained increases in budget revenue. As 

its economy matures, Singaporeans will have 

to become accustomed to periods of slower 

growth. rudence in defence spending will 

become increasingly important, par cularly 

with demographic changes; lower economic 

growth and increased social spending impose 

compe ng budgetary demands. 

In the context of the SN’s future 
transforma on, budget constraints will 
necessitate targeted investments in iden ed 
game changers’ to maximise the defence 

dollar. Emerging technology domains, such 
as data analy cs and robo cs, present 
opportuni es where the SN can forge a 
sustainable edge moving forward. 

The future mari me environment will be 
dynamic, and the SN will have to an cipate 
changes and act boldly to address them. And it 
cannot go it alone. The SN will need to work 
with its friends and partners, at home and 
abroad. This will ensure that the SN is able 
to respond e ec vely to the challenges ahead 
and con nue to secure Singapore’s future.

Ambassador Barry Desker is a Distinguished Fellow at the  

S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Nanyang Technological 

University. He is also Singapore’s Representative to the ASEAN 

Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights and the Non-Resident 

Ambassador of Singapore to the Holy See and Spain.

 



26      Defending Our Everyday – Safeguarding Singapore’s Maritime Security

Defending Our Everyday –  

Safeguarding Singapore’s Maritime Security

– – 

Firstly

Secondly
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rd

Brave

Brave
Brave

The RSN safeguards Singapore’s borders at sea, including our o  shore islands

A class patrol vessel on rou  ne patrol near Pedra Branca
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Resi lience

An class li  oral mission vessel in the Singapore Strait

Patrol vessel RSS  inves  ga  ng the sea robbery on alaysian  agged tugboat 
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E ercise ighcrest  Courtesy of PIONEER
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Fearless-

Bedok-

The RSN deploys a range of assets and capabili  es to safeguard mari  me security in Singapore’s waters in  mari  me 
security opera  ons  Clockwise from top le   The -class patrol vessel  the specialised marine cra   boarding 
opera  ons conducted by the Accompanying Sea Security Teams  and the -class mine countermeasure vessel  
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Li oral mission vessel RSS  and the Police Coast uard respond to a simulated mari me security threat 
during E ercise ighcrest  As mari me security involves areas of responsibility of various na onal agencies, 
Singapore takes a whole-of-government approach to mari me security in the Singapore Strait  The RSN works closely 
with various mari me agencies
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The RSN regularly conducts e ercises such as E ercise Deep Sabre to strengthen its opera onal linkages with other 
mari me agencies as well as other navies  This enables more e ec ve joint responses to mari me threats in the future  
During E ercise Deep Sabre , special forces conducted a combined helicopter and fast boat boarding of a suspicious” 
vessel carrying materials related to weapons of mass destruc on
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A Royal alaysian Air Force o cer working with an 
RSN Tac cal Coordina on O cer aboard the Fokker-  
mari me patrol aircra  on an Eyes-in-the-Sky’ ight 
sor e  ul lateral coopera on is key to targe ng mari me 
threats, which are o en trans-boundary in nature

The Interna onal Fusion Centre at Changi Naval Base provides a mul lateral pla orm for partners to share informa on 
and coordinate responses to mari me security incidents
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The IFC and its opera  onal linkages as of August 
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 Prelude

Prelude 

Hai Soon 12

Hai Soon 12
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Punching Above Our Weight on  

the Global Stage

 
-

ENSURING FREEDOM OF ACCESS TO 
WATERWAYS

Endurance

Formidable
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Commander of CTF 1 1 RAD  Cheong Kwok Chien at a rou ne opera ons brief in 2 1  The RSN has assumed command of 
the mul na onal naval task force four mes since it was established in 2  to disrupt piracy and armed robbery at sea in 
the ulf of Aden  During its tenures, there were ero piracy incidents

CONTRIBUTING TO GOOD ORDER 
AT SEA 
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Fast boats carrying the Special Forces of par cipa ng AD -Plus countries closing in on the simulated hijacked’ merchant 
vessel during the AD -Plus sea e ercise in the South China Sea held in ay 2 1  Such e ercises deepen understanding 
between par cipa ng countries, contribu ng to their ability to ensure mari me security together  
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Foreign military observers and par cipants on board 
MV  watching the launch of the submersible 
rescue vehicle, , during E ercise 
Paci c Reach in 2 1  The RSN is the rst in Southeast Asia 
to ac uire such capabili es  
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nd

Then-Chief of Navy, Rear-Admiral NS  Lai Chung Han, at the 2nd SMOSC at inhae Naval Base, 
Korea in May 2 1
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Swi  Rescue 

 

nd
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Defence Minister Dr Eng Hen opened IMDE  Asia 2 1  IMDE  Asia provides navies and other mari me agencies a pla orm 
to e change ideas and promote collabora on”  Such pla orms are important due to dialogue and coopera on being integral 
to protec ng the SLOCs, which are global commons” that stakeholders must work together to protect and preserve
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Courtesy of Pioneer

nd
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Formidable, Stalwart and 

Supreme

Formidable

Stalwart 

Supreme

During the Singapore Interna onal Mari me Review, RSS Singapura – Changi Naval Base played host to 2  foreign warships  
It will con nue to be a mee ng place for navies around the world, hos ng about 1  foreign warships annually
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At the Singapore Interna onal Mari me Review parade, the ags of 22 na ons ew  The IMR saw the par cipa on of  
ships – 2  foreign warships from 2  navies, 1  RSN warships and 2 Police Coast uard boats – and four Republic of Singapore 
Air Force aircra  gathered at RSS Singapura – Changi Naval Base and its surrounding waters

Singapura 

– 



50    50 The RSN’s Deployments Over 50 Years
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Created by the Straits Times Press for the RSN



52      Sharper and Smarter

SHARPER AND SMARTER

By the early 2000s, the groundwork had been laid for the RSN’s 3rd

Endurance Formidable

Challenger- and Archer

sharper and smarter

SHARPER CAPABILITIES

Upgrades made to the -class missile corve es
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For the Formidable

 

Victory

of the Formidable

Upgrades made to the -class frigates  
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the Fokker-50

The Endurance-

Archer-

Västergotland

Challenger-

Archer

 

Upgrades made to the Endurance-class LSTs
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to Fearless-

Challenger- and Archer-



56      Sharper and Smarter

than the Archer

Challenger

 

 The RSN is also working 

Archer

Fokker-50 

(Courtesy of Pioneer)
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Unmanned systems strengthen the RSN’s capability to meet an e panding set of tasks  They include the ScanEagle UAV 
(le ), which has been in service since 2 12  and the REMUS AUV (right), which has been deployed for e ercises and 
opera ons since 2 12  

the Protector
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The Venus 1  unmanned surface vessel in the Singapore Strait deploying its Towed Synthe c Aperture Sonar  

o

Bedok

S
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Beyond the frontline, the RSN will also 

The RSN is also working towards refreshing 

s 

use both its bases as test-beds for 4th industrial 

3rd
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CONVERSATIONS WITH THE CHIEFS

In the year of the RSN’s Golden Jubilee, the former Chiefs of Navy were asked to share their 

thoughts on what makes them proud of the Navy and what makes the Navy special.

Former Chiefs of Navy – (from le  ) RADM (RET) James Leo, Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean, RADM (RET) Kwek Siew 
Jin, RADM (RET) Richard Lim, RADM (RET) Lui Tuck ew, RADM (RET) Ronnie Tay, RADM (NS) Chew Men Leong, RADM (NS) 
Ng Chee Peng, and RADM (NS) Lai Chung Han, at a Chinese New ear gathering on th February, 2 1 . 
(Picture courtesy of Kevin Lim for the RSN)

WHAT MAKES YOU PROUD OF THE 
NAVY?

RADM (RET) James Leo

RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin

Strength of the RSN

Part II: 
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RADM (RET) Richard Lim

RADM (RET) Lui Tuck Yew

RADM (RET) Ronnie Tay
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RADM (NS) Chew Men Leong

RADM (NS) Ng Chee Peng

 

WHAT MAKES THE NAVY SPECIAL?

RADM (RET) James Leo

RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin
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RADM (RET) Richard Lim

 

RADM (RET) Lui Tuck Yew
Courageous

 

RADM (RET) Ronnie Tay

tahan
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RADM (NS) Chew Men Leong

RADM (NS) Ng Chee Peng

IN CLOSING 
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RADM (RET) James Leo

RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin

RADM (RET) Richard Lim

RADM (RET) Lui Tuck Yew

RADM (RET) Ronnie Tay

RADM (NS) Chew Men Leong

RADM (NS) Ng Chee Peng 

RADM (NS) Lai Chung Han
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MAJ (RET) Roland Vivian Simon, 84, served in the Navy from when it was the Singapore Division 
of the Malayan Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve ll he re red from the RSN. He recalls his e periences 
during and a er Konfrontasi.

MAJ (RET) Roland Simon at the Remembrance Day Service at Kranji War Memorial on 1 th November 2 1 .

Action on the Frontline
By MAJ (RET) ROLAND VIVIAN SIMON

Three de ning moments of my naval career 
are forever etched into my memory.

In 1 , I was in command of the 
minesweeper, K  Lanka Suka, when it received 
a signal to assist K  Panglima o  Sultan Shoal 
ighthouse, near urong Island. Two Indonesian 

customs boats had ignored warnings and 
intruded into Singapore territorial waters. 

hen K  Panglima red a warning shot, they 

le , only to return with a third customs boat 
and two Komar class motor torpedo boats.

TA Andy Miller, Commanding cer C  
of K  Panglima, and I came up with a ba le 
plan. e would concentrate on the three 
customs boats while I would handle the other 
two. I informed the Navy head uarters about 
our plan and called for reinforcements. e 
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were on standby to evade any torpedoes 

for a tense seven minutes, un l four aircra  

from the oyal Air Force and oyal Australian 

Air Force ew over from Tengah Air ase, 

and a ri sh frigate approached us from the 

direc on of ulau isang, Malaysia. The ve 

boats immediately headed for Karimun Island.

hen the frigate arrived, I briefed its 

captain, who commended us for our bravery. 

naware that the motor torpedo boats were 

unarmed, we had hoped for the best and were 

prepared for the worst. I remember telling 

Miller that we might not survive but we did. 

e stood up to their challenge, unwi ngly 

called their blu  and emerged unscathed, 

thanks to our reinforcements.

In 1 , K  Lanka Suka spo ed an 

Indonesian customs boat alongside a Malaysian 

police patrol boat o  on an, Malaysia. I 

signalled to the customs boat to leave, or we 

would shoot. owever, the boat lingered. 

hen its crew scrambled towards its 12. mm 

gun, I ordered one round to be red across its 

bow from our 0mm ofors gun. Therea er, 

it sped o I had never seen a customs boat 

move so fast black smoke billowing from 

its exhaust pipe, towards rothers Island o  

Sumatra, Indonesia.

In 1 , I was in command of SS Panglima, 

which was patrolling o  ulau Senang when 

gun re was heard. Near Sultan Shoal, an 

Indonesian customs boat was ring at a large 

tongkang bumboat  with automa c weapons. 

e went full speed to the rescue. hen we 

came within range, I told my Execu ve cer, 

TA Ng Kim am, to re our starboard ren 

gun at the wheelhouse and radar scanner of 

the customs boat. It retreated. I reported the 

incident to Q before inspec ng the tongkang. 

The helmsman had been shot dead by the 

customs boat. An old man knelt down and 

begged me not to shoot him. e burst into 

tears when we gave him co ee and reassured 

him that everything was all right.

hen SS Panglima went for its scheduled 

maintenance a year later, guess which ship was 

at the next slipway  It was the customs boat, 

with bullet holes all over its wheelhouse and 

radar scanner. hen our new crew members 

asked what had happened, its crew members 

replied  on’t you remember  ou shot at 

us  They said it was a good thing we didn’t use 

our ofors gun or we would have sunk their 

boat that day.

When the frigate arrived, 
I briefed its captain, who 
commended us for our 
bravery ... I remember 
telling Miller that we 
might not survive—

but we did. We stood 
up to their challenge, 

unscathed, thanks to our 
reinforcements.
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The Paths of the Pioneers

In early 2 1 , pioneer sailors (from le  to right) ME4 Jaya Sankaran, ME4 Lim Kheng Peow, ME  Roger Seow, ME  Michael 
Chan and ME  Nagara Raja shared stories about they helped one another through tough mes. 

When ME4 Lim Kheng Peow, 60, enlisted 
in the Navy in 1975, its recruitment tagline 
was: “Join the Navy, see the world.” He got his 

rst taste of travelling abroad and m high 
waves sailing on board the County class 
landing ship tank, RSS Intrepid, to Kaohsiung, 
Taiwan. “I saw thin cracks amidships, and 
started to worry that the ship might break 
into two  I remember thinking, did I buy 
enough insurance?” he chuckled. These ships 
had much sea me, having served with the 

nited States Navy since World War II before 
coming into service under the RSN for just a 
dollar each—“a goodwill price from the S”, 
he revealed.

When asked what kept 
him going despite tough 

“The people. We always 
 

I would have lost so much 
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esides material fa gue, engineering 
problems also surfaced. Most of the cri cal 
defects were rec ed by the crew. ME4 Jaya 
Sankaran, 56, who was the Main Engine Room 
In Charge, recounted how his department 
rushed to repair the landing ship tank, RSS 
E cellence, when its port engine failed en 
route to Goa, India: “Besides the challenges 
of bad sea state and the space constraint, the 
engines had been running non stop for four 
days it was hot as hell  We worked from 6am 
to midnight. But we achieved it!”

The crew also took immense pride in their 
seamanship. They went into o It ourself’ 
mode to make ropes for bell strikers and “all 
sorts of decora ve knots for the gangway”, 
reminisced ME5 Nagara Raja, 5 , showing 
a white, kno ed seaman’s belt he had made 
while serving as a weapons specialist on the 
Independence class patrol cra .

Prac sing this sailor’s cra  provided 
distrac on from the cramped living condi ons 
on board the patrol cra . The sailors had to 
squat along passageways and even on the 
exposed deck to eat their meals. They had to 
take turns to use the bunks in the small forward 
mess. The most unpopular were the rst two 
shorter bunks near the bow of the ship. ME4 

Lim, who served as an Electrical Technician 
on the patrol cra , RSS Daring, lamented: 
“The fore part of the ship would pound, and 
the bed would go up and down. I always slept 
there, though.” Grinning, ME5 Roger Seow, 62, 
quipped: “Because you were the shortest man 
on board!” The upside: no compe on for 
those bunks.

Their missions also caused physical and 
mental hardship. In the mid 1970s, when 

ietnamese boat people’ were a emp ng 
to reach Singapore, the missile gunboat, RSS 
Sea Tiger, once had to stay at sea patrolling 
for 12 days. This was far longer than the seven 
days it was designed for. Water had to be 
ra oned as water produc on on board was 
limited. Preven ng these boat people’ from 
entering Singapore was an emo onal struggle. 
ME5 Seow, who was its Chief Radar Plo er, 
recalled: “We felt great sadness for them. But 
orders were orders.”

The recurring theme: life on board the 
Navy’s earlier pla orms was not easy. When 
asked what kept him going despite tough 

mes, ME5 Seow said: “The people. We always 
looked a er one another. I would have lost so 
much if I had le .” 

ME5 Michael Chan, 56, remembered how 
the crew of RSS Sea Scorpion helped him rush 
back from a sor e in the South China Sea a er 
learning that his wife was in labour. “I got to 
witness the birth of my child because of them,” 
he said, smiling.

Over the years, the ships may have 
changed their capabili es and living 
condi ons have improved but their pioneers’ 
drive, discipline and courage, as well as the 
Navy Spirit, have endured.

may have changed—
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Against All Odds to Reach  

New Frontiers

Two classes of ships in two di erent eras, but with one thing in common  their pioneer crew 

overcame all odds to bring new capabili es to the Navy. In 2 , Singapore’s rst frigate, RSS 

Formidable, departed France for its -day journey across the Atlan c Ocean, heralding the rd  

Genera on transforma on of the Navy. Similarly, almost  years before that, RSS Mercury and 

RSS Jupiter slipped o  San Francisco for their tumultuous -day journey across the Paci c Ocean to 

Singapore, to add minesweeping capabili es to the then- edgling Navy.

 CPT Tan Peng ong (le ), CO of RSS Mercury, and LTA Kwek Siew Jin, CO of RSS Jupiter, at the homecoming ceremony 
for both ships on 4th June 1 . (Picture courtesy of RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin). 
Right  COL Jackson Chia, CO of RSS Formidable, at the frigate’s commissioning on th May 2 . 

RADM (NS) Jackson Chia, 48, pioneer CO of 

RSS Formidable, shared that there was great 

we had a good 15-year experience running 

ships were also designed for a lean crew, aided 

crew would have to translate that vision into 

Although RSS Formidable could have taken 

the shorter route through the Suez Canal, the 

Two classes of ships in  

with one thing in common: 

 
the Navy.
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put the ship through a rigorous test of rough 

seas, learning from the accompanying team of 

to mount security watches due to concerns 

even forwent their liberty runs at the ports-

spending at least a third of each month at sea 

the minesweepers, which were designed for 

RSS Mercury, decided to forgo a scheduled 

super typhoon was closing in on Guam, which 

Siew Jin, CO of RSS Jupiter,

ripped through Guam two days later and sank 

height, and countless mechanical and technical 

soon as the weather cleared somewhat, we 

decided to brave the rough seas and set sail for 

that we can accomplish seemingly 

impossible missions through careful 

from RSS Mercury now lines the deck of the 

Similarly, RADM (NS) Chia said that 

and 

immensely proud of these ships, the crew 

accomplish seemingly 

 
then-CO of RSS Jupiter
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COL Saw Shi Tat, 41, Commander First Flo lla, was CO of RSS Brave when the Fearless-class patrol 

vessel was deployed to waters around the island of Pedra Branca, on the day that the Interna onal 

Court of Jus ce passed its verdict on the sovereignty of Pedra Branca.

On the day of the ICJ verdict on Pedra Branca, COL Saw Shi 
Tat, currently Commander First Flo lla, was in command 
of RSS Brave, seen here at Tuas Naval Base in 2 1

The day, 23rd May 2008, is etched in my 
memory. It was the day that the Interna onal 
Court of Jus ce ICJ  passed its verdict on 
the territorial dispute between Malaysia 
and Singapore over the sovereignty of Pedra 
Branca.

In defending Singapore’s sovereignty 
over Pedra Branca, the RSN conducts regular 

patrols and responds to mari me incidents 

in and around the waters surrounding it. On 

the day of the ICJ verdict, my ship, RSS Brave, 

a Fearless class patrol vessel, was deployed 

to Pedra Branca waters together with a PCG 

vessel. From the onset, the situa on was tense. 

The ship and crew were in the highest state of 

readiness, while exchanging verbal challenges 

via the marine VHF radio with three Malaysian 

warships that had been deployed nearby. The 

Malaysian ships were persistent, but my ship 

and my PCG compatriot stood our ground.

The verbal challenges and manoeuvres 

con nued for hours, placing the team under 

tremendous stress. But we all knew that we 

had to maintain our calm. Faced with a vola le 

situa on, I was mindful not to create an 

unintended skirmish that would escalate the 

situa on. But we also knew we had to stand our 

ground, conduc ng ourselves in a principled 

and disciplined manner. I was glad that my 

Bravely Standing Our Ground
By COL SAW SHI TAT

crew was resolute and well trained to handle 

such a demanding opera onal scenario. Most 

importantly, every team member understood 

the signi cance of our mission. We knew that 

our tac cal ac ons would poten ally have 

rami ca ons at the highest level. A er the 

ship had been at sea for close to 10 hours, the 

nal verdict was out. The ICJ awarded Pedra 

Branca to Singapore, Middle Rocks to Malaysia 
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Unbeknownst to many 
back home in Singapore, 
all of us on board bore 
witness to a milestone 

in our country’s history. 
The RSN had staunchly 
defended Singapore’s 

sovereignty.  

and South Ledge, which was visible only at low 
de, to the state in whose territorial waters 

it is located. Both governments accepted the 
judgement. Immediately following the verdict, 
the Malaysian warships duly le  the waters 
surrounding the island.

nbeknownst to many back home in 
Singapore, all of us on board bore witness to a 

milestone in our country’s history. The RSN had 
staunchly defended Singapore’s sovereignty.  

Throughout, I was impressed by the spirit 
and professionalism displayed by our people. 
For instance, a serviceman postponed his 
wedding day to focus on the opera on, 
while three Full me Na onal Servicemen 
NSFs  voluntarily extended their NS s nts to 

par cipate in it.

We had played our part, like how many 
others before us had done. Nine years on, the 
RSN ships con nue to patrol and keep watch 
over the waters around Pedra Branca.

Duty personnel commemora ng Na onal Day on Pedra Branca in 2 1 . The RSN con nues to keep watch over Pedra Branca 
and its surrounding waters in defence of Singapore’s sovereignty.
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 During Opera on Flying Eagle, ME  Ben Tay (le ) was a Sec on Head of the Opera ons Branch, overseeing the 
loading of supplies and e uipment onto the landing ships tank. ME  Goh Nai Chuan was a Sec on Head of the Opera onal 
Logis cs Planning Branch, which was responsible for ensuring that the ships could sustain their opera ons for an  
e tended period. 
Right  COL (NS) Li Lit Siew was the CO of RSS Endurance when the landing ship tank was deployed to Aceh.

Operation Flying Eagle Takes Wing

“Above and beyond 
its sheer magnitude, 

rose to the occasion and 
 

 
Endurance

It was 31st December, 2004, New Year’s 

the western coast of Sumatra, Indonesia, 
unleashed a massive tsunami—later named 
the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami—that struck 
many parts of Asia. At 2pm, the landing 
ship tank, RSS Endurance, carrying 470 SAF 
personnel, set sail from Tuas Naval Base 

eventually deployed, together with numerous 

Eagle remains the largest humanitarian aid 

undertaken.

The Navy had only days, instead of the 
usual weeks it would take, to prepare for a 
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Supplies and e uipment were transferred to Aceh from the landing ships tank, anchored o  its coast, via the fast cra . 
These helped the survivors cope with the a ermath of the 2 4 Bo ing Day Tsunami.

confessed that the demands “stretched my 
physical and mental resources to the limit, 
working close to 18 hours a day for at least 
three weeks and returning home every day  
at midnight.”

Loading RSS Endurance in such a short 

Branch, recalled: “We had our loading team 
and equipment on standby 24/7 by the wharf 

physically taxing.” Within 72 hours, 51 vehicles 

and 350 pallets of equipment and supplies that 

RSS Endurance

length of the 141m-long ship. This would have 
normally taken weeks to accomplish.

The speed at which all three services 
planned and executed this large-scale 

interoperability”, said COL (NS) Li Lit Siew, 
49, then CO of RSS Endurance. “At the onset, 
we didn’t know exactly where in Indonesia 
we would be deployed to and for how long. 
All we knew was that we had a mission to 

prepare for it. The crew neither complained 

pride and respect for them.” He recounted: 

“Once we were deployed, we had to rely on 
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the combined ingenuity of all three services to 

overcome the challenges that we faced.” For 

instance, on arrival at Aceh, the naval divers 

and the Army’s combat engineers worked 

immediately together to establish landing 

shoreline impassable, so that the 
could deliver the cargo ashore. On days that 

due to rough seas, the Air Force’s helicopters 

“There was  

seamless interoperability could only be 

together and unity of purpose. Above and 

Flying Eagle will always be a reminder of the 
professionalism and tenacity of our people. 
When the call came, we rose to the occasion 
and delivered. We made it happen.”
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I am o en asked why the RSN deploys 
its ships for far ung opera ons that do not 
seem relevant to Singapore, such as Opera on 
Blue Orchid to reconstruct postwar Iraq, 
and Opera on Blue Sapphire against piracy 
in the Gulf of Aden. Transna onal threats 
have emerged in our interconnected world. 
Securing the sea lanes in a part of the world 
far away directly a ects Singapore, a mari me 
and trade dependent na on. oing our part 
to help others and working with like minded 

Operations Far Away From Home
By COL (NS) RICHARD LIM

COL (NS) Richard Lim, 41, re ected on his e perience in ve opera ons to keep the peace far 
beyond Singapore’s shores.

Since 2 , COL (NS) Lim has par cipated in several peace support and counter-piracy opera ons, contribu ng to security 
beyond the region.

Securing the sea lanes in a 
part of the world far away 
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partners place Singapore in good stead to 
advance the culture of collabora on, much 
needed in dealing with the challenges of the 
changing security environment.

In my rst such opera on, the rst 
Opera on Blue Orchid deployment in 2003, 
I served as the task group Opera on O cer 
on RSS Endurance. eploying to a postwar 
environment for some three to four months 
and working with coali on forces some 4,000 
nau cal miles away from Singapore was 
unimaginable before we had the Endurance

class landing ships tank, which had a new suite 
of capabili es. Previously, under Opera on 
Blue Heron in East Timor in 1999, the County

class landing ship tank, RSS E cellence, served 
only as a transport pla orm doing milk 
runs’ for military vehicles and equipment. 
So the excitement for Opera on Blue Orchid  
was palpable.

One of our tasks was to patrol and conduct 
security sweep opera ons in the Northern 
Arabian Gulf, speci cally in the vicinity of the 
Al Basrah Oil Terminal Iraq’s lifeline in the 
export of oil to the world. We knew that the 
threat there was real and we could never be 
certain that the ships being screened did not 
have hos le elements aboard. We worked out 
detailed responses to unfamiliar scenarios, 
developed sensible rules of engagement 
and tested them through rigorous table top 
exercises. Training was extensive and tough, 
but we learned a lot fast.

The opera onal experience honed our 
tac cs, techniques and procedures. At the 
strategic level, we learned to deploy for 
extended periods and at extended ranges 
from Singapore. We also learned from working 
alongside other navies that were experienced 
in peace support opera ons. The more mes 
we deployed, the be er we became.

Around 2009, the spike in piracy in the Gulf 
of Aden meant an urgent need to contribute 
to counter piracy opera ons to protect 
global mari me commerce. Ships that pass 
through the Suez Canal in Egypt a vital sea 
lane between ports in Europe and Asia sail 
through this area and the concentra on of 
unprotected shipping there made it a lucra ve 
target for sea pirates. nder a N Security 
Council Resolu on, the SAF deployed a Task 
Force for Opera on Blue Sapphire, for which 
I was the Commander Task Group. Since 
then, the SAF has deployed ve ships and a 
mari me patrol aircra  and also assumed four 
successful commands of Combined Task Force 
151, the mul na onal naval force established 
to disrupt piracy and armed robbery at sea. On 
a deployment under Opera on Blue Sapphire 
in 2011, RSS Endeavour foiled an a empt 
by pirates to board a merchant vessel. The 
Navy ship subsequently ordered the pirates 
back to their mother ship and destroyed the 
abandoned ski  that they had used in their 
boarding a empt.

Going for such opera ons has made me 
more con dent because I am compelled to 
adapt and respond quickly to unexpected 
situa ons. If the RSN could do well in a 

uid environment, not bound by exercise 
constructs, we would similarly succeed in a 
di erent se ng. I’m proud to have represented 
my country and the RSN in such opera ons, 
knowing that I’ve played a part towards safe 
and secure seas for all.

experience honed our 
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The Importance of Being Prepared
By ME6 TOH HAI LIANG

ME  Toh Hai Liang, 4 , currently the Head of the Integrated Opera onal Logis cs Centre, outlined 
his e perience in logis cs planning when he was Head of the Fleet Logis cs Branch in 2 12.

Enabling the ships to achieve mission success gives ME  Toh Hai Liang and his team of engineers great sa sfac on. 

In July 2012, when my team heard that 
the two Harpoon missiles launched from 
RSS Formidable hit their target in the Rim of 
the Paci c RIMPAC  Exercise, we were just 
as exhilarated as those in the ship’s Combat 
Informa on Centre. While the missile ring 
took all of a few seconds, my team of engineers 
and logis cians had taken months to prepare 
for it devising a robust maintenance schedule 
for the frigate, and loading avia on spares for 
its S 70B naval helicopter on board.

A well designed logis cs plan is cri cal for 

achieving mission success and safety.

You do not want the ship and helicopter 

to develop a cri cal defect in the middle of 

the Paci c Ocean, without the necessary 

engineering spares for rec ca on. In order 

for us to develop a robust logis cs sustenance 

plan for our deployments, it is important for 

us to have an in mate understanding of the 

opera onal requirements of the ship and the 



80       The Importance of Being Prepared

The safe return of the 

mission gives my team 

mission. These high engineering standards and 
proper planning have enabled the successful 
and safe comple on of all the Navy’s 
deployments.

The constant challenge for the Naval 
Logis cs Command NALCOM  is to ensure 
logis cal readiness of all ships given nite 
resources. In fact, soon a er RSS Formidable 

red the missiles, RSS Stalwart sailed to 
Australia and New ealand in August and 
RSS Intrepid was deployed for counter-
piracy opera ons in the Gulf of Aden in 
September. For a small Navy, these back-
to-back deployments were no mean feat. It 
necessitated the development of a support 
system to prepare three di erent task groups 
for three di erent opera ons in three very 
di erent parts of the world. In par cular, 
modifying RSS Intrepid—a frigate designed 
for conven onal naval warfare—to conduct 
counter-piracy opera ons was something that 
was unprecedented for our engineers from 
the Fleet and NALCOM. These modi ca ons 
required us to t addi onal cradles for 
addi onal rigid hull in atable boats and their 
launch and recovery system, and more bunks 
for more crew members. This necessitated a 
return to the original blueprints to see how 
best these changes could be incorporated into 
the original design.

A warship at sea can have its essen al 
machinery, such as engines, radars and 
electricity generators, running 24 hours a 
day, for days on end, as it journeys from one 
port to another. In the past, once the ships 
le  harbour, they would be le  to fend for 
themselves in terms of engineering support. 
Now, there is always a team of engineers and 
logis cians back at home, ready to answer to 
the ship’s call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
This gives con dence to the ships that they 
are well taken care of, wherever they are in 
the world. The safe return of the ship a er a 
successful mission gives my team of engineers 
and myself great sa sfac on, knowing that 
while most of our work is behind the scenes, 
we have played a key role in suppor ng the 
RSN’s deployed force.
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You’ll Never Walk Alone

A former naval diver who enjoyed 

compe ng in adventure races and riding his 

mountain bike, CPT NS  Kenneth Tan, 28, was 

devastated when he was diagnosed with a 

debilita ng disease. But he was determined to 

complete one last race, and succeeded—with 

the help of his NS mates.

In 2014, he discovered that he su ered 

from Strumpell Lorrain isease, which reduces 

one’s control over and sensa on in the legs, 

a er failing his 2.4km run during the Individual 

Physical Pro ciency Test, the standard physical 

tness test in the Singapore Armed Forces. 

“I knew that something was wrong when I 

couldn’t even pass. When the medical o cer 

told me about my condi on, I couldn’t believe 

my ears. I was so depressed and wanted to 

give up on everything.”

Instead of giving up, CPT NS  Tan, with 

the support of his buddy, 3SG NS  Nicholas 

Yeo, also 28, decided to par cipate in a 10km 

race together during the Army Half Marathon 

in August that year—one last race “before 

calling it quits”, he said. At 7.10am on the race 

“This is our spirit as naval 
divers - we will never 

leave our buddy behind, 
we don’t give up on one 

another.”  

- CPT (NS) Kenneth Tan

LCP Kenneth Tan (third from right) comple ng NDU Hell Week in August 2 . (Picture courtesy of CPT (NS) Kenneth Tan)
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day, the duo was wai ng at the star ng line 

when they heard a group of men singing the 

N  song from a distance away. CPT NS  Tan 

thought that the men, dressed in the same 

lime green T-shirt, “must be some regulars 

from N ”, un l they approached him and he 

recognised them—all the 62 others in his 27th 

batch of naval divers.

His buddies had spent months gathering 

everyone, including those overseas, for this 

race. They even pooled money to fund the 

airfare for one of them who was studying in 

Australia. Although it had been ve years since 

their NS days, they all wanted to do something 

to encourage CPT NS  Tan not only during 

the race, but also in his life. One of them, 

CPL NS  Koh Long Cheng, 28, a research and 

development engineer, said: “It didn’t take 

much to get everyone together as we were all 

very willing to do something for Kenneth. He 

is very strong and de nitely an inspira on for 

many of us.”

Touched beyond words, CPT NS  Tan 

told himself that giving up was de nitely 

not an op on. “I knew that they would drag 

me through to the nishing line if I couldn’t 

walk.” Singing the N  song with gusto, pride 

and camaraderie, the 63 former naval divers 

crossed the nishing line at 10.12am.

More than a year later, CPT NS  Tan, who 

some mes has trouble balancing when he 

walks, said: “If so many people bothered to 

turn up to support me, I cannot give up. This is 

our spirit as naval divers—we will never leave 

our buddy behind, we don’t give up on one 

another. Actually, it is beyond the race. Many 

of my batch boys s ll visit me frequently to do 

walks with me. It’s a lot of e ort and a clear 

sign that they have not given up on me.”

In keeping with this spirit, he and his 
buddies plan to take part in a 10km walk in 
the Army Half Marathon again in 2017—the 
10th anniversary of their enlistment—although 

he will need a mobility aid to do so. “I want to 

do something back for my batch boys because 

they have done so much for me.”
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Remembering Courageous
By COL ONG CHEE WEI

COL Ong Chee Wei, 44, the Head of Naval Personnel Department, was E ecu ve O cer of RSS 
Valiant in 2 . The missile corve e was one of the rst few ships to arrive at the scene a er a 
merchant ship collided with patrol vessel RSS Courageous, killing four servicewomen.

COL Ong Chee Wei was the E ecu ve O cer of RSS Valiant 
when the ship was ac vated to assist RSS Courageous in 
January 2003. 

It was almost midnight on 3rd January 2003 
when RSS Valiant

hours, the crew was assembled and we set sail 

one of our own, RSS Courageous, had been 

Courageous  

 

I had to enforce the crew’s rest cycles so that 

The Navy Family rallied 
together and closed 

ranks. We leaned on one 
another for strength 
and encouragement, 
and contributed in 
whatever way we 

could towards helping 
the servicewomen’s 

families and the ongoing 

darkest period, the Navy 
Spirit shone through. 
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another for strength and encouragement, and 

RSS Valiant 

The experience has shaped me as a 

RSS Courageous

The other lesson ingrained in me is that as 
commanders, we owe it to the families of 
our crew to grow them professionally and 

remembers RSS Courageous 

Yew: 

While the Navy Family 
has stumbled before, we 

have been able to get back 
on our feet and move 

onwards and upwards. 
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Once Navy, Always Navy
By LTC (NS) CHIU ENG TATT

In 2012, the Navy took the bold move of having ships manned fully by NSmen performing 

Opera onally Ready Na onal Service (ORNS). The Navy demands of them the same level of 

competency and opera onal readiness e pected of all Navy servicemen. LTC (NS) Chiu Eng Ta , 

0, then-CO of the ORNS Team of the missile corve e, revealed the secret to the naming of RSS 

Vengeance as the Best Naval NS Unit for two consecu ve years in 201  and 201 . 

LTC (NS) Chiu Eng Ta  receiving the best NS naval unit award from Minister for Defence Dr. Ng Eng Hen at SAFTI Military 
Ins tue on SAF Day, 1st July 201 .

I felt honoured to be given the opportunity 
to give this pioneering concept my best 
shot. I remembered the strong camaraderie, 
friendship and professionalism during my 

to give it a go.

faces. Some key appointment holders voiced 
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Just before one training 
safely and properly.

calls. I adjusted the training programme 
to cater for short breaks to return calls or 

could do something so they could give their 

not be able to turn up for sailing. Instead, 

LTC (NS) Chiu Eng Ta   and his crew of RSS Vengeance marking the comple  on of their ICT at Tuas Naval Base in August 201 .
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family is for life.
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The Navy Song: 

Onwards & Upwards

The Navy Song was originally a two-stanza Midshipman Song composed by then-Midshipmen 
Melvin Huang and Lionel Liew in 1974. It was a song about the Navy’s humble beginnings and the 

well that it was adopted as the Navy Song.

Victory-

Onwards and upwards we’ve moved on and on.

Onwards and upwards the best we’ll show.

Chorus:
We’re the ones the sons of the sea.
Mighty men of the Singapore Navy.

We will stand for the right,

We will always be true to our land.

Our waters to guard to ensure they are safe.

Together we stand in defence of our land.
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